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   Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Brentwood Pines Executive Apartments 
 
    Takoma Park, Maryland 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the northeast side of Washington, DC, an impeccably dressed man in a dark suit stood in an exquisitely decorated apartment and looked down at the very messy body on the floor at his feet. He sighed and reached up with a latex-gloved hand to remove the glasses from his face. Ignoring the bright red arterial blood that leaked out onto the herringbone patterned floor, he produced a silk handkerchief from the inside pocket of his three-piece suit with a flourish and snapped it in the air. Irritated that he had to stop and clean his glasses of bodily fluids from his latest mission, the man frowned at the still warm body. It would've been so much easier had the fool just accepted his fate and got on with it. 
 
    Anyone who played the dangerous games of politics at a certain level—no matter where they were in the world— eventually risked more than they could handle. And when the time came to pay debts or even scores, well, that was his job. 
 
    He carefully folded the handkerchief and tucked it away in the leather briefcase on the floor behind him, then deliberately put the glasses back on his face. He didn't need them to see—they were merely another prop in his disguise. 
 
    The well-dressed man watched as crimson blood inched across the floor toward the tip of his mirror-polished loafer and darkened to a smooth merlot. At the last second, he slowly stepped back before any blood touched the expensive Italian leather. He adjusted his coat, then decided to deal with the more unsavory aspect of his profession. 
 
    He opened the briefcase and pulled out one of his cleaning rags. He went about the tedious but necessary business of examining every surface he possibly might have touched in the posh apartment before wiping them all down with cleaning solutions and rags. The liquid, created specifically by the Grove, left no trace and would take an electron microscope to discover any residue.  
 
    Humming a mindless tune from his youth as he worked, the man let his disciplined mind shift into neutral and away from the task at hand. He pondered what he would have for dinner that night and decided not to stay in his hotel, but rather go out to eat. 
 
    He’d been working a good quarter hour since the time of death when the phone in his pocket buzzed. He finished wiping down the bedroom doorknob, then calmly walked across the apartment to his briefcase, where he removed the latex gloves on his hands. Ignoring the urge to immediately see who had called, he took the time to neatly wrap the gloves in the used rag before depositing the whole mess in the briefcase. His phone continued to buzz. He adjusted his glasses, sighed, and pulled out the wretched phone. 
 
    One glance at the screen, told him the client who'd hired him to complete the job was the helicopter-parent type. He turned and stared at the body as he opened the line and put the phone to his ear. 
 
    After an awkward silence—he found he was able to get a lot more information out of people by remaining quiet as long as possible—the person on the other end of the phone cleared their throat.  
 
    "I assume everything is going as planned?” 
 
    The well-dressed man tilted his head and examined the body. The blood had started to congeal. "It is," he said in a proper London accent. 
 
    The man on the other end of the phone exhaled loudly. "Good, good. Any problems?" 
 
    The well-dressed man remained silent. If there had been a problem, he wouldn't have answered his phone. A few seconds later, the man on the other end of the line recognized that truth and cleared his throat again. 
 
    "Erm…there's…there's something else we want you to do." 
 
    The well-dressed man waited. He glanced at the Rolex on his wrist. "Time is money," he said simply. 
 
    "I understand that…but this is extremely important. We’re even going to give you hazardous duty pay." 
 
    The well-dressed man arched an eyebrow. In his line of work, just going to the office was hazardous duty in itself. What more did the moron on the phone think of him? How had this fool been appointed over the local grove? 
 
    "One of my associates here in New Mexico is having an issue." 
 
    The well-dressed man waited in silence. The Grove always had issues—it came with the territory. He supposed if the mission required him to eliminate one of his Catholic rivals…no, the papacy hadn't taken an interest in the affairs of the Grove in more than a hundred years. It had to be something else. What then? 
 
    "They…the local Grove tried to handle it internally, and it's spiraling out of control. We need you to put an end to it. But there's a complication." 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "These people showed up and wait…where? New Mexico. Santa Fe." The man on the other end of the line cleared his throat again. "Instructions will be sent to the safe house in Santa Fe. You know the place?" 
 
    "I do." 
 
    "Good, the quicker this issue is handled the better it will be for all of us, the dust storms have presented a unique opportunity, in the bigger cities and we don't want this…situation…interfering with our ability to expand the operation. The Bard believes this is a gift from the gods.” 
 
    The well-dressed man closed his eyes in reverence. "So be it." He disconnected the call and cut off a response from the man on the other end of the line. It put a tight smile on the well-dressed man's face. He dropped the phone in his pocket, then looked around the apartment. Everything was as it should be—impeccable.  
 
    He’d only moved into three rooms the entire time he was there, and he’d already wiped down every surface he could've possibly touched. The last surface left was the front door handle.  
 
    He pulled out a fresh rag, wiped the knob clean, then dropped the rag in the brief case next to the first one. He removed a Scally cap and sunglasses, then dropped his fake reading glasses in and closed the lid with a click of the gold latches. He took one last look around the apartment.  
 
    The body in the middle of the floor would be the first thing she’d find, but there would be no trace of him, no sign of forced entry, and only his customary message to link him to the crime. 
 
    The corner of his mouth quirked. To his mind, it wasn't a crime at all. He was tasked with carrying out the divine will of the gods. How could that be illegal? He looked down and closed his eyes.  
 
    "I have carried out my mission. Your will be done. Let a cleansing wind blow through the Grove and carry this man's soul to the afterlife. I judge him not, but only do as I am commanded."  
 
    Satisfied that the gods were appeased, the well-dressed man turned and opened the front door, stepped out into the hallway, and locked it behind him. Without glancing around—someone who lived there would never do such a thing—he walked toward the elevator bank. He rounded a corner, and the soles of his shoes rang off the marble tile in front of the gleaming brass doors.  
 
    A trim woman in her mid-40s, dressed in a business skirt, waited for the next elevator car and thumbed through a packet of papers. The well-dressed man took up a position a respectful distance away from her and clasped the wrist of the hand holding the brief case in front of him with his free hand. His newsboy hat securely tucked under his right arm. He smiled pleasantly at her and nodded when she glanced at him up and down, then smiled.  
 
    "Nice suit." 
 
    He affected an air of surprise and looked down at his clothing. "This? Oh," he said in a perfectly neutral American accent, "thanks. Got a big job interview." 
 
    "What do you do?" The woman asked. She smiled as she tucked away her papers, seemingly happy for a distraction. "Or I guess a better question is what do you want to do?" 
 
    The well-dressed man smiled back at her as the elevator chimed to announce its arrival. "What I want to do is relax by a beach with the drink in my hand…you know, one that has one of those little paper umbrellas?" 
 
    She laughed as she stepped onto the empty elevator and turned to face the control panel. "What floor?" 
 
    "Oh, I'm going down to the lobby," he said jovially as he followed her aboard. 
 
    "You didn't answer my question," she observed with a wry smile on her face. The handsome woman offered a distracting possibility. But the well-dressed man was far too disciplined for easy distractions.  
 
    "Sorry,” he said with a disarming smile. “It's an engineering job. They’re hopefully going to hire me to fix a very complicated problem.” 
 
    She nodded sympathetically. “Well,” she said as the elevator chimed again to announce its arrival at the ground-floor, "good luck—I hope you get it." 
 
    "Thanks," he replied with a nod, as he followed her out of the elevator. "Just gotta get through a long plane flight first." 
 
    "Oh?" she asked as they walked side-by-side toward the main entrance of the exclusive apartment complex. A uniformed bellhop opened the door and greeted them with a smile. 
 
    "You have a nice day now, Miss Shirley," the man said. He nodded at the well-dressed man in greeting and received a smile in return. 
 
    "Thank you, Harvey," the woman said over her shoulder as they stepped out into a hot, muggy Washington morning. "Goodness, it's gonna be nasty today,” she declared as she blinked in the sunshine. “I hope wherever you're going, it's a bit cooler." 
 
    "Well, I hear it's a dry heat," he laughed. Before she could continue the conversation, he pulled out his sunglasses and put on the hat. He briefly touched the tip of the brim with the fingers of his left hand in salute. "You have a nice day," he called as he turned and strolled down the street. 
 
    "You too,” the woman called after him. “And good luck!” 
 
    Without looking back, he raised his free hand in a wave. 
 
    As if on cue, one of the ubiquitous yellow taxis that clogged the streets of Washington, DC, pulled up to the curb next to him. Taking that as a sign from the gods to skip the Metro, the well-dressed man quickly shifted position and waited for the arriving passenger to exit the vehicle. With a nod of thanks, he stepped around the departing commuter and climbed in. 
 
    "Where to, pal?" the driver asked as he glanced back at the well-dressed man in the rearview mirror. 
 
    "Reagan National Airport, please," he replied, switching back to his British accent. He didn't mind speaking American, but after a while it made his throat hurt. He couldn't fathom how two peoples could be separated by the same language. 
 
    The driver grunted. "Probably a real mess—account of the dust storms out west," the cabbie replied as he deftly pulled them into traffic and accelerated. 
 
    "Oh?" the well-dressed man asked as he adjusted himself in the seat and pulled out his cell phone to check for a flight itinerary. He was in high enough demand that such mundane things as scheduling trips to complete his missions were a thing of the past. Anyone that had enough clout with the High Grove to assign him would make sure to take care of such matters ahead of time.  
 
    He smirked. Sure enough, he found an email with the ticket confirmation. All he had to do was get to the United terminal and check in. He traveled light—before he entered the terminal, the brief case would disappear and he’d board the plane with nothing but his phone, his sunglasses, his hat, and his suit. 
 
    "Yeah,” the driver said, as if they were having a conversation, “I heard on the news this morning that the dust storms are causing all kinds of problems for the airlines. They’re gonna start canceling flights left and right, you watch. Hey, I hope you’re not heading out west..." 
 
    The well-dressed man sat back in his seat and glanced out the window at the unceasing flow of cars. He longed for nothing more than the peaceful quiet of his favorite forest in Yorkshire. Perhaps he'd find a secluded spot in the mountains of New Mexico to meditate.  
 
    He pursed his lips. Hopefully there would be time after the job was done to cleanse his spirit. "Unfortunately, that's precisely where I'm headed," he said with a sigh. "Bloody inconvenient." 
 
    "I'll say,” the driver commiserated, fishing for his tip, “I bet they're going to cancel a lot more flights today than yesterday." 
 
    The well-dressed man glanced at the driver in the mirror. "Then by all means, good sir, don't spare the petrol." 
 
    The driver shrugged. "You see all this traffic? It's the middle of the lunch rush-hour, buddy. Ain’t much I can do about it…" 
 
    The well-dressed man sighed, removed his billfold from his coat pocket, and pulled out two crisp $100 bills. He carefully folded the wallet and put it back in his coat, taking note out of the corner of his eye that the cabdriver watched his every move like a hawk. He leaned forward and placed the money on the driver’s shoulder. "I'm quite prepared to make it worth your while." 
 
    The driver moved fast to make the bills disappear. "You got it, buddy. Hang on to your tea and strumpets, I'm gonna show you how we get things done in America." 
 
    The well-dressed man sat back in his seat and smiled as the driver accelerated them well past the speed limit and ignored the honking horns. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Just outside Cedarburg, Oklahoma 
 
      
 
    Kathy Powell turned from the steering wheel. “I can’t go any further. I’m too tired…” 
 
    Isabel Stagg, just as spent, nodded from the passenger seat. After surviving a plane crash, escaping Boise City, and driving into the leading edge of a dust storm of epic proportions, utter exhaustion had caught up with her as well. “Right there with you…how’s the gas?” She yawned. “We can pull over and refuel while we take a break.” 
 
    Kathy squinted at the dashboard. “Uh…we have about a quarter tank. We’re good for a while, I think.” She yawned, and her jaw cracked. “I just can’t keep my eyes open. I need a power nap or we’re going to run off the road, you know?” 
 
    Isabel looked at the empty junk food wrappers on the floor by her feet and sighed. “We’re coming down off an adrenaline rush and sugar high at the same time…” 
 
    “All those power drinks didn’t do any good,” Kathy groused, “did they?” 
 
    “I doubt anything would after the day we’ve had…” 
 
    Kathy snorted. “One for the history books, sister.” 
 
    Isabel rubbed her face with a grimy hand. “I so need a shower.” 
 
    “And some clean clothes,” Kathy agreed. 
 
    “Well,” Isabel sighed as she looked over her shoulder into the cavernous interior of the rented Ford Expedition, paid for by the Arizona Department of Emergency Management. “We have a couple bags of clothes back there…” 
 
    Kathy nodded. “I grabbed handfuls of random stuff. We might not be the most coordinated survivors, but at least we’ll have clean clothes.” 
 
    Isabel turned back to face forward and squinted through the increasing dust that skittered across the road. “I think there’s a sign coming up. Looks like a little town or something straight ahead.” She looked down at the phone in her lap and pulled up the map file DEM engineers transferred to the device when they’d picked up new phones in Boise City. “Yup. Cedarburg.” 
 
    “Beautiful…” Kathy said, adjusting her hands on the wheel. “I see a turn up ahead. What do you say we pull over, fuel up, get changed, and take a nap before we roll into town? Maybe we can fill up the gas cans and hopefully get a bite to eat before we move through.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Isabel said, her mouth already watering at the thought of real food, not the processed junk they’d managed to grab from the gas station on the way out of Boise City. 
 
    Kathy eased the big vehicle over to the shoulder and sighed when it came to a stop. She shifted into park and leaned back into her seat. “I had no idea driving through this stuff would be so stressful. My back feels all knotted up.” 
 
    Isabel opened her door and coughed in a gust of dust-laden wind. “It’s getting worse. At some point the car’s going to struggle to work in these conditions,” she observed. 
 
    “Then we better get a move on and see how far we can get,” Kathy replied as she got out of the driver’s side and shielded her face with an arm. 
 
    The two women went in opposite directions—Kathy to the rear hatch to retrieve the last full can of gas, and Isabel to the passenger rear door to dig through the clothes Kathy had bought at the Bass Pro Shop outside Boise City. 
 
    Isabel had only pawed through two of the four bags when she heard tires on gravel and looked up. Across the dusty road, a blue truck with rust spots on the doors slowed to a stop. The back bed was overflowing with all kinds of random things, from lamps and suitcases to what looked like items wrapped in sheets and …she blinked. Was that a flatscreen TV? 
 
    Something about the assortment of items in the truck made the skin on the back of Isabel’s neck crawl. She glanced at Kathy, who was busy digging through their dwindling supplies and hadn’t noticed the truck. When the driver got out and slammed his door, the sound made her jerk upright. 
 
    “Heads up,” Isabel whispered. 
 
    Kathy frowned. “Great. Just what we need.” 
 
    “How you doin’? Uh,” the man said, brought up short as he approached, and Kathy moved around the truck. “Ma’am.” 
 
    “We’re fine. How are you?” Kathy replied in a tight, not unfriendly, but not exactly welcoming voice. 
 
    “Well, other than this storm, things are alright,” the greasy-looking man said. “You got car trouble?” 
 
    Isabel moved around the back of the Expedition, further out of the man’s sight—but that meant she couldn’t see him either. She didn’t know what she might do, but it didn’t feel right to stay exposed in the open door on the passenger side. She needed to be near Kath—for moral support, if nothing else. 
 
    “You headed into town?” the man asked before Kathy could reply. He took another step closer. “I should warn you,” he said and took another step, “things are gettin’ rough now that the power’s out.” 
 
    Isabel didn’t like the man’s tone and the way he kept moving closer and closer to Kathy set her on edge. The former soldier didn’t budge though. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” Kathy commanded. “We’re fine. Now, if you’ll excuse us— “ 
 
    “You keep saying we,” the man said, craning his neck to see around Kathy, “but I don’t see no one else.” 
 
    Isabel stared at the truck across the median. Another shadowy figure occupied the front seat. They hadn’t moved, but they watched the scene unfold. Isabel frowned. “There’s another person in the front seat of that truck watching us…” she whispered to Kathy. 
 
    Kathy nodded to signal Isabel she’d heard, then continued talking to the tall stranger. “You boys evacuating?” 
 
    The man turned to look at the truck. “Huh, didn’t think you’d see Earl back there…well, I guess this has gone on long enough.” When he turned back to face Kathy, he had a small revolver in his big hand. “Now, no one needs to get hurt. We don’t want anything but your supplies. I see some gas cans there…I’ll be taking those.” 
 
    “You son of a—” Kathy began. 
 
    “Hey, watch that mouth of yours, honey,” the man snapped. “I’m a God-fearin’ man and I don’t like hearing ladies—” 
 
    He never finished his sentence as Kathy jumped forward and punched the inside of the man’s arm. His aim went wide, and he yelped in surprise at the sudden violence. She used her momentum to rotate her upper body and elbowed him in the solar plexus. In less than two seconds, the gun had clattered to the ground, followed quickly by her gasping assailant. 
 
    “That’s enough!” a rough voice yelled over the wind. 
 
    Kathy flipped her hair over one shoulder and blocked the dust from her face. She looked up in defiance to see the man from the truck approaching through the dusty air with a black rifle in his hands. 
 
    “You okay, Dillen?” Earl asked, never taking his bloodshot eyes off Kathy. “Tangled with a wildcat, did ya?” 
 
    Dillen wheezed from the ground and took a long moment to scrabble to his hands and knees. Kathy smirked. Isabel shook and tried to hide behind the Expedition. 
 
    “Hurry up and grab their stuff. This storm is getting worse. I want to be in Boise City by nightfall. My cousin will put us up—” 
 
    “Two-bit thieves,” Kathy spat. 
 
    “That’s enough out of you!” Earl snapped and stepped forward. The open barrel of the rifle looked like a cave to Isabel, but Kathy didn’t so much as flinch. The woman had ice water in her veins. 
 
    Dillen eventually got to his feet and shoved past Kathy. Isabel slipped back around the passenger side of the Expedition, terrified that he’d spotted her. But the thug only had eyes for the bright red gas cans and Bass Pro bags. He laughed and scooped everything up. “We hit the jackpot, Earl!” 
 
    “Yeah?” Earl asked with a wicked grin. He licked his lips and flicked his eyes back to Kathy. Isabel looked away, disgusted, but soon smiled. She saw Dillen’s shiny revolver partially hidden by their vehicle. She squatted and found it easily within reach, so Isabel stretched out her hand. 
 
    It was surprisingly heavy—she’d never held a gun before, let alone shot one. Derek, her husband, had one, but she’d never felt a need for the things. Her hand trembled slightly as she stood. 
 
    “You can’t take that—we’ll be stranded out here!” Kathy complained. 
 
    “Hey lady, it’s the end of the world—every man for himself!” Dillen crowed as he shuffled away with all the gear he could carry in his arms. 
 
    “It’s not the end of the world and you’re just a couple of…of thugs!” Kathy spat. 
 
    “That right?” Earl asked as he kept the rifle on her and took a step back. “Well, the power’s out from here to the Pacific Ocean—everyone’s going nuts. It’s a free-for-all, lady, and we aim to clean up.” 
 
    “You stole everything in that truck,” Kathy breathed. 
 
    Earl glanced over his shoulder at the truck through the dust. He shrugged. “Sometimes people gave it to us,” he said as he motioned with the rifle. “This baby is a great motivator.” 
 
    Isabel closed her eyes. If the men took their supplies, it would make things infinitely more difficult for her to get home to her children. She clenched her jaw and opened her eyes, filled with a resolve she’d never known. She took two steps, and watched herself from over one shoulder, as if she were in a movie. 
 
    “No, stay back,” Kathy began, then gasped when she saw the revolver in Isabel’s hands. 
 
    “Whoa there!” Earl said as he swung the rifle to point at Isabel. His eyes went wide. “Easy now, honey, ain’t no call to get upset.” 
 
    “Upset?” Isabel parroted in a menacing, low voice. “You think I’m upset?” 
 
    “Isabel…” Kathy said, off to the side, her hands up between the man with the rifle and her friend with the revolver. “Easy now…” 
 
    Isabel ignored her and stared at the man, her vision narrowing to a dark tunnel with him standing in the only way out. “You’re stealing the supplies I need to get back to my children…” She took aim at the man’s fleshly, dusty face. “And you think I’m upset?” 
 
    He licked his lips but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Isabel narrowed her eyes. “Oh, I’m well beyond upset.” 
 
    “Hey!” Dillen shouted in the wind from the truck. “Come on! Just shoot her already and let’s get out of here! Yours is bigger, Earl!” 
 
    Isabel’s finger twitched on the trigger and the revolver barked fire and noise in her hands. Earl fired at the same time. She shrieked and hunched in surprise as the rear window of the Expedition exploded in glass shards behind her. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, Isabel found Kathy kneeling next to her, a worried look on her face. “Are you okay?” she breathed. “I never knew you were so hardcore!” 
 
    Isabel looked over Kathy’s shoulder. The two men were already in the truck—which now sported a hole in the windshield. The engine roared and in a shower of dust and gravel, they were gone. She looked down at the ground she sat on and picked up a piece of glass in trembling fingers. “What happened?” 
 
    “You shot out their window, they shot out ours…it was insane,” Kathy said with a smile. “You sure you were never in the army? Maybe the Marines?” 
 
    “I’m going to throw up,” Isabel complained. She pushed the revolver away from her like it was a dead animal. 
 
    Kathy frowned. “Good news is no one got hurt, and…we have a new tool,” she added as she leaned over and picked up the weapon. Isabel flinched as it passed her face. She deftly opened the cylinder and checked the load. She grunted to herself, spun the cylinder and snapped it closed, then tucked the revolver into her waistband at the small of her back. “Bad news,” Kathy said as she stood, “is that they got away with most of our supplies and the last of our gas. There’s only four rounds left in this junk revolver Dillen dropped, and now we have no choice but to stop in Cedarburg.” 
 
    She helped Isabel to her feet, dusted her hands, then shielded her face from the dirty wind. “We’re getting real close to this thing.” 
 
    Isabel sighed. “They got our goggles, too, didn’t they?” 
 
    Kathy looked into the back of their vehicle. “I think so…there’s maybe one set off clothes for each of us—things that weren’t in the bags, it looks like—and that’s about it. Oh, there’s that little kid’s fishing kit you grabbed and a few lifeboat rations.” She slammed the hatch with finality. “Come on, we should get moving and find shelter and gas.” 
 
    “…and food and water…” Isabel groaned. 
 
    “Hey,” Kathy smirked as she climbed into the driver’s seat, “as long as I have Annie Oakley with me, I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Wine,” Isabel said as she got into the front passenger seat and shut the door on the dust storm. “I need wine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    J. Edgar Hoover Building Annex 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
      
 
      
 
    Federal Bureau of Investigation Division Chief Hank Bellasconi, looked down at the cheap government phone receiver he held to his ear. He blinked. “Sir, I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” 
 
    “The cell network’s already starting to act up out there, isn’t it? I’m already on my way to Greenbrier. Look, Hank, I know you think the world of Sinclair, but her investigation needs to end.” 
 
    “Sir—Jerry. Come on, I know she’s—” 
 
    “Hank,” the Deputy Director of the FBI said in exasperation, “we both know she’s a loose cannon. Personally, I think she has potential, but until she can learn to…just walk away sometimes, she’s going to be stuck doing prelim investigations on potential serial killers her entire career. Trust me,” he said, which instantly made Hank do the opposite, “she’s got some powerful patrons…I mean at the very top, Hank—but even they’re starting to have second thoughts with the way she’s digging.” 
 
    “But…” Hank prompted as he adjusted his tie. The air conditioning in his wing of the Hoover Building Annex was down for maintenance—something about filters clogged—and he was naturally hot blooded. The direction the call had taken didn’t help. Hank felt like he was entering the deep end of the pool and didn’t know how to swim. 
 
    “But…” the Deputy Director said slowly, “she’s made a lot more people on the Hill pretty nervous. And when those types get nervous, people lose their jobs. Or worse,” he added in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Worse?” croaked Hank. 
 
    There was a long silence on the end of the line. “You remember Jensen?” 
 
    Hank frowned. “No.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    A chill worked its way down Hank’s spine, despite the heat of his stuffy, windowless office. “So, what you’re saying—” 
 
    “She’s getting too close to some very important people,” his boss snapped. “I know you see this, Hank, don’t make me say it. It’s embarrassing, because she reflects upon you, and you reflect upon me.” 
 
    “What do they want me to do about it?” asked Hank. “It’s not like I can just fire her for doing her job.” The conversation had suddenly turned very dangerous. 
 
    Jerry sighed. “They want her to go away, Hank. I’ll say this once, and if you ever repeat these words, I’ll deny it. I have plausible deniability in this, Hank, and a get out of jail card—you don’t. Listen up,” he added. 
 
    Hank swallowed. Suddenly, he very much wanted something to drink. A stiff drink. 
 
    “You find a way to get her off this case, or some wheels will be set in motion that will not end well for her. Or you. Things are out of my hands now, Hank. I’ve done my best to shield you two—” 
 
    “Whoa, wait a minute, me?” Hank blurted. “What did I do?” 
 
    The Deputy Director sighed. “It’s what you didn’t do, Hank. You didn’t reel her in, you didn’t direct her somewhere else, you didn’t get her under control. You’ve supported her and coddled her since she was a wet-behind-the-ears agent right out of Quantico. No harm in that—even I saw her potential back then. But that was three years ago, and now she’s peering into shadows she shouldn’t look at and stepping on the toes of people who don’t even breathe the same air we do, Hank.” 
 
    That was something. The Deputy Director of the FBI was on the edge of the rarified upper echelon of DC politics. Who, other than a handful of Senators and Agency heads—and the President himself—held more actual power in the heart of the nation? 
 
    “Make it stop, Hank. I don’t care what you have to do or say to her, but make it stop. This investigation is over. Understood?” 
 
    Hank closed his eyes and took a long breath. “Jerry…I’ll do it because you asked me, but that’s the only reason. I happen to think she’s on to something, and I trust her judgement.” 
 
    The Deputy Director let his famous unflappable facade crack and cursed a blue streak. “For the love of—I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that, Hank. Seriously, did you listen to anything I just said? I thought you were smarter than this.” 
 
    Hank leaned back in his chair and rubbed the bridge of his nose. It was too early in the day to deal with politics. “I heard you, Jerry.” 
 
    “You and I go back a long way,” the Deputy Director said, “but that’s going to count for nothing if the claws come out on these people. Trust me.” 
 
    Trust me. Again. Hank frowned. 
 
    “Whatever I tell her, she’s going to see right through it—you know that Jerry. She’s close to something—she smells blood in the water.” 
 
    “That’s what scares me and a lot of other people. I don’t have the faintest idea why, but there it is. Find something—hey, you heard about that plane crash in Oklahoma? The one with the Arizona Governor on board?” 
 
    “Salinas? Yeah, it’s all over the news…” Hank said as he leaned forward and rested his arms on his desk. “What about it?” 
 
    The sound of rustling papers echoed in Hank’s ear a moment before the Deputy Director spoke again: “Yeah…yeah, that’s perfect.” 
 
    Hank shifted the receiver to his other ear and reached for a pen and pad of paper. “What’s perfect?” 
 
    “Hank, look into the crash. There’s two survivors. They’re legging it to Arizona, supposedly. Locals lost track of ‘em…or they’re on the run.” 
 
    “Wait, two people survived the crash, and they ran from the cops?” Hank scribbled it down. “I hadn’t heard that.” 
 
    He could almost see the smile on Jerry’s face. “The Press doesn’t get all the details, Hank. This is top tier stuff. Pull her off the Scottish case—” 
 
    “Pict,” Hank corrected. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s calling him The Pict…it’s from the carvings he leaves in his vics’ chests. A Pictish swirl.” 
 
    “Scottish, yeah,” Jerry said, irritation coming through the line. 
 
    “Pictish, actually…pre-Celtic, from what she tells me, and north of the Scots—” 
 
    “Hank, who cares?” Jerry snapped. “Get her off this Pict case,” he snarled, “and put her on the two runners in Oklahoma. They may have had something to do with the crash, and it might just save her career. And yours.” 
 
    “You really think these survivors had something to do with the crash?” Hank asked in disbelief, ignoring the threat. 
 
    Jerry sighed. “Does it really matter? Just get her on that case and out of DC for a while.” 
 
    “Jerry—” 
 
    “Hank. Please. If you won’t do it for your own career, do it for Judy.” He paused while that nugget sunk in. “Do we have an understanding?” 
 
    Hank sighed. He was a man of morals, but when his wife was caught in the crossfire…he couldn’t stand on principle alone. “Yes, sir,” he said, defeated. 
 
    “Good,” was the reply, and Hank could almost see the smile on his old friend’s face. 
 
    The line went dead. Hank looked at the phone in his hand and slowly hung it up. He stared at the paperwork on his desk and the note he’d scribbled about the plane crash. Suddenly, all the requisitions and routine paperwork that he so dreaded looked like the most exciting part of his job. 
 
    “This call is going to suck.”  
 
    He picked up the phone again and dialed his top agent’s cell phone. “What did you get yourself into, Dana?” he muttered as the phone buzzed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Just west of Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Riley Stagg leaned forward, his hands tight on the steering wheel. "I can barely see through this stuff…the storm’s getting worse, I think.” 
 
    “Doesn't matter, keep your foot on the gas," his grandfather, Milton Stagg, said from the passenger seat. 
 
    "I know, I know," Riley muttered. A gust of wind shook the car, and he struggled to keep them on the road. When he could see the road. 
 
    "I can't believe my mom willingly went with them,” Fiona Lavoy said from the back seat, stuffed into the truck with the supplies they salvaged from Milton's house. Every bump in the road and every gust of wind that shook the vehicle caused their equipment, weapons, and gear to slide around in a jumble of noise and boxes in the back. 
 
    “She sacrificed herself to save you and give us time to get to Gladys,” Milton replied. “I won’t forget that.” 
 
    “Why would they go after Grandma? We’re the ones fighting them,” Riley asked. 
 
    "I've seen types like this before,” his grandfather replied. “When they meet resistance, they go for the weak spot. It's normally not a bad tactic, but it's not one I'd recommend against certain people." 
 
    “Certain people like who?" Riley asked, not taking his eyes off the road. 
 
    "Certain people like me," Milton said in a dangerous, low voice. "These punks think they’re really bad stuff…they don't know the definition of bad until they've been standing across a frozen ditch in Korea with a brigade of screaming madmen willing to sacrifice a hundred of their brothers in arms just to kill you and your buddy in a frozen foxhole." 
 
    “Well…” Fiona breathed from the back seat as she tried to keep herself between the two front seats, “when you put it like that…" 
 
    “Wait…what is that?" Riley asked, as he removed one hand from the vibrating steering wheel to point straight ahead. 
 
    Something smacked into the windshield, and a hole appeared just to the right of Riley's face. Fiona screamed. Riley screamed. The wind and dust immediately whistled through. 
 
    "That's an ambush!" Milton yelled. "Fiona, get down! Riley, drive for cryin’ out loud—get us out of here!” 
 
    Riley cursed and swerved the vehicle to the left as another bullet pinged off the truck.  
 
    "Looks like they parked one of their vehicles across the road up ahead," he said, squinting through the cracked windshield. 
 
    "Can we go around them?" Fiona yelled from the back seat as she struggled to hang on during Riley's spastic avoidance maneuver. She squealed in surprise and lifted off the back seat—along with the heavy M1 Garand and a half dozen surplus ammo cans—as they went off the road for a moment. When Riley found the road again, everything slammed back down, and she cried out in pain.  
 
    "You okay back there?" Milton hollered. 
 
    "Yeah, if we don't die in a car accident before they shoot us!” Fiona snarled. “Who taught you how to drive? A blind guy?” 
 
    "I don't even know where the road is!" Riley hollered in reply, desperate to keep the vehicle moving and dodging bullets at the same time. Another round sparked off the hood. 
 
    “Change of plans,” Milton ordered. “Go through them!" 
 
    "I can’t!” Riley snapped. “I got a look when the wind cleared the dust for a second," he added as he swerved back to the left, causing the tires to skid across the two-lane highway. The rear window shattered as another round took them from behind, and Fiona screamed in the back seat. 
 
    "That's it! Stop!" Milton ordered. 
 
    Riley stood on the brakes, and the big truck squealed to a stop, almost parallel to the ambush vehicle, 25 yards away.  
 
    "Everybody out!" Milton hollered.  
 
    Riley threw open the driver’ s door and tumbled out, then helped his grandfather get out under a hail of bullets that peppered the passenger side of the truck. Fiona screamed but had enough sense to hand weapons and ammunition out the open door before she was pulled out by Riley. 
 
    "Get behind the wheels!" Milton ordered as he took up position at the driver's side front wheel and crouched to the ground. “They’ll give us some extra cover.” 
 
    Riley helped Fiona to the rear wheel and then down to the ground. After getting grazed by a bullet in their escape from the Stagg house, she couldn’t walk on her own. Gunshots crackled over the howling wind and scouring dust as Riley crouched behind the truck and listened to the bullets impact the other side of his father’s vehicle. His hands stung from the dust, but he ignored the pain—a bullet would hurt a lot more. 
 
    "How many do you see?” Milton yelled from the front wheel. 
 
    Riley started to lift his head over the bed of the truck, but Fiona grabbed the front of his shirt and yanked him down. Riley lost his balance and dropped to his hands and knees, his face only an inch away from hers as he lay practically on top of her. He saw the heat in his cheeks mirrored on her face. 
 
    "For crying out loud, boy, you try to get your head shot off?” Milton yelled. “I ever see you do that again; I'll shoot you myself!"  
 
    Riley gathered his wits about him and scrambled to back up from his compromising position over Fiona. "Yeah…sorry—I wasn't—" 
 
    "I don't care,” Milton yelled as another round sent sparks over the old man. "How. Many. Did. You. See?" 
 
    Riley held a stinging hand next to his face to shield his eyes from the dust and sand that swirled on the angry winds. The back of his hand felt like someone had rubbed sandpaper over his exposed skin, but his adrenaline kept him from thinking of anything but surviving the gunfight. "Three,” he answered in a shout. “I saw three when the dust cleared back there," he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. "Two by the hood, the other at the rear end of their car.” 
 
    "Good," Milton barked. "Me and Fiona will fire a couple times at them to make them duck. You take that M1 and get under the truck by the tire. Can you fit?" 
 
    Riley ducked down, then jerked back as a rock kicked up under the impact of an incoming round. "Yeah, I can fit—but I'll be a sitting duck under there!" 
 
    "Not once we start shooting at ‘em. These guys aren't soldiers…they’ll duck behind that car, then you can get into position. Get that gun on the ground and be ready when they pop back up. Make ‘em pay." 
 
    Riley grabbed the wooden stock of his grandfather’s M1 Garand and tried to make himself a small as possible next to the truck’s rear tire. The comforting solidness of the smooth wood calmed his nerves. His grandfather had used the very rifle in his hands in a war halfway around the world, and it had served him well. Riley hoped it would do the same for him. "Okay, I'm ready." 
 
    "No, you ain't," Milton yelled. “But you’re all we’ve got. Is she even loaded?" He shook his head. “Always check before any engagement." 
 
    "All right, all right, sheesh," Riley complained, but he pulled back the charging bolt just the same and checked the ammunition inside. "Three rounds…” he reported. “I have three left!” 
 
    Fiona slid a dented olive drab ammo can toward him. "Here, I think these are the extras."  
 
    Riley opened the latch on the ammo can with trembling fingers. "No…this is for one of the pistols.” He closed the lid and grabbed the next can. "Here it is…okay, got one," he said as he pulled out a preloaded clip and stuffed it in his pocket. 
 
    "Good…” Milton yelled from the front tire, his back to the wheel. “Fiona, darlin’, you ready?" 
 
    "Ready as I'll ever be," she said, then ducked as another bullet pinged off the truck bed behind her. 
 
    "Now!" the old man yelled. He fell more than rolled toward the front of the truck, and brought up the big hand cannon of a revolver he'd carried since the fighting started. Fiona mimicked him from the rear tire and flopped over onto the pavement with a grunt of pain as she bent her injured leg. 
 
    Riley closed his eyes and waited until he heard two shots from each of their weapons. Oddly, the gunfire seemed distant—almost muted. As if the storm itself had cushioned his ears against the harsh sound of the weapons. He opened his eyes, dropped to the ground, and crawled forward against the hot pavement, wincing as gravel and small rocks cut his hands and knees. In position at last. Behind the passenger tire, Riley reached back and dragged the heavy rifle up next to him, then brought the stock to his cheek and took aim. 
 
    "You set?" his grandfather called from the front of the truck. 
 
    "Ready!" Riley called back. 
 
    "Fiona, pull back." They stopped shooting and took cover. It was just the break the attackers behind the sedan needed to reappear. 
 
    Riley didn't have to wait long before a head popped up at the hood of the car that blocked the road. A second one followed, and Riley took aim. The second man pulled himself up across the hood and offered a bigger target, so Riley shifted his aim and squeezed the trigger. The big M1 kicked like a mule and almost jumped out of his hands, but Riley held tight. He saw his target go down on top of the hood and lay still in the wind.  
 
    The second man—at the front of the vehicle—disappeared. Riley reminded himself he only had two shots left and scanned for another target.  
 
    "Good shooting," Milton congratulated from behind the front left tire. “Be patient, boy—they’ll come back…" he warned over the howling wind. 
 
    "It's getting in my eyes…" Fiona complained behind him. Sheltered under the truck's frame, Riley hardly noticed the dust. 
 
    "Just keep your eyes closed…” he called over his shoulder. “I’ll take it from here…" 
 
    "Don't get cocky, boy," his grandfather warned. 
 
    "There you are…" Riley said as the man at the back of the car appeared, crouched down by the bumper. “Not gonna trick me that easy…" He muttered as he lined up his sites and pulled the trigger again. He cursed when the stock tried to break his collarbone as he fired, but Riley grinned when the second man dropped to the ground and screamed in pain. The druid hitman lay behind the bumper and writhed like a fish out of water, which proved to be too much of a distraction for the last remaining man at the front. 
 
    Riley saw a flash of movement and shifted his aim, but the man in a black jacket sprinted from the front of the car and raced straight out into the teeth of the storm. He moved faster than Riley could shift the heavy rifle.  
 
    Riley pulled the trigger anyway, but his shot went wide and the springy clip ejected from the rifle and clattered to the ground next to him. I’m out!” he warned his grandfather as he fumbled in his pocket for the spare clip. “There’s one on the run!” 
 
    “How many did you get?” asked Milton. 
 
    "Two," Riley said as he tried to insert the clip in the rifle, a process made painfully awkward under the truck. "The third guy took off running across the road,” he called over his shoulder as he worked. “I think he's just trying to get away…" 
 
    “If he’s smart," Milton replied. They waited in silence for what seemed like half an hour, but Riley knew it could only have been a few minutes. Finally, his grandfather spoke again. “Any movement?” 
 
    "Nothing…" Riley replied from under the truck. 
 
    “I don’t see anything either,” Fiona reported from the rear wheel. 
 
    “Probably gone then…” Milton decided. “He’ll be lucky to survive the storm out there, exposed as he is…" 
 
    Riley grunted. “Now what do we do?” 
 
    “Everyone back in the truck,” Milton ordered. 
 
    Riley scratched his hands and knees again as he crawled out from under the truck and dragged the M1 after him. He helped Fiona get up and the two of them gathered their supplies from the ground and climbed aboard. 
 
    Milton took his time to feel his way around the truck in the dust and wind and got in from the passenger side. “I can’t see anything out there…I think he ran off.” 
 
    “Good,” Riley said as he slammed the driver’s door and mostly blocked out the wind. It hissed and squealed through several bullet holes in the windshield and doors, and dust lingered in the air, but it was better than outside. “The sooner we get back on the road the better.” He tried the ignition, but the truck only coughed and sputtered.  
 
    He glanced at Fiona in the rearview mirror. Her eyes were bloodshot from the sand and dust, but wide. “No…” she whispered, darting a glance outside into the yellow-brown fog that surrounded them. “No, nope, I actively disbelieve this is happening.” 
 
    “Try it again, boy,” Milton ordered. 
 
    Riley swallowed. His throat felt as dry as the ground under the truck. He turned the key, and the engine coughed and sputtered. The truck shook, but it didn’t catch.  He tried again. 
 
    “Stop, you’ll just burn out the starter,” Milton said with a sigh. He leaned back in the passenger seat. 
 
    “It’s dead…” Riley muttered. Anger exploded inside his chest, and he pounded on the wheel and yelled in frustration. “It’s dead! They shot it and now we’re stuck out here!” He pounded the dashboard and the wheel again. The horn honked in reply. 
 
    After a few moments, the anger passed and Riley collapsed into his seat, spent.  
 
    His grandfather frowned. “Feel better?” 
 
    Riley looked at him, panting. 
 
    “Come on,” the old man said with a knowing look. He turned and opened his door again. 
 
    “Wait—where are you going? We can’t—I can’t walk through this,” Fiona blurted from the back seat. 
 
    The old man turned his back to the storm and smiled as he squinted at them. “I ain’t walkin’ either, honey. Grab what gear you can and all the weapons and ammo. Let’s take their car.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Brentwood Pines Executive Apartments 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
      
 
    Special Agent Dana Sinclair stared down at the body on the floor. She frowned. Coagulated blood looked an awful lot like cherry cobbler, and she was hungry. She forced herself to ignore her complaining stomach—a senior staffer to the top U.S. Senator on the Intelligence Subcommittee was dead in a pool of his own blood on his living room floor; it was no time to think about lunch. 
 
    Dana grimaced behind the paper face mask the forensics team had insisted she wear before entering the crime scene. She already knew exactly who the killer was. She just couldn’t figure out how he’d managed to get inside the ultra-secure apartment complex. But just like at the other murders she’d pinned on him, he’d slipped in, killed someone, and disappeared into the shadows. She clenched a fist in frustration. 
 
    She looked up from her notepad and clicked the pen in her hands while she thought. No sign of forced entry, no damage to the building, no witnesses, nothing on the security cameras. Just a dead staffer. And a lot of blood. 
 
    The forensic team from the Capitol Police continued to work their way through the apartment, snapping photographs of every surface, attempting to lift fingerprints, and scouring the floor for tracks and evidence. They talked quietly as they worked. Dana had never been bothered by local cops’ chatter before, but for some reason she found it more distracting than the photographer’s constant stream of pictures. 
 
    Flash.  
 
    Dana blinked in irritation—she’d been looking at the camera when the high-powered flash had gone off. 
 
    “…power’s out in Phoenix,” one of the investigators said as he poked at a book with the end of a pen. 
 
    Flash.  
 
    “Yeah, I heard that, too,” said his partner across the room, digging in the kitchen. “A big dust storm or something.”  
 
    Flash.  
 
    Flash. 
 
    “You see the videos of the explosions?” asked the tall one, decked out head to toe in his Capitol Police PPE gear as he crouched by the body. “Looks like terrorism to me,” he muttered, his voice muffled by his semi-fogged facemask as he scooped up samples of the cobbler-like blood on the floor.  
 
    Flash. 
 
    “They’re not ruling anything out,” replied one of the shorter techs on the far side of the room, as she examined a stack of magazines on the coffee table. “I wouldn’t be surprised to find out it was the storm itself.”   
 
    Flash. 
 
    Dana stepped back from the body and made sure not to step in the blood. “You guys need a hobby,” she complained, closing her notebook and slipping it in her jacket pocket. “Any sign of a struggle?” 
 
    All three techs stopped and looked at her, then at each other, in a perfectly synchronized movement that under any other circumstance would have been amusing. “Nope,” the tall one said from the floor, as he turned back to his grisly task.  
 
    Flash. 
 
    “How do you do it?” she muttered to herself as she looked out the living room window. The busy streets of Washington, DC swarmed with traffic—a typical mid-summer’s day in the nation’s capital. 
 
    It was the third murder she’d investigated—all politicians or political aides—in as many months. None of them had been so highly ranked as…she glanced at the body over her shoulder. There had to be a connection. Each of the others in her case file had been either involved with investigating organized crime or, like the senator’s aide, working for someone who was. 
 
    Each time, the murderer had been able to gain access to a private residence—obviously he’d managed to gain the victims’ trust…but how? The victims weren’t otherwise connected. How could he possibly know all three? 
 
    Dana’s phone buzzed in her pocket, and distracted, she was slow to answer. “Sinclair.” 
 
    “How’s it looking over there?” asked her boss from his office at the J. Edgar Hoover Building Annex. 
 
    She sighed. “It’s the same guy.” 
 
    “No forced entry?” 
 
    She grunted. “Same weapon, too. Small caliber handgun, likely a suppressor, at close range. Powder burns on the skin at the base of the neck. Just like the others. Clean and efficient. But this one leaked all over the place.” 
 
    “And the cuts?” 
 
    She glanced at the body. “I haven’t checked, yet—Capitol Police forensics are here processing the scene.” She turned away and lowered her voice. “But I’d say based on the amount of blood present on the floor, it’ll be just like the others. The same ritual.” 
 
    She could almost see Hank wince at the term. He hated every time she brought up her theory of a pagan hitman. 
 
    “Why do you insist on making my ulcer worse?” 
 
    Dana snorted. “Hank, I got a feeling—“ 
 
    “Well,” he said, interrupting her, “hold on to that feeling. Better yet, forget about it. You’re getting transferred to a new assignment.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” she demanded, ignoring the startled looks from the technicians as she raised her voice. “Hank, don’t do this—okay, I can be a little pushy when it comes to—” 
 
    “Dana, this has nothing to do with you, per se.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose with her free hand. “What is it, then?” 
 
    "I'm sending you to Boise City, Oklahoma—“ 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “—you're going to be the agency's liaison with the NTSB.” 
 
    Dana blinked. She heard papers shuffling over the line. Whatever Hank was doing, the phone call to her wasn't occupying his full attention. "Hank, what gives? You're pulling me off this case, right when I'm about ready to crack it wide—" 
 
    "Stop right there," Hank demanded. "You told me you've got a feeling…that's nowhere near close enough to say you're ready to crack this case. If you were able to prove any ties between the victims better than your pagan assassin theory, we wouldn't even be having this discussion." 
 
    "Hank—" she began, as she turned away from the curious forensic team. 
 
    "No, Dana. I’m sorry. I'm stopping you right there—this is serious, Dana. It’s also not my decision.” He sighed, a loud, lonely sound over the phone. “This came down from the upper decks." 
 
    Dana took a calming breath and opened her eyes. "Okay…how high is this coming from?" 
 
    "Nosebleed section. Listen, I don't have a lot of time, I have to testify in front of a Senate sub-committee in 30 minutes. Don't worry, it doesn't have anything to do with your case—" Hank said quickly. 
 
    “Then why the rush to pull me off the Pict?” 
 
    "The situation out west is deteriorating rapidly,” Hank said, ignoring her question. “You better get on the plane we booked for you. I'm having Mary Beth send you the flight details. You’re wheels-up in less than two hours." 
 
    "Hank, seriously—what's going on?" 
 
    "One of our couriers is bringing the briefing files to your house,” Hank said as if he just wanted to finish his speech and hang up. “They’ll meet you there. Remember, this is in coordination with NTSB." 
 
    "NTSB? What does it have to do with me?" Dana demanded. Professional that she was, she'd already moved to the front door, and nodded at the Capitol Police officer who stood watch over the door. She flashed her badge, and he held the door open for her as she stepped out of the victim's apartment. 
 
    "Are you on your way to your place?" Hank asked over the phone. 
 
    "Yes, I just left the scene—I'm headed out of the building now,” she said as she shifted her phone to her other hand and pulled out her car keys. “It sure would help if you could give me some more—" 
 
    "Not over the phone. Look…do me a favor and keep your sat phone in your go bag. I have a feeling you're going to need it. Read the briefing, then we'll talk. You've got a bit of a flight ahead of you, so take the time to get ready for this." 
 
    "Hank…" Dana complained as she reached the main entrance and stepped out into the bright Washington afternoon. The door man smiled and held the massive door for her. The humidity slammed into her like a physical force as she stepped carefully down the steps in her modest heels. "You know I don't like surprises." 
 
    Hank sighed. "None of us ever do. All right, touch base once you get the briefing files. Let me know when you land in Oklahoma." 
 
    Dana looked at the cellphone after the line went dead, then tucked the phone into her suit jacket and pulled out her sunglasses. Whatever had Hank spooked, it was highly unusual—her normally stoic boss prided himself on being able to maintain an even strain, no matter the situation. She'd never been yanked from a case before for performance issues, so whatever was going on, Dana was certain that it had nothing to do with her—just like Hank had told her. Curiosity burned inside her as she got into her government sedan and pulled away from the curb. The answers to at least some of her questions might be waiting at her home in Potomac. 
 
    Thirty minutes of stop and go traffic later, Dana pulled up in front of her townhouse and practically jumped out of the car. Standing on the front steps of her home was a tall man in an FBI courier uniform. He removed his sunglasses as she approached and tucked them into his shirt pocket. 
 
    "Name and badge please?" he asked, though Dana had seen him several times in the past month. 
 
    "Dana Sinclair," she said as she removed her badge wallet and opened it for him. 
 
    The courier noted her badge number and name on a tablet, tapped the screen, then put it in his satchel. He handed over a thick manila envelope tied with string and stamped in bold red letters: SECRET—EYES ONLY. "Here you go, Agent Sinclair. Have a nice day, and good luck with whatever this is," he said with a grin. He popped on his sunglasses and marched down the steps toward the street where his own vehicle waited. 
 
    Dana thanked his back absently as she fumbled in her pocket for her keys, then opened the front door and stepped inside, breathing a sigh of relief as the cool air inside rescued her from the muggy, subtropical air outside. 
 
    With the door safely shut behind her, Dana kicked off her heels and ripped open the envelope as she headed toward her bedroom. Her go bag, as usual, was already packed and loaded with several sets of clothes, two spare suits, a set of toiletries, and extra ammunition for her agency issued sidearm.  
 
    She marched into her bedroom, stripped off her shoulder holster and sweat-soaked suit, then ran a shower. She'd learned from one of her Academy instructors to always start a new assignment with the shower—FBI agents traveling to other parts of the country rarely knew when they’d get another chance to freshen up, and the agency had a reputation to uphold.  
 
    Agents were expected to appear on crime scenes no matter when or where they were assigned in professional attire. She rushed through the shower, thinking of nothing else other than the pagan hitman she'd been forced to abandon. There’d be plenty of paperwork involved with leaving the case in another agent’s hands, and she pondered who Hank would assign to the unwelcome task. The only reason she had the case was no one else in DC wanted it. 
 
    As Dana toweled off and the cool air from the vent in the ceiling caressed her skin, she figured the case would go to one of the junior agents fresh out of the Academy—it would keep them local, if nothing else, as all the murders had been within 20 miles of Washington, if they needed assistance. Usually, Hank didn't assign long distance travel to anyone but the most experienced agents, those whom he was confident could handle themselves in remote locations and dicey situations. Diplomacy, more often than not, was a skill demanded of agents in the field as they dealt with local authorities. 
 
    Dressed in a sensible summer outfit that would mark her as a professional woman rather than an FBI agent, Dana slipped the briefing file in her go bag, and made sure to grab the sat phone off its charging rack along with a spare battery and the solar charger Hank had given her as a Christmas present two years earlier. Everything went into the go bag, which went over one shoulder as she slipped on her travel shoes and dropped her travel pumps into the bag. 
 
    She checked her watch as she headed for the door. She still had an hour to make it to the airport before her flight. An FBI agent on assignment had a little more leeway than the average citizen when it came to getting to the airport on time. Flashing her badge would get her through the security check checkpoint faster than any civilian and onto the plane with just minutes to spare without even a raised eyebrow from the flight crew. She’d never had any pilots complain about having an FBI agent on board a flight. 
 
    Dana drove back into the traffic and worked her way across town toward Reagan International, still lost in thought over the pagan hitman. The ritual carvings in the chests, backs, and arms of all three victims were one of the few pieces of solid evidence she had to connect all three murders to the same culprit. At first, the intricate swirling patterns made no sense and looked more like children's doodles than anything else. But she’d stumbled on a lucky break when talking with one of the forensic investigators on the second case. 
 
    As a lover of all things English, the technician had helpfully explained that the marks on the victim's chest looked shockingly similar to Pictish swirls found on ancient standing stones scattered throughout northern Scotland. 
 
    Dana smiled as she exited the freeway toward Reagan, and remembered the thrill of excitement she felt when she realized the technician had been right—the swirling pattern lined up almost exactly with one particular design found on the Tote Pictish Stone on the Isle of Skye. She'd been working on Hank to secure travel across the ocean for her to visit the site in person, but that, so far, had proved difficult. 
 
    Dana was still thinking about the hitman—whom she’d nicknamed The Pict—as she walked into the gaping maw of Reagan International's main terminal. She swept past the lines of families with screaming kids and golf enthusiasts carrying bags of clubs and moved straight toward the American Airlines ticket desk. She found the shortest line, waited a few moments to reach the counter, then handed over her tickets. When the clerk raised her eyebrows, Dana helpfully slid over her badge wallet.  
 
    "I know I'm late, but I didn't have much of a choice…orders are orders." 
 
    "Ain't that the truth," the clerk said with a bored frown. She processed the tickets and gave Dana her boarding pass. "Have a good flight now," she said, already glancing over Dana's shoulder. "Next!” 
 
    Dana weaved her way through the crowded terminal to the security checkpoint and marched up to the TSA officer at the family/handicapped line. "Ma'am, you’ll have to—" he said automatically as he gestured toward the amusement-park line that snaked in on itself several times and looked to be at least two hours long. 
 
    Dana held up her badge, along with her boarding pass. "I'm afraid I'm in a bit of a rush. FBI." 
 
    "Roger that," the TSA agent said as he made a note on his clipboard, then spoke briefly into the microphone attached to his uniform’s epaulet. "Mike, this is Tom—got an E1 for you." 
 
    The static-filled response was immediate: "Which gate?" 
 
    The agent looked down at Dana's boarding pass. "B2." 
 
    "Copy. Send ‘em through." 
 
    The TSA agent handed over Dana's badge and boarding pass, then stepped aside and waved her through. "Go get ‘em," he said with a grin. 
 
    "Thank you," Dana said in reply. She adjusted the pack on her shoulder, and attempted to ignore the glares and muttered rumblings from the passengers still waiting in line on the other side of the divider. 
 
    By the time Dana had worked her way down the terminal to the proper gate, checked in, and boarded the aircraft, the attendants had already started their preflight checklists. Dana wasn't the last person to board the plane, but it was a near thing. The first attendant she encountered coming up the aisle from the rear of the plane held up a hand.  
 
    "Ma'am, I'm sorry but this plane is full—I don't know why they let you—" 
 
    Dana handed the woman her boarding pass and FBI badge and waited. 
 
    The attendant looked down at the boarding pass. "The seat’s already double booked…" Then she looked at the badge. When she raised her eyes, they were wide. "Is everything…?” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Are we…?" 
 
    Dana smiled reassuringly as she took the badge and boarding pass back. "No, nothing like that—everything's fine. I’ve just been assigned to a case and I guess they want me there in a hurry." She shrugged. 
 
    "We only have two seats left. Both of them are in first class," the attendant said as she turned and pointed to an empty seat about three rows back from the front of the plane.  
 
    "Well, that's just awful," Dana quipped. 
 
    "I thought you might see it that way," the attendant said with a well-practiced grin. "If you'll get strapped in, we’re only moments away from take-off." 
 
    "Thank you, and sorry again for the disruption." 
 
    "Oh, no trouble at all," the attendant said as Dana brushed past. "We’re always happy to have law enforcement on board," she said with a wide smile. 
 
    As Dana put her bag in the overhead compartment and removed her soft-sided briefcase containing the manila envelope, she sat and exhaled. It was probably her fastest turnaround between leaving an active crime scene and boarding a plane to a new assignment. But safely on the plane, there was nothing to do for the next couple hours except pour over the briefing notes and figure out exactly what Hank was up to by sending her out to Middle-of-Nowhere, Oklahoma. 
 
    Her phone buzzed. 
 
    "At this point, we’d like to remind everyone that we are starting our takeoff procedure, and we ask all passengers to put all cellular devices into airplane mode," the attendant said over the loudspeaker. 
 
    Dana thumbed through her messages. Hank had sent her a new one.  
 
    It's getting worse—comms are down for the whole southwest. Hope you have your sat phone. Check in when you arrive. 
 
    Dana tapped out a reply that she did have her sat phone and she was on the plane. Why the drama? 
 
    The reply was almost instant: You haven't been watching the news? 
 
    Before she could reply, the attendant appeared next to her. "Ma'am, I’m sorry, but you need to shut down or put it in airplane mode. The pilot is ready to take off.” 
 
    "Oh, right—sorry," Dana said as she tapped the airplane mode button and put her phone to sleep. Whatever Hank and been worried about, there was nothing she could do at the moment. 
 
    "My goodness, they seem to be a little pushy today…" she muttered under her breath to the older man in the window seat next to her. 
 
    He nodded. "I think we’re all a little on edge." 
 
    Dana blinked. What an odd response. "On edge? What for?" she asked, her suspicions instantly raised. 
 
    "You haven't been watching the news, have you?" 
 
    Dana looked down at her phone. Hank's message with almost the same wording still stared at her on the screen. "So everyone keeps telling me…" 
 
    "Word has it the FAA's fixin’ to shut down all air travel. This may be one of the last flights toward the affected area." 
 
    "Affected area?" Dana asked as she stared at the man. "The FAA's going to ground air travel…wait, what?" 
 
    The old man chuckled and handed her a folded up newspaper. "Knock yourself out. I took my Dramamine with a highball before I got on board. I'll be asleep in a couple minutes anyway…" 
 
    Dana thanked him and unfolded the paper in her lap. The big headline across the front page told her everything she needed to know and raised more questions than she liked.  
 
    Massive dust storms spring up across Southwest. Phoenix in the dark. Explosions at power plants bring chaos to Arizona and New Mexico. NWS fears spread of dust. 
 
    She tore open the paper and found a map of affected states hastily put together by the newspaper staff. Boise City was far too small to list on the map, but she knew it was in Oklahoma's Panhandle. The same Panhandle now dead smack in the middle of the highest risk zone for dust storm development in the next 24 to 48 hours, according to the map. 
 
    "Crap," Dana muttered. She glanced out the small porthole window to her right as the engines whined and the airplane vibrated. Seconds later it rolled forward toward the end of the runway, picking up speed by the second. 
 
    "What did you just drop me into the middle of, Hank?" she whispered as the man in the seat next to her began to snore and the airplane leapt off the tarmac. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Chapel of the Holy Cross 
 
    Sedona, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek Stagg stared out the iconic window of the Chapel of the Holy Cross. He knew Sedona was out there, even if it was completely hidden in a red cloud of sand and dust. The world outside had gotten darker as the sun crept toward the horizon and the power died in Sedona. He hadn’t seen a starburst flare that signaled the death of a power transformer in more than an hour. The storm had blanketed the entire Sedona Valley in darkness.  
 
    And there was no sign of it letting up. 
 
    "If anything, I think this thing is getting stronger…" Father Brian said as he stood next to Derek. The older man crossed himself. “I pray for those poor souls trapped outside in this…" 
 
    Derek glanced at the priest. "While you're at it, put in a few good words for the rest of us, huh?" He shook his head. "Now that the power’s out, there's gonna be a lot of suffering people out there. Backup generators only last so long." 
 
    Father Brian turned from the window to face him. "Surely people can survive a bit of darkness. There are many places in the world that don't have the easy access to electricity that we enjoy here," the priest argued gently. 
 
    Derek crossed his arms and winced at the grit that seemed to invade every square inch of his body. "Well, I'm sure that's true, father, but I don't think it's gonna be any consolation to the people on ventilators, dialysis machines, and any number of medical devices designed to keep sick people alive." 
 
    The priest was silent for a moment. The two of them listened to the wind and its mournful, ever-present moan as it whistled on the other side of the thick, plate-glass windows. Behind them, several families and knotted groups of tourists caught in the storm huddled in the darkness and attempted to calm whimpering children and crying adults.  
 
    Father Brian refused to give up. "But there are backup generators…" 
 
    Derek nodded. "Trust me on this, father. I work for the National Weather Service—it’s my job to go out into remote locations and work on the weather stations all alone in the wilderness. They all rely on solar power and battery backups. But if something happens to the solar cells, batteries will only last so long." 
 
    “Like wind damage or…sand blasting…” muttered the priest. 
 
    Derek nodded. "And hospitals and fire departments and police stations…all the critical infrastructure of our society—they all use diesel or gas powered generators. Again, it's only going to last so long." 
 
    Father Brian turned back to the Martian landscape outside. "How long?" 
 
    "It all depends on individual circumstances…” Derek shrugged. “Some last longer than others…but in the end, none of them will last forever.” 
 
    “Faith can last forever,” the priest said with a gentle smile. 
 
    Derek watched as the priest looked up at the structural cross formed by the junction of the massive plate-glass windows in front of them. "Well, I wish I had some more of that faith. I could use all the help I can get.” 
 
    "What do you mean you could use some help?" Dr. Lisa Kowalski said as she hobbled over to the two men. Luke, the college intern who'd been working at the weather station with her, helped the injured meteorologist with one arm under her shoulders. "I hope you're not thinking of doing what I think you're thinking of doing…" she warned. 
 
    The priest looked from Lisa and Luke back to Derek. "Oh…oh no, son—you're not still set on heading out into that, are you?" he asked, gesturing out the window. 
 
    Derek set his jaw. "Father…I have to. My children are out there in Santa Fe." 
 
    "But, Santa Fe is a long way from here,” began the priest, “maybe they're not as bad off as we are—" 
 
    "You heard the radio as well as I did," Derek rebutted as he pointed toward a cluster of men huddled around an emergency radio they’d scavenged from the chapel’s gift shop. Derek shook his head. "Besides, the last thing we heard before static shorted out the radio was about fighting in Albuquerque.” He looked at Luke. “You heard it, didn't you?" 
 
    The intern nodded as he supported the weight of his mentor. "Well, yeah…we all did…but dude, Albuquerque is a long way from Santa Fe." 
 
    "Not that far…” Derek said. “Not far enough. And whatever's going down in Albuquerque has a good chance of spreading. Just like we heard about Los Angeles.” He put his hands on his hips. "My mind is made up. I'm going. I have to." 
 
    The priest sighed. "I just don't think—" 
 
    "Dude," Luke said as he pointed outside. "Seriously. Look out there! It's like a nightmare. We've already been out there, and it’ll take me a few months to grow back all the skin I lost—that wasn’t enough for you?" 
 
    Lisa turned and looked at her understudy. "It's not that simple, Luke…he's talking about his children," she said. When she looked back at Derek, her sandblasted, bloodshot eyes were full of unshed tears. "I don't blame you. If I had kids, I’d probably do the same thing." She glanced at Luke. "But Luke’s right, too.” She turned back to Derek. “You’re not going to do your kids any good if you get yourself killed on the way home.” 
 
    "Yes," the priest said, eager to jump into the argument. "At least listen to them. For the love of your children, don't do anything to risk your life needlessly." 
 
    "I can't just sit here."  
 
    "Sure you can," Luke replied with a lopsided grin. "It's easy, just like those people over there. Put your butt on the floor, lean back against the wall, and chill. This stupid storm can't last forever." 
 
    "And what—" Derek said, his anger getting the best of him and making his voice louder than he wanted. The words echoed through the open church as everyone turned to look at him. Embarrassed, Derek lowered his voice and turned his back on the group.  
 
    "What happens if the storm doesn't let up? Father Brian, you told me you don't have a generator here. The power’s out, so that means all the snacks and drinks that we were able to find downstairs in the gift shop—anything that needs to be refrigerated—will go bad in the next 6 to 12 hours. If the power doesn't come back on by tomorrow morning, you're going to lose all the refrigerated stuff down there.” He held up his hand to stop the priest from arguing. “Without power, you can't run the water because the city water system is offline. So, what are you going to do when people start getting thirsty tomorrow morning?" 
 
    "The Lord will provide," the priest said, unflappable, but with concern written across his face. 
 
    "That may be a good enough answer for you, but it's not good enough for me,” Derek shot back. “And I guarantee you, when word gets out that the supplies are gone, the people in here will get desperate. Things are going to get bad. Real bad." 
 
    "Son,” Father Brian said, “I know the radio made it sound like horrible things were happening in Albuquerque—it took me 20 minutes of prayer just to get the images of what they were saying out of my mind—but we can't assume the worst in people. I have to believe that people will still act civilized and treat each other with kindness, even in the worst of circumstances—" 
 
    Derek looked at the priest until the man stopped talking. "Are you serious, right now?" he asked. "Father, I'm real happy there are people like you out there in the world. This planet needs more of you. But I can't risk the safety of my children—my children—on hopes and belief in my fellow man." 
 
    The priest looked like someone had just run over his puppy. "I am truly sorry that you see the world that way, Derek. I will pray for you."  
 
    Derek blinked. "You really believe all that, don't you? About the goodness of mankind?" 
 
    The priest smiled sadly. "It kind of goes with the job." 
 
    "If you're going, I'm going with you,"  Lisa said. 
 
    Derek looked at the injured scientist. "No way. Look at you, Lisa! You can’t even stand up on your own." 
 
    "No, no, man…no," Luke said shaking his head. "I am not hearing this. You can't walk!" He looked at her as she leaned against him. "I'm holding you up right now!" 
 
    "No offense, but you’ll only slow me down out there," Derek said as he jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the storm. "I only have one pair of safety glasses, and they barely protected my eyes enough to get us here. I don't think I can get you all the way to Santa Fe if you're walking blindfolded.” 
 
    Lisa shuddered. "I couldn’t…I can't do that.” She squared her shoulders. “But I'm not going to stay here and do nothing." 
 
    "I appreciate the offer to help—" Derek began again. 
 
    "I'm not doing this for you," Lisa snapped, her voice suddenly flaring with anger. "I'm the only surviving scientist from that weather station. I have a duty and obligation to report Bruce's death. I have to get the word out about what happened." 
 
    Derek nodded. "Fair enough—but you don't have to do it right now." 
 
    "Neither do you," Lisa said as she pointed an accusing finger at him. "What's good for the goose is good for the gander—if I can stay here and wait the storm out, so can you." 
 
    Derek frowned. “But maybe my kids can’t.” He leaned in close so that all three of them could hear him. "Haven't you got it yet? That's what I keep telling you. We’re not going to wait out the storm. It keeps getting stronger. It's already knocked out power to Sedona, Tucson, Phoenix, and Albuquerque. And that's what we know of. Before the radio stations went dead, it sounded like power was dropping all across the southwest and the Pacific Coast. That's bad news for millions of people. When they get desperate enough, no one's going to be safe—especially people who trust their lives to the goodwill of other human beings." 
 
    One of the men by the radio walked over to them. He pulled at his dusty, gray beard as he walked, as if lost in thought. "Uh…I hate to interrupt your…whatever this is…but guys, look—everybody here knows you want to leave," he said to Derek. "And we’re all scared…but you guys having an argument over here about the end of the world isn't helping anyone." 
 
    "Thank you," the priest said. “We’re sorry…” 
 
    "That don't mean that I agree with you, father,” the man said quickly. “Personally, I think he's right," he said with a nod toward Derek. "A very smart person once told me that we’re only nine meals from anarchy. After what we saw during all the wildfires a couple years back…” he grimaced, “those people looting burned houses and stuff? I have zero faith in people," he said. He looked at Derek again. "If my family weren’t in Sedona, I’d do the same thing you are, buddy. Good luck." 
 
    Thanks," Derek said as he shook the man's hand. "I'm not looking forward to it, but I don't see how I have a choice." 
 
    Father Brian looked at Derek, the newcomer, Lisa, and Luke in turn. "I see that only this young man has taken my side," he said with an open palm gestured toward Luke. "If that's your wish, then via con Dios," the priest said as he made the Sign of the Cross in the air. He glanced at the other refugees and lowered his voice. "I will give you whatever supplies you need, but I ask you to keep in mind that if your prediction is true, we’ll be in dire need of those same supplies before long." 
 
    Derek exhaled, an invisible weight had lifted off his shoulders. "I don't know why it means so much for you to give me your blessing, father, but I appreciate it. I know it's not easy…and I know…at least I hope things aren’t going to be as hard as I think they will be. I won't take much." 
 
    "I won't take anything," Lisa said quickly. 
 
    "Lisa…" Derek began. 
 
    "No, just hear me out," she said. “Both of you," she added before Luke could interject. "I'm not trying to go all the way to Santa Fe with Derek," she said to Luke. "But I do need to report to someone—anyone. I'll work my way to the local police station or fire department, whichever one’s closer. From there, I should be able to get the Weather Service, or at least the Department of Emergency Management. Someone will be able to help us.” 
 
    Derek thought for a long moment and weighed the chances of success if he were to head out into the storm with Lisa. "Where's the closest police station?" 
 
    "Oh, it's on the other side of town, to the west," Father Brian said. 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed the newcomer. "But there's a fire department substation just a handful of blocks away—northeast of here." 
 
    Lisa looked from the dusty man to Derek, her eyes pleading with him. Derek sighed. "Fine. I'll get you to the fire station, and then I'm headed for Santa Fe." 
 
    "Hey! Hey, there's lights down there!" one of the men by the front door said as he pointed excitedly out the window. "Somebody's in the parking lot!" 
 
    "Maybe it's the police!" one of the others said. 
 
    "I hope it's an ambulance!" 
 
    "Did they bring medical supplies or food?" 
 
    "What about water? My baby needs to eat and our diaper bag is in the car…" 
 
    The priest gave Derek a look, then left the little group by the window to calm the sudden crowd that formed by the front doors. The refugees speculated loudly amongst themselves and drowned out the poor cleric’s call for calm. 
 
    Derek looked at Lisa. "Whoever it is, we should get ready to go. Maybe we can hitch a ride with them to the fire station." 
 
    "Right, I'll help you get supplies," said the gray-bearded man. 
 
    A few minutes later, Derek emerged from the lower story of the building with a small cardboard box containing a couple bottles of water and a handful of prepackaged snacks from the gift shop. He looked around. The commotion at the front door had increased tenfold. 
 
    He sniffed the air as he reached the landing and blinked. Someone had recently come inside the building, judging by the amount of dust that hung in the air. 
 
    Lisa hobbled up to him, adamantly refusing Luke's offer to help as he hovered around her. "What's up?" Derek asked as he showed her the box. "I got what supplies I felt comfortable taking. It's not much…but…" 
 
    "We don't have far to go, I won't need anything." Lisa said, her face set in a grim mask. "Somebody just came in from the outside." 
 
    "You stay put and rest that leg, I’ll go check it out," Derek said as he handed Luke the box of supplies. He looked Luke in the eye. "Make sure she takes it easy, will you?" 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Derek marched off toward the front door and eased his way through the crowd. At the center of the knot of scared refugees, he found a man covered in red dust kneeling on the floor as he drank from a cup of water with both hands. Father Brian was next to him on one knee, a protective arm around the man's shoulders. 
 
    "What is it? Is he okay?" Derek asked. 
 
    The man gulped more water, then rattled off a string of Spanish as he looked at the priest. A handful of people gasped in the crowd, and the rest looked at each other in incomprehension. Derek looked at the priest. 
 
    “What? What’s he saying?” 
 
    Father Brian's face went pale. "He says…he says there's too much dust in the air. He barely made it here. He was trying to get home on the other side of Sedona. He…he's been holed up in a store on the east side of the town.” Father Brian looked at Derek directly. "His car won't run…it's choked with dust. No vehicles are running, people are leaving their cars where they are and running for cover…those that can." 
 
    The crowd erupted into murmuring and quiet worries again. 
 
    "I was afraid of that…" Derek muttered. 
 
    "There's more," the priest continued, and the crowd grew quiet. "He says…" He asked the man a question again, and another string of Spanish was the reply. Father Brian frowned. "He says the devil is cursing the air. There's lightning. Not lightning like from a thunderstorm…but little lightning. It's crawling all over everything that's metal out there, especially cars. That doesn’t make any sense." 
 
    The crowd erupted into regurgitating the news and spreading fear and rumors. Someone latched onto the idea that the devil was walking through Sedona, and a group of people rushed away, spreading the news to the other refugees.  
 
    Derek looked up to see Lisa staring at him from across the circle of frightened faces. "Static electricity…” she said with a simple shake of her head. “There's too much kinetic energy in the air—it’s not the devil, it’s just static electricity, generated by all the particles of sand and dust kicked up by the wind." She shook her head. "He's describing St. Elmo's fire…sometimes sailors see it out at sea in their rigging. It's a well-known phenomenon from powerful thunderstorms…and dust storms." 
 
    Derek turned and looked out the window as a particularly strong gust of wind made the building creak and several people cried out in fear." "Great. Looks like we’re going for a walk." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Stagg Residence 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    West of Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Rebecca Stagg peered down at her journal. It had helped her through the toughest moments of her young life, and she didn't see why it couldn't help once more. Trapped in her grandparents’ new house, there were only so many moving boxes she could open. She and her grandmother had gone through everything, and pulled out all of the gear and equipment deemed necessary to have on hand during the dust storm. 
 
    In the front room, they piled up all the emergency supplies, including several cases of home-canned meats and vegetables, along with purchased foods that promised to last decades. One of the boxes she’d painfully lugged from the back rooms to the front of the house along with the other gear contained can openers, batteries for the little radio they found, and camping supplies. Her grandmother even insisted she look for rain ponchos, space blankets, and swimming goggles.  
 
    Becca didn't understand why they were important. It wasn't like they were going swimming anytime soon, and she couldn't imagine they'd be much use in the dust storm. Besides, they weren't planning on going anywhere—the wind had increased dramatically since the new neighbors—the Wrights—had left several hours earlier. It was almost dark and the world, gripped in the teeth of the dust storm, crept closer to night. 
 
    It doesn’t help; she wrote in the journal while the wind howled outside the window, that we’ve heard more gunshots—or what we think are gunshots—across the neighborhood.  
 
    She looked up from the notebook. The last thing they'd heard about the outside world was when Rondell Wright had warned them about the gang war in Albuquerque, news he’d picked up with his radio gear. 
 
    "Rebecca, dear, what on earth are you doing?" Gladys Stagg said from the doorway. "I thought I asked you to fetch the supplies while I collected water?" 
 
    Becca nodded and wiped at her face with one hand. "You did, Nana. And I did. This is everything," she said as she swept the arm that held her pen around the room. 
 
    The older woman's face broke into a wide smile. "Oh, my word, aren't you a hard worker? You did a wonderful job, sweetie," Gladys said as stepped into the room, queen of all she surveyed, and looked over the gear scattered in piles on the floor. "We'll have to reorganize this, of course," she said. 
 
    "Of course," Becca replied in a robotic voice. 
 
    "But I think we deserve a break…don't you?" 
 
    Becca couldn't help but smile at the twinkle in her grandmother's eye. 
 
    "What are you working on?" Gladys asked as she placed her hands on Becca’s shoulders. She leaned over and looked down at the open journal on an upturned cardboard box. "Have you been keeping track of things this whole time?" 
 
    Becca shrugged. "Not really…I've been a little too…scared. But then I realized that when I was little, I used to write down what I was afraid of, and the journal would…I don't know, eat my fears." 
 
    "Eat your fears?" Gladys asked, a quizzical look on her face. 
 
    "Yeah," Becca said, warming up to the subject. "Like, this one time when I was like, 8, we had a terrible thunderstorm…I was terrified, but when I tried to go hang out with Riley, he kicked me out of his room and said that I was being a baby." She looked away. "I was embarrassed that I was still scared of thunderstorms, so I didn't want to go see mom and dad…so I pulled out my notebook, I wrote down that I was afraid, and I thought it was stupid that I was afraid of a little wind and some lights in the sky, but after a few minutes of writing it down, I realized I wasn't afraid anymore." She tapped the journal. "I put my fears in here, and they left me alone." 
 
    Gladys smiled. "You made your own dream catcher," she said thoughtfully. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Your mother would be proud of you…" Gladys said as she squeezed her granddaughter’s shoulder. "Your father told me about your other grandma." 
 
    Becca nodded. "I don't really remember much of her. I think I met her once when I was real little, but she's been gone a long time…" 
 
    "And the world is darker without her…" Gladys said as she leaned over and gave her granddaughter a warm hug. "Each time she found out your mother was pregnant with you and your brother, she wove dream catchers for both of you.” 
 
    "Yeah," Becca said with a wistful smile. "Riley lost his a long time ago. But I have mine. It's got a pretty feather hanging down from the bottom, you know? I keep it over my desk, but I haven't thought about it in years. Besides, it's only good for dreams." 
 
    "Maybe…I'm no expert," Gladys explained, "but I'm glad you have your journal, just the same." 
 
    "Yeah, me too," said Becca, as she looked at the book in question. 
 
    "Could you write a little in there for me?" Gladys asked. She stood and stepped back from her granddaughter. "The wind I can handle. Even the sounds we think are gunshots. But not knowing about your grandfather and your brother…that…" she said as her voice trailed off. 
 
    Becca lifted her pen and clicked it to extend the ballpoint. "I got you covered, Nana," she said with a lopsided grin. 
 
    No sooner had she put pen to paper than they both heard several loud pops—much closer than any of the others. 
 
    "That was definitely a gunshot," Becca said. 
 
    "Hush now—come here and get away from the windows," Gladys said quickly as she shepherded Becca from the room. They went deep into the interior of the house, to the only room that didn't have an exterior window—the main bathroom. "This is where we’re going to stay for a bit," Gladys announced. The tub was full of water, and buckets lined the hallway containing the precious liquid. "I want you to do something for me," Gladys said. "Go into the bedroom there and grab some of the blankets and pillows I have on the bed. Stay low, and away from the windows. If anybody looks in, it's dark in here and they won't see you, but if you're silhouetted against the window on the other side of the room, you’ll stand out like a sore thumb." 
 
    "Wow, that's really smart. I never thought of that," Becca said. 
 
    "It comes with experience, dear. Hurry. I'm going to get some food and supplies from the kitchen and bring them in here. Then we’re going to board ourselves up and have a nice little camp out in the bathroom." 
 
    "What if someone tries to break in? What if the fighting in Albuquerque comes here? What if—" 
 
    "Sssh," Gladys said as she placed one finger across her granddaughter’s lips and silenced the child. "Don't think…do. Okay?" She glanced down at the journal in Becca’s white-knuckled grip. "Get the stuff that I asked for, come back to the bathroom, and you can write it down in your journal." 
 
    Becca nodded slowly, her eyes as big as saucers. 
 
    She left her grandmother and sprinted down the hall, only remembering to duck as she crossed the threshold into the master bedroom. She got on her hands and knees and crawled to the bed, then quickly gathered up an armful of blankets, pillows, and towels her grandmother had staged on the mattress. She had no idea why they were so important, but she did as she was asked, keeping a wary eye on the window on the far side of the room.  
 
    There were two windows, one on either side of the room, but thankfully the one that looked out into the backyard was covered by thick curtains. The one that looked out toward the front, however, had been left wide open.  
 
    Anyone who walked up to the house would be able to see right in.  
 
    Becca worked her way over to the window. She couldn't help it—she had to see. She raised herself up and peeked out of the corner of the window like she did when she used to spy on her brother playing in the backyard. The view was much the same from any other window in the house—a swirling, diffuse fog of yellow-brown smoke that was so thick she could only see a dozen feet from the house. Every now and then a gust of wind would clear a path that would allow her to see out to the street—and two cars that had been parked outside since she'd arrived. 
 
    Satisfied there wasn't a mob of angry gang members patrolling the streets, she reached out and grabbed the far curtain and was about to close it when the air cleared and her vision stretched three houses down the street. A truck had parked haphazardly in the front yard a couple doors down, and two people were busy bringing things out of the house with reckless abandon, tossing them into the back of the truck.  
 
    In any other situation, she wouldn't have thought twice about what she'd seen—people were probably trying to evacuate in the storm. But then she remembered that the Valley Village Retirement Community was deed restricted to people over 55 years old. The two figures down the street enthusiastically throwing items in the back of the pickup truck were far too young to be senior citizens. 
 
    Becca's heart thudded in her chest, and a cool sweat broke out on her face. She snapped the curtains shut and dropped to the floor, unable to remember if the figures had turned in her direction or not. She closed her eyes and lay there on the floor for a few moments until her heart rate slowed and her breathing came back to a normal rate. 
 
    "Becca, honey—everything all right?" her grandmother called from the hallway. "Grab the last of the pillows and come on…" 
 
    "I'm coming," she said as she scrambled to her feet, no longer worried about being seen from outside. She gathered up the pillows and blankets and raced to the bathroom. 
 
    They finished gathering all the supplies in the bathroom, and Gladys was about to shut them in when someone pounded on the front door. A booming echo reverberated through the house.  
 
    Becca nearly jumped out of her skin. "What is it with all the scary noises today!" she yelled as she slammed her journal down on the bathroom counter. 
 
    Gladys smiled gently at her, but her smile was shaky and didn't reach her eyes. "You stay here, I’ll check it out." 
 
    "Grandma," Becca began. “Nana…” 
 
    Gladys held up a hand. "End of discussion—I want to know that you're safe. Stay here." She didn't shut the door, but she left and immediately walked down the hallway, muttering to herself. "…my own house, and I will not be afraid of someone coming to the door, end of the world dust storm or not…" 
 
    Becca smiled and stepped out into the hallway to watch. Her sight line went down the length of the house, and she waited as her grandmother stepped to the door, took a deep breath, then opened it. A blast of wind flung the door open and nearly knocked Gladys down, but she stubbornly clung to the door despite the sand and dust.  
 
    A lone figured stumbled into the house and fell down as Gladys struggled to shut the door behind them. Once the front door was secure, Gladys helped up her new neighbor. "Caitlyn, what are you doing here?" 
 
    Assured that it was safe to come out, Becca ran down the hall and helped her grandmother bring the older woman to her feet. "Are you okay, Mrs. Wright?" 
 
    "Yes…yes, thank you—both of you," Caitlyn said as she harrumphed and brushed the yellow sand and dust from her arms and legs. "Land sakes, I've never seen such a storm." 
 
    Gladys smiled. "Then why are you out in it?" 
 
    "It's Rondell,” Caitlyn said with a long-suffering eye roll. “He's heard from some of his little radio friends that things have gotten worse in Albuquerque. And the trouble seems to be spreading into Santa Fe. Have you heard the gunshots?" 
 
    Gladys nodded. "That's why I'm so surprised that you're out there! Goodness knows what's going on—" 
 
    "Looting, and nothing else good." She shook herself and a cloud of dust came off her clothes. "I came over here because I—we—would feel a lot better if you two stayed with us. You’re new to the neighborhood, and you don't even know anyone except us…it’s no good for you to stay over here by yourselves, especially with the power out." 
 
    "But…" Becca began, "we just filled up all the water jugs and got all the supplies…" 
 
    "Oh, don't you worry about any of that—Rondell takes care of all that stuff. We have plenty of food and supplies. He's got solar panels and anything you can think of," she said with a dismissive wave of one hand. “I hate to admit it, but my husband is one of those…” She looked left and right, as if she expected someone to be listening in on their conversation. "One of those…preppers," she whispered. 
 
    Gladys laughed. "Well, I suppose that's fine. You’d probably consider me one, too.” She smiled. “I knew there was a reason why I liked Rondell.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Reagan International Airport 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
      
 
    The well-dressed man sat in his first-class seat and adjusted his vest. He had happily handed his jacket to the attendant and taken his seat with a smile from her that might have promised more—if he’d cared. 
 
    He was not on the cursed plane for pleasure. His was a business trip—the most important kind of business, the business of the gods. As the Grove’s most decorated Inquisitor, it was his job to keep the brothers and sisters of the faith in line. By that manner, he defended the faith, and in turn, the gods. 
 
    “Would you like a beverage while we’re boarding?” asked the attendant as she smiled at him again. 
 
    “Yes please, thank you so very much.” He glanced at the passengers boarding the plane, then smiled at the attendant. “Water and ice, please.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll be right back.” She flashed white teeth again and turned to the passenger across the aisle in a similarly padded leather seat. “Would you like a beverage while we’re boarding?” Her words were the same, but her tone was not.   
 
    The well-dressed man sighed and opened his satchel, then removed his encrypted tablet. He glanced at the boarding passengers and grimaced as an overweight man sweated and grunted his way through first class toward the rear of the plane. Every step he took caused him—or his backpack—to bump into a seat, arm, or face during his interminable trundle through first class. There was some time before takeoff—if the line of disgruntled passengers behind the oaf was any indication of how many people had yet to be herded aboard like cattle. 
 
    He powered up the tablet and connected to the network, then reviewed the documents sent via a secure link from the Home Office. His mouth quirked as he thought of the smooth, efficient operation of the High Grove on Anglesey. 
 
    While the document loaded, he wondered what the crusty old centurions of Rome would say if they could see the Grove, rebuilt on the island of a thousand deaths, where the Romans had slaughtered every Druid they’d found. The Druids were more powerful than the government of Italy itself. For the Grove did not just attend to the religious aspects of the faithful—though that was of supreme importance, to be sure—The High Grove oversaw all domestic and international operations of the bardic order and the more…unsavory side of the Grove. While organized crime remained unpalatable, the illicit element was a necessary evil to keep the peace of the gods. Did not the ends justify the means? 
 
    He cleared his throat and settled into his seat, then scanned through the documents sent from Anglesey. He had been sent to the New Mexico Grove, referred to as the Sangre Grove—the Blood Grove—for its proximity to the famed Sangre de Cristo Mountains just north of Santa Fe. Personally, the irony of naming a pagan sect after mountains named in honor of— 
 
    “Here we are,” the attendant said, interrupting his musings. “Please let me know if you need anything else.” 
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” he replied as he carefully took the plastic cup of water and its four ice cubes. He waited for her to move on, assisting an older woman as she struggled to raise a carry-on bag into overhead storage. The well-dressed man looked down at his tablet and sipped his water. 
 
    He idly wondered how Agent Sinclair was handling his latest gift. The gods were surely pleased with his work, and they were mischievous—they’d likely have a right jolly laugh at the taunting he left behind. He’d taken no particular pleasure in carving the Pictish swirl in the staffer’s chest, but if he could only see her face when… 
 
    He looked up and almost spit the water out of his mouth in surprise. Instead, it dribbled from his lips and splashed on to his tablet. He cursed and looked down, angrily mopping the water from the delicate device with the edge of his vest. When he glanced up, satisfied his equipment wasn’t ruined, Agent Sinclair was already gone. 
 
    He craned his neck over the plush leather seat back. There. She was the only economy passenger in first class, and looked decidedly uncomfortable about her situation to boot. He grimaced. She appeared tired, haggard. Not at all like she had at the crime scene. She’d been on point. Sharp, well dressed—he could always appreciate a person who took the time to look good—and appeared competent. She hadn’t managed to catch him yet, but that was no mark against her—he was the best for a reason. 
 
    “Curiouser and curiouser…” he muttered as he looked back at his tablet. What were the chances that the woman in charge of bringing him to justice—if the American brand of that concept could even be called that—would happen to be on the same plane as he was, headed to New Mexico? Granted there was a stopover in Oklahoma City, but there was nothing in Oklahoma.  
 
    “Ladies and gentleman, this is the flight deck. We’ve just received word we are the last flight out of Reagan International, so as soon as we’re finished with the boarding procedure we’re scheduled for an expedited take-off. Please fasten your seat belts as soon as you find your seat and listen to the safety message our attendants will be providing in just a few minutes.” 
 
    As the pilot continued to ramble on about deteriorating weather conditions in New Mexico and the chance of delays and turbulence. The well-dressed man continued reading. The gods would see him safely to his destination. 
 
    The Sangre Grove appeared to be in quite the quandary. One of their acolytes had borrowed an unseemly sum of money and was unable to pay. That, in and of itself, wasn’t justification to send him to the backwaters of America. If he did say so himself, he was far too valuable an asset to the High Grove to be gallivanting off into the sunset in order to settle a mere debt. He arched an eyebrow. Even if that debt was six figures. It was still only equivalent to his annual retainer. So what was it about the Sangre Grove that piqued the High Druid’s interest enough to send an Inquisitor? Especially one of his caliber? 
 
    Oh, I see. They requested an adjudication. No sacrifices required…no gifts. He turned the digital page. So. The Sangre Grove is in the throes of a leadership succession power struggle. The two factors, one progressive, one conservative, were at an impasse. The old Druid had been one for tradition—the well-dressed man immediately approved. It was far too hard to find Brothers willing to toe the line and preserve the Old Ways.  
 
    But the opposing faction, which comprised most of the Grove, it seemed, was for leading the Grove out of the shadows and into the light of the profane world. New Mexico, they argued, specifically the Santa Fe-Taos area, teemed with people who would handily join them. New Agers, mystics, and old hippies swarmed to the area every year for festival after festival, and each year more and more of them would put down roots. The potential profits in membership dues could be astronomical. 
 
    Each side blamed the other for undermining the public faith in them. In America, the Faith was often not taken seriously and any PR could be bad PR and set back the cause by decades. They wanted an impartial observer from the High Grove to look at the evidence of malfeasance and chicanery—by the other side, of course—and pass judgment. They wanted an adjudicator to determine who the new leader would be. The new leader, of course, would benefit from the increase in salary and perks, but worldly things such as mere money held no sway over the truly devoted. The two factions appeared to truly hate each other. There was something deeper involved, but he wasn’t sure what.  
 
    He smiled. He would get to the bottom of it. Inquisitors always did. It was just a matter of how much blood would be spilled in the name of the gods first.  
 
    The well-dressed man frowned and looked out his window as the last baggage was brought forward to be loaded in the plane’s belly. He hated seeing the faith denigrated by base greed. No wonder the High Druid had sent him. Something wasn’t right in Santa Fe. The faith must be defended. But to get to the bottom of things, it was evident an Inquisitor’s special talents would be required. 
 
    The well-dressed man smiled to himself again. Get to the bottom of things he would. He’d earned his title Defender of the Faith on an assignment to Scotland many years ago, when he’d first earned cheek marking. Evidently the High Druid deemed it time he showed the Groves why he held that coveted title among the Cadre of Inquisitors. 
 
    “At this time the plane is now sealed and we ask all passengers to please shut off your cell phones and place all electronic devices in airplane mode,” the perky attendant said over the plane’s intercom. “Please raise your seat backs to their full and upright position and lock your tray tables in their closed position. Attendants, prepare for take-off. Check one.” 
 
    The well-dressed man sighed and dutifully shut off his tablet. He hated flying, but he hated crashing even more, so he complied with the safety regulations. As the plane shuddered and maneuvered itself for take-off, the attendants moved down the aisle, chastising passengers and checking overhead bins as they went. He smiled at the male attendant that checked his row, then sat back and let his mind ponder why the FBI agent—clearly traveling under cover—was on the plane with him. 
 
    Why now? Why this plane? The questions stumbled through his mind as he blocked off his current assignment and focused his mental energy on puzzling out his nemesis. Sinclair had been chasing him for two years and had gotten only as close as he’d allowed. 
 
    He resisted the urge to look over his seat again. She might see the movement, and so far, he was sure she was blissfully ignorant that the man she so desperately sought was only a few rows away. He smiled as he stared at the safety pamphlet in the seat back in front of him. The attendants walked to and fro with inflatable life vests on, acting out the words of a third attendant who read a detailed account of what they must and must not do—in the unlikely event of a water landing. 
 
    He pulled the cardstock pamphlet free of its mesh pocket and perused the Ikea-like diagrams, amused at the depths Americans would go to cater to the lowest common denominator. He placed the useless booklet back in the mesh pocket and sat back in his seat. He’d been on plenty of flights before, some smooth, some turbulent enough to rattle one’s fillings. It was all in God’s hands—the plane would either land safely or crash. He would either live or die. He couldn’t change any of it, so he closed his eyes and went to sleep, still pondering Special Agent Sinclair. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    On the road to Santa Fe 
 
      
 
    Once the decision to take the Druids’ car was made, Riley was ready to get on the road. But Milton wasn’t so anxious to get moving. 
 
    “Do we have any chain?” he hollered into the storm. 
 
    “What?” Riley yelled as he peered into the dusty windows of the abandoned car across the road.  
 
    “Chain,” his grandfather repeated. “We need to ground the car or this storm will short it out…” 
 
    Riley looked over his shoulder and shielded his face with his hand. The dust stung like sandpaper, but he humored his grandfather. “There’s probably some in the bed of our tuck, with all the other gear.” 
 
    “Hurry—get it,” Milton ordered. “Me and Fiona will get the gear transferred.” 
 
    “We will?” she yelled as she leaned against the truck. 
 
    “Weapons and ammo only,” the old man said. He pulled out the shotgun and hobbled through the dust and wind toward the car. 
 
    Fiona saw his example and grabbed an armload of ammo cans, then braced herself against the wind and limped forward. She passed the old man and made it to the car first.  
 
    “Wait—don’t—touch—" yelled Milton, but he was too late. 
 
    Fiona leaned over and reached for the handle, but a static electric charge like nothing she’d ever felt leapt from the car in a blue arc. She flew back a few feet and landed on her back, the ammo cans scattered on the ground around her. 
 
    “Fiona!” Riley hollered. 
 
    “I’ll help her—get that chain!” Milton yelled as he waved off his grandson. 
 
    Riley hesitated, desperate to help Fiona, who had started to stir on the pavement. His grandfather waved him on again, and Riley reluctantly pulled back the tarp. But it caught like a sail and ripped clean off the truck, then vanished into the storm. He struggled to keep the dust and sand out of his face as he worked and dug through the mish-mash of supplies in the truck until he found what he was looking for. His father had tied down the spare tire with a length of chain. Riley had to move half the stuff in the bed to undo the chain, but at last he had it free and climbed down out of the truck with his trophy. 
 
    “Will this work?” 
 
    Milton turned from the new car and peered into the dust. “Might could…quick, get under the rear end and attach it to the chassis—the chassis not the bumper. That’s plastic! Let it drag behind the car…that’ll discharge the static electricity.” 
 
    Riley grumbled to himself and got down on the ground while the others climbed aboard. The dust stung his eyes and clouded his vision, but the car blocked a good portion of the wind. On his back, under the rear end of the car, he looked for a good place to hook the chain. The chassis had a few points where he could loop the chain through, so he did. He dropped the bulk of the chain on the ground next to him and crawled back out. 
 
    Once in the driver’s seat with the door shut and the storm mostly blocked out, Riley turned to Fiona. “You okay?” 
 
    She rubbed her hand where she’d touched the door. “Yeah…that hurt…a lot…but I think I’m okay.” 
 
    “Static electric charge in a real duster is something,” Milton sympathized. “I’ve heard stories of it knocking a cow back five feet…ain’t never seen it like that myself.” 
 
    “Well, you can have it—I never want to do that again,” Fiona grumbled. Her hair still stuck up around her head. 
 
    Riley noticed that the hair on his arms was up as well, which made him feel like his skin crawled. He’d gotten used to it since the storm started, but once he started to notice it, he couldn’t stop thinking—or feeling—the impact the dust storm had on him. 
 
    “Kick this pig into gear and get us out of here,” Milton ordered. 
 
    Riley looked and found the keys in the ignition, then turned the big Caddy’s engine over. It roared to life, coughed, then stabilized. “Don’t know how long this thing will last in all this dust.” 
 
    Milton grunted. “As long as it gets us the next couple miles to town and into my driveway, I don’t care.” 
 
    Riley shifted into gear, turned the wheel and fought the car against the wind, but pulled them around to face northeast. The road before them was awash in sand and dust that danced across the asphalt like drifting snow in winter. He struggled to keep the car on the road between the shifting sand and the wind, but they crept along at a respectable 20 miles an hour. 
 
    “Slow down…” Milton broke the silence of the car when he warned Riley fifteen minutes later. 
 
    “What? We have to catch up to them! The rest of them could be close to grandma and Becca by now!” 
 
    Milton looked at Riley. “I said slow down, boy. Unless you want to join them. Up ahead. They ran off the road.” 
 
    “What?” Riley repeated, but he took his foot off the accelerator just the same. 
 
    “There!” Fiona said as she leaned forward between the front seats and pointed out the windshield. “Off to the left…there’s blinking hazard lights.” 
 
    Riley squinted, then saw what she and Milton had already seen. A car, much like the Caddy they rode in, stuck up at an obscene angle in a ditch. The rear end, some three or four feet off the ground, flashed as the hazard lights blinked. 
 
    A gunshot cracked in the storm and the bullet pinged off the Caddy’s rear quarter panel. Fiona shrieked in surprise and ducked, but Milton stared straight ahead.  
 
    “Don’t stop—weave if you have to, but keep going!” 
 
    “You told me to slow down!” Riley said as he hunched behind the wheel. 
 
    “Did they crash or did they set up an ambush for us?” Fiona called from the back. 
 
    “Same difference!” Milton snapped. “Don’t tighten up,” he ordered Riley. “Keep us moving.”  
 
    Riley stomped on the gas and pulled to the left, in an attempt to gain some lateral distance from the wrecked Druid vehicle and the impromptu ambush they’d walked into.  
 
    A dark shape loomed up out of the road and spread its arms in front of them. Riley recognized the huge form—it was Ricky, the massive enforcer. He yelled in surprise and spun the wheel to the right to avoid hitting the mountain of a man. A sickening sensation transmitted from the steering wheel, up Riley’s arms, and down into his stomach: the tires had lost traction. They were hydroplaning on the sand that covered the road. 
 
    The back end fishtailed out of control and crunched into Nico’s big enforcer. Riley saw a flash of movement and felt the car shudder under the impact. Then the big man was gone, swallowed in the storm, and the car lurched back onto the road. The wheels grabbed too quick, though, and Riley overcompensated. 
 
    “Hang on!” he had time to yell before the front left wheel went off the road and into a sand drift. The corner of the car hit something, and they came to a jarring stop that threw everyone forward. 
 
    “Well,” Milton said as he pulled himself off the dash, “that would have been a lot worse if you’d been going any faster.” 
 
    “I think I should drive from now on…” Fiona complained from the back, where she’d been buried—again—under the supplies. 
 
    Riley settled himself by the wheel once more and tried the gas. The rear tires spun, but the car didn’t move. The wind buffeted the big vehicle and made it rock, but they didn’t break free of the sand drift. He shifted into reverse and tried again. The car shifted slightly, and the front left end dropped a few inches into the soft sand. 
 
    “Hold up,” Milton said, as he raised a hand. “We need to dig out. You’ll just make it worse—this ain’t snow, boy.” 
 
    Another bullet ricocheted off the Caddy. “Well, how are we going to do that with them shooting at us?” Riley demanded. 
 
    “We’re not. You are. Fiona and I will cover you.” 
 
    Riley gaped at him. "I'm going to get out there, and shovel the sand out of the way so we can pull out?" 
 
    "That's the idea," Milton said, as he threw open the passenger door. "Come on Fiona, we stole this ride—let's earn it." 
 
    "Here we go again," she muttered from the back seat. The rear passenger door opened, and sand and wind billowed in through the car, leaving Riley no choice but to throw open the driver’s door and tumble out into the storm himself.  
 
    He hunched over, trying to keep his body as low as possible, to keep the bulk of the car between him and the Druids. Shuffling forward, he quickly found the edge of the road, and stepped off into a six-inch-deep ditch filled with soft sand. His shoe sank down over the laces, and he cursed as the sand and silt sifted straight into his socks. As Riley dropped to all fours and began the fruitless attempt at scooping sand away from the half-buried front tire, all he could think about was a long, hot shower. 
 
    Before long, the overtaxed muscles of his shoulders and back began to burn. His legs cramped, and his fingertips grew raw under the abrasive sand as he dug furiously. 
 
    Whenever he began to slow his pace, fresh gunfire—either from his grandfather and Fiona or the Druids—heightened his resolve and gave him new motivation to dig even deeper, even faster. Feeling somewhat like a badger, Derek at last found the bottom of the tire, and managed to scoop out a well big enough to hopefully allow the vehicle to climb out of the hole it'd created. 
 
    A bullet sparked off the hood and drove him to the ground. "That was close!" he yelled. 
 
    "Doing my best!" Fiona cried from the rear wheel. She leaned over the trunk, yelled something, and fired two quick shots. 
 
    From his position at the front wheel, Riley looked under the car. He could only see a swirling morass of sand and dust. Their attackers were somewhere out there, firing blindly, just as his grandfather and Fiona were. 
 
    Riley smiled at the thought. If they couldn't see him, it would be hard to hit him. Then he frowned. All it would take was one lucky shot to ruin his day, though. 
 
    He looked down at the pit that he'd excavated at the front tire and sighed. The wind had forced more sand into the hole he’d created, and the tire was already buried up to the white wall again. He sat back on his haunches and yelled over his shoulder to get the attention of his grandfather and Fiona. "If this is going to work, I need the engine running, and I need to scoop this out then jump in the car and go." 
 
    His grandfather, back by the rear bumper, glared at him. "I said no heroics!" 
 
    Riley shrugged, wincing as sand worked its way into his cracked and bleeding knuckles. "What do you want me to do? I'm calling it like I see it. The sand is coming back down here as fast as I can scoop it out. We’ll only have a few seconds before the wheel gets buried again! I don't know how much more I can do…" 
 
    Fiona hopped up and fired a shot over the trunk, then dropped back down again, wincing as she bent her injured knee. "Let me get in the back seat, I'll roll down the rear window and can fire from there." 
 
    "I don't want you trying to work your way around the front of the car again, Grandpa. Get in the back seat with her, then I'll start the engine, dig us out, climb back in, and we can take off." 
 
    Milton squinted at his grandson through the storm as he shielded his face with a gnarled, arthritic hand. After a long moment, he glanced at Fiona, then nodded. "Fine. Go on and get in there, Missy," he said to Fiona. 
 
    She took a moment to eject the spent magazine from her pistol, slip it in her pocket and slam home a fresh one. "This is my last one…" she warned. 
 
    "Then make it count," Milton commanded, as he helped her into the back seat. 
 
    "You two, go ahead and get in," Riley said, from his position on hands and knees at the front wheel. 
 
    His grandfather took a long look at him, then climbed aboard the car, pulled the shotgun in behind him, and shut the door. 
 
    Gunshots crackled in response from somewhere across the road, but only one bullet impacted the car and ricocheted off the corner of the roof. 
 
    Riley opened the driver’s door again, reached inside and turned on the car. Once the engine rumbled to life, he dropped back down to the ground and started to scoop out the sand again. His vision clouded with unshed tears as he bit back the pain in his hands, but he managed to scoop out enough of the sand to free the wheel. 
 
    As soon as he stopped and got back to his hands and knees, the sand began to sift back into the excavated hole. He coughed, pulled himself into the driver’s seat and slammed the door. "Hold on to your butts!" he yelled, then shifted into drive and hit the gas.  
 
    The big car rocked forward, trying to climb its way out of the drift, but couldn't quite make it. Riley let off the gas, shifted into reverse like his father had taught him during the last snowfall in Flagstaff, and slammed the gas again. The big Caddy rocked back and moved about a foot. Riley felt resistance in the wheel and realized that he'd found the road—at least the edge of it. As the sand restricted the momentum of the car, he let off the gas again, shifted into drive, and rolled the vehicle forward as he dropped the hammer. This time, the tire bit the front edge of the road and managed to claw its way out of the sand with a throaty roar. Riley held his breath as they slid through one final fishtail across the highway and sped away. 
 
    He glanced in the rearview window—immediately recognized it was a useless gesture because he could only see sand—and gave a whoop of victory. “We did it! We’re on our way!” 
 
    "Don't be count your chickens yet…we still gotta make it home." 
 
    As if on cue, the engine coughed and sputtered. "You had to go and jinx us!" Riley yelled as he slapped the steering wheel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Chapel of the Holy Cross 
 
    Sedona, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek stood next to the entrance of the chapel and took one last look at the huddled refugees in the darkened church. Several had come to him and asked him to stay—a few had wished him good luck, but most seemed incredulous that he'd want to travel at all in the dust storm. 
 
    Father Brian stood in front of him and smiled sadly. "Is there nothing I can say to make you reconsider?" 
 
    Derek compressed his mouth into a tight line. "I'm afraid not, Father. This is something I have to do." 
 
    The priest laid a gentle hand on Derek's shoulder and nodded. "I understand. Good luck, and may God watch over both of you." 
 
    "Thank you, Father," Lisa said. The skin around her eyes was drawn tight as she stood on her injured leg unassisted.  
 
    Derek frowned. The thin sheen of sweat on her forehead didn't bode well for the ease of their journey. He insisted on carrying the only pack—donated by one of the families in the church—and all their supplies. There was no way Lisa would be able to carry anything other than her own weight as they fought the storm. 
 
    Luke moved through the crowd and stood next to Lisa. "It's not much…but I found this walking staff in the gift shop. There's a whole bundle of them down there—I guess they’re locally made or something." He handed over a slightly twisted buckthorn shillelagh. 
 
    "One of our longtime parishioners makes these in his spare time. They're actually quite beautiful," the priest said as he looked at the polished walking stick. "He insists on us keeping all the proceeds." 
 
    "It's beautiful," Lisa said as she reverently took the walking stick with both hands. "Thank you, Luke. This is going to come in handy." 
 
    The intern smiled. "Doc…are you sure…?" he asked as he handed over a scarf to cover her face. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Luke shook his head. "I still think you're crazy—both of you—for doing this. The storm has to let up soon." 
 
    Derek sighed. As he adjusted the straps of his pack, he addressed Luke's argument. "Luke, we've been saying that for hours. Take a look outside, it’s only getting worse. Have you ever seen something like that?" He looked at the small group gathered around them to wish them off. "Has anyone ever seen anything like this?" 
 
    Muttered answers and heads shook, but no one spoke up. 
 
    Derek wrapped a donated scarf around his face and left the lower part hanging so he could talk. "There’s something off about this, and I can't shake the feeling this is just the beginning of something worse. I have to get to my children. I wish you all the best of luck, but I can't stay." 
 
    Not one for long goodbyes, Derek pulled his face covering up and turned to open the door, letting in a gust of wind and dust. Several of the people muttered and stepped back. Then he and Lisa slipped outside. 
 
    Lisa tried one more time as she pulled the scarf up around her face. “Come with us, Luke.”  
 
    Luke stood in the doorway, leaning his weight against it to keep the wind from blowing it wide open. "I can't! I'm sorry Doc, but I think you guys are nuts, and I'm not risking my life again." 
 
    "I'm sorry, but we must close the door!" Father Brian said. "Go with God!" he called, as he and Luke struggled to shut the door. 
 
    Once the main door slammed behind them, Derek and Lisa hunched down into the wind. "You sure about this?" Derek called over his shoulder. He adjusted the rope around his waist and felt a reassuring tug from Lisa. 
 
    "No, actually I'm not! But I don't have much of a choice, do I?" She shuffled forward with the walking stick and slapped him on the back. "Let's get this dog and pony show on the road." 
 
    Derek paused. "Before we go any further, I just want to check how those improvised glasses are holding up?" 
 
    Lisa turned left and right. Someone had donated a pair of sunglasses, and Luke had come up with the idea of taking a piece of fabric and wrapping it around the sunglasses—held on with tape and rubber bands from the gift shop to create a crude set of goggles. 
 
    "Everything's really dark, but it seems to be working, there's not much dust getting through! Just take it slow…and I should be able to follow.” 
 
    "Great…here we go, and make sure to use that walking stick," Derek warned. 
 
    They headed out into the storm and felt their way slowly along the concrete path that looped in a graceful arc around the northeast side of the chapel. The pathway descended toward the parking lot and folded back on itself, but they eventually found themselves halfway down the hill upon which the chapel perched. 
 
    "You still doing okay?" Derek yelled, as he paused to adjust the bag on his back. 
 
    Lisa panted and limped heavily, but the walking stick kept her upright and allowed her to continue moving. "Good to go!" she yelled into the storm. 
 
    Derek shook his head and moved forward again, shielding his face, even though the safety glasses he wore blocked most of the sand. He winced. He had the benefit of his work gloves, but the strip of bare skin on his wrist between the sleeve of his shirt and the gloves stung like a thousand ant bites. "I think this thing is getting worse!" 
 
    "The sand stings!" Lisa complained behind him. She sounded a long way off, but the rope around his waist wasn't taut yet, so he knew she was close. The wind was just that loud. 
 
    "Whatever you do, keep moving. The parking lot is just down there.” 
 
    Lisa tugged on the rope to get his attention. “I think I can see some dark shapes ahead.” 
 
    Derek nodded. “Those have to be cars! Come on! We’re close!" 
 
    They trudged forward, one foot after the other, and carefully felt their way along the dust covered path. The wind howled incessantly and pushed against them, a physical presence that threatened to knock them to their knees. At last, Derek stepped off the path and onto the asphalt of the parking lot. Neat rows of cars were interspersed with abandoned vehicles, a few with open doors left behind when the storm hit, and people fled uphill to the chapel. Several sets of headlights peered out through the gloom, and as they approached, Derek realized that the cars were abandoned with their lights on. 
 
    As they approached one car, a small four-door sedan, its headlights piercing the darkness like twin lances, Derek blinked in surprise. Thin blue lightning crackled across the surface of the hood and the lights flickered and failed. As he watched, a few seconds later the lights came back. "It's running on battery power! The static electric charge killed the engine," he hollered over the storm. 
 
    “What's that?" Lisa called. Derek looked back at her and squinted to see her arm pointing off toward the left. A large shadow loomed in the dust. 
 
    "Looks like a bus!" he called. "Come on," he said, leading her toward the big vehicle in the hopes of finding a pocket of calm air. 
 
    Instead they found the bus was packed with octogenarians. As they approached, a nervous driver opened the door, ignoring the cries of protest from within. "Thank God you're here! I've got a whole busload of old people—" 
 
    "We’re not a rescue party!" Derek yelled as they stood at the bottom of the entrance steps. "We don't have any supplies. We’re headed to the local fire station." 
 
    "You can't leave us here!" The driver said. That set off a chain of complaints and shouts from inside the bus. The frightened tourists were in no mood to be left alone in the storm much longer. 
 
    "We don't have any food or water in here, and I got 27 people that need medicine and all kinds of things,” the driver complained.  
 
    Derek nodded. "I get it, but there's nothing I can do. You can either head up to the chapel at the top of the hill or wait till the storm is over. When we get to the fire station, we’ll tell them you're here, and hopefully they'll send somebody to help." 
 
    "Oh…okay…" the driver said, deflated. 
 
    "Is anyone injured?" Lisa asked. "Can you run the engine and at least keep people comfortable?" 
 
    The bus driver shook his head and wiped sweat from his face as he tried to protect his eyes. "No, thank goodness, nobody’s hurt. They're all scared, and most of them are hungry or thirsty…it's like having a bus full of kids.”  
 
    “Where is everyone?” a voiced called out. 
 
    “I want a refund!” another yelled from further back.  
 
    “I tried to keep the bus running as long as possible,” the driver continued over the chorus of complaints from his charges, “but I think the intake is clogged. It won't even turn over now." 
 
    "Best thing you can do is just stay inside. If you have screens or fabric or something, you can open windows and plug the holes with that, but any dust that gets in is going to be an irritant to their lungs." 
 
    "I guess we'll do what we can," the driver said as he backed into the bus and climbed the steps. "Good luck, and don't forget us!" he called before pulling the hydraulically operated door shut. 
 
    "Those poor people," Lisa muttered as she leaned against the bus. 
 
    "They’ll be saying the same thing about us if we don't get to that fire station. How are you holding up?" Derek asked as he crept along the side of the bus toward the rear, where the wind was fiercest. 
 
    "I'll manage. Just get us to that fire station." 
 
    "Based on Father Brian's directions, we just have to cut across the parking lot and go straight that way, about three blocks." He pointed, then grinned behind his scarf, despite the storm. He couldn't even see the far side of the parking row, let alone the lot. And on a clear day one could see clear to the other side of Sedona itself. 
 
    "Let's go!" Lisa urged. 
 
    Derek led them into the storm once more and they trudged across the parking lot, weaving between drifts of dust that had built up between the cars. They found several bags and camera cases left behind in the initial panic as people scrambled for the church.  
 
    At one point, Lisa stumbled and fell to her knees with a scream that pierced the storm. Derek helped her upright, then searched around in the howling wind for a car with its door open. He found one on the other side of the aisle, in the direction they were traveling, so he urged Lisa to move forward and used his arm to support her as she leaned heavily on the walking stick. In that fashion, they crept across the parking lot through dust that appeared almost inches thick.  
 
    Heads down, they practically ran into the car. Just like Derek had suspected, the driver’s side door was open, but it faced the opposite direction of the wind, so while the inside of the car had a decent coating of yellow dust, it wasn't nearly as bad as outside. Derek opened a rear door and helped Lisa climb in and slammed it shut behind her, then climbed in the front seat. 
 
    Once the driver’s door was closed, the storm was effectively blocked out and the constant roar reduced to a muted rumble. 
 
    Lisa lay on her back across the rear bench and panted. "This is a lot harder…than I expected…" 
 
    "Oh, it's no picnic for me, either," Derek said, as he caught his breath. He dusted himself off, lowered his scarf, and wiped his face with the tasseled end of the fabric. "This is ridiculous…" 
 
    Lisa struggled to sit up. "We've been gone what, an hour?” she said as she unwrapped her own face. “And we managed to make it across the parking lot?"  
 
    Derek glanced at her in the grimy rearview mirror. "Correction, halfway across the parking lot." 
 
    "What?" Lisa demanded, the scarf still covering the upper half of her face. 
 
    "There's a wooden fence that runs around the outside of the parking lot…we haven't come across that yet. So we’re nowhere near the edge. Once we get to that, then we’re three blocks away from the fire station." 
 
    Lisa looked down. Her face slackened. "I don't know if I can make it…" 
 
    "You will…I'll help you. We don't have a choice, remember?" He watched her in the mirror until she looked up and met his eyes. Eventually, the grim determination that he'd seen on her face during their first hike through the storm returned, and she nodded. 
 
    "Let's take a water break," Derek said as he rifled through their pack and pulled out one of the two water bottles they carried. He handed it to her. "Don't take too much, just enough to rinse out your mouth. If you've got a lot of sand in your mouth, spit it out, don't swallow it." 
 
    Lisa nodded as she took a mouthful of water, rinsed out her mouth, then look to see where she could spit. 
 
    Derek snorted. "I don’t think anybody's coming back for this car anytime soon, just spit on the floor. This thing’s ruined anyway…" he said as he patted the front seat and dust jumped into the air. "The engine’s probably gonna need a complete rebuild, depending on whether it was off or running when the storm hit. If that stuff gets into the fuel lines…this thing is toast. Electrical system’s probably already fried beyond repair…what a waste," he said. After he took a swig of the water bottle, he tightly replaced the cap, then dropped it back in his pack. He rinsed his mouth, and detecting very little sand, swallowed and relished the water as it slipped down his throat and relieved his parched mouth. 
 
    "You ready?" he asked as he looked at her in the mirror 
 
    "As I'll ever be…" Lisa muttered. At the same time, they opened their doors and climbed back into the storm. Derek didn't bother shutting the driver’s door, but Lisa carefully closed the rear door. They worked their way around the vehicle and started out across the parking lot once more.  
 
    They moved faster after Lisa’s break and quickly crossed the remaining two aisles of the lot. Before long, Derek pointed ahead and exclaimed over his shoulder. "There's the fence! We’re almost through the parking lot!" 
 
    Behind him, Lisa gave two sharp tugs on the rope. 
 
    Getting over the fence proved to be a lot more difficult than Derek had expected. He was able to climb the wooden split rail barrier easily, as he was almost tall enough simply to step over, especially with a few inches of sand to help on the ground. But with Lisa's injured leg and the raging wind constantly pushing her back, he practically had to lift her over the fence to avoid further injuring her leg. 
 
    Once she was safely deposited on the ground on the other side of the fence, they both leaned against the rickety wooden structure to catch their breath. The wind buffeted them in gusts like a boxer, hitting them with rapid-fire jabs and uppercuts. 
 
    "Three blocks to go!" Derek said. They turned and placed their backs against the fence, facing into the storm. Derek shoved off first, went three paces, then felt the rope tighten before Lisa moved to follow. He kept them at a steady pace, a slow walk for him, but about as fast as Lisa could go as she limped along using the walking stick to probe the sand in front of her for stable ground. Foot by agonizing foot, they crept across the roadway on the other side of the parking lot, then came to a sidewalk that snaked down the street straight east. 
 
    The first block they crossed without issue. The wind, funneled between houses and buildings, created just the right amount of pressure to keep the sidewalks and street relatively clear of dust. At the corner of the first block, the wind increased exponentially as the layout of the town forced it around buildings.  
 
    Derek cursed as they crossed the street, and Lisa staggered and fell with a scream of pain. He dragged her upright and moved backward into the storm across the street, using his body to block the worst of the wind. Panting and sweating, they both leaned against the side of a building, still a block and a half away from the fire station.  
 
    Lisa shook her head. "I don't know if I can keep going!" 
 
    Derek looked up into the storm. "You have to!" 
 
    "But—" 
 
    Derek cut her off and turned her into the wind. "Look,” he said as he pointed. “Father Brian was wrong! It wasn't three blocks away, it was two blocks!" 
 
    Just half a block away, kitty-corner across the next intersection, sat the squat fire station. At the top of the station, a glowing light flared from one of the large windows. Derek was amazed that they couldn't see it just a block away, but only a hundred yards away. The light cut through the sand like a lighthouse protecting ships from a rocky shore. 
 
    "We got this! Come on!" Derek said as he looped Lisa's arm over his shoulders, stood and carried most of her weight. "We’re not stopping now," he said through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Clark Farm 
 
    Boise City, Oklahoma 
 
      
 
    Special Agent Dana Sinclair slowed her rental car to a stop in the gravel driveway and shifted into park. She sat there for a moment, both hands on the wheel, and peered at the utter devastation in front of her.  
 
    Several acres of corn remained ablaze, while countless acres around the farm had already burned to a crisp. The damage stretched across the visible horizon to the west. The majestic farmhouse next to her car crawled with local law enforcement, firefighters, and EMTs. A bright red fire truck, three ambulances, and at least a dozen cop cars filled the ample driveway and turnabout.  
 
    She watched as several soot-covered firefighters guzzled water while others packed oxygen tanks and gear back into the big truck. On the other side of the collection of vehicles, a white cargo van emblazoned with big blue letters proclaiming it to belong to the National Transportation Safety Board sat empty, all doors open and equipment and crates scattered on the ground. 
 
    She sighed, shut off her own vehicle, and opened the driver’s door. 
 
    The first breath of air made her cough. She wasn't sure if it was from the burnt corn smell, the acrid smoke from incinerated jet fuel, or the dust storm that appeared to be ready to pounce on the farm. At that moment she didn't particularly care—she dove back into the car, dug through her go bag and found an emergency paper dust mask, then attached it to her face and shut the door.  
 
    Before she got past the front of her car, a deputy sheriff strolled up, turned his head to cough, and held a hand up to prevent her from getting any closer to the blazing cornfield. "Sorry ma'am, this is an active investigation, I’m gonna have to ask you to turn around—" 
 
    Without taking her eyes off the fire behind him, Dana reached in her back pocket and pulled out her badge wallet. With a practiced motion, she flipped open the wallet and flashed her ID and badge to the deputy. "Dana Sinclair, FBI. I'm here to coordinate with the NTSB." 
 
    "Gotcha,” the good-natured deputy said, all smiles. "They're all scattered through the cornfield right now, but I’ve got one of their radios. Want me to call ‘em in?" 
 
    "That won't be necessary—but if I could talk to the lead investigator, that would help," she said with a smile behind her dust mask. 
 
    The deputy coughed again and nodded. "You got it," he said. He unclipped the big, bulky black radio from his utility belt and raised it to his lips as he turned and peered into the cornfield. "Mr. Blumenthal? I there’s an FBI agent here that wants to talk with you." 
 
    After a long moment, the radio crackled to life. "Copy that. I'll be right there." 
 
    The deputy turned to Dana and smiled. "He's on his way," he said needlessly. "You need anything? We’ve got water and supplies up in the house…?" 
 
    Dana nodded. "Thanks, I think I'm good…although I might need a better dust mask if this gets any worse," she said as she looked up at the brown clouds that hung overhead. 
 
    "It's something, ain't it? Been a long time since we've seen a duster like this…" the local said with his hands on his hips. "That fire ain't helping anything…" He coughed again. 
 
    "Sounds like you need that dust mask, too," Dana suggested. 
 
    He shook his head. "I'll be fine…I'm trying to save them for you folks headin’ into the mess out there," he said with a jerk of his thumb over his shoulder. "I mostly sit in my squad car," he added as he indicated the dusty sheriff's deputy car behind him. "Carl's got me keeping the lookie-loos back…” He shook his head. “Once the cornfields caught, most of them moved way back…but Carl wants me to keep a close eye on the situation, just the same.” 
 
    "Carl?" Dana asked. 
 
    The deputy nodded, then caught himself. "Oh, sorry—Sheriff Vickers." 
 
    Dana nodded. "Got it." 
 
    The burnt corn stalks just to the left of Billy’s squad car parted, and a man wearing an NTSB windbreaker and oxygen tank on his back stepped forward and removed his full-face mask. "Rodney Blumenthal, nice to meet you," he said as he walked forward, soot covered glove outstretched. 
 
    Dana smiled behind her paper mask at the pale skin of the man's face, made even more so by the ring of brown dust and black soot that covered the rest of his head and neck. At the last second, he snatched the glove off his hand before they shook. 
 
    “Dana Sinclair, FBI." 
 
    Blumenthal wiped his face with the back of his sleeve. "I take it you'll be taking over jurisdiction?" 
 
    Dana stepped back and shook her head. "No sir, I'm here to apprehend the two survivors." 
 
    "Apprehend?" the deputy asked, just over to her right. "What's…what do you mean apprehend?" 
 
    Blumenthal and Dana turned and looked at him at the same time. "I would imagine a deputy sheriff would understand what the word apprehend means in this situation," Dana said slowly. "Those two were ordered to stay at the crash site, and they took off.” She looked around. “Where can I find Sheriff Vickers?” 
 
    Relief washed over the deputy’s face. "He's up in the house. Fit to be tied, too…" He said with a sad shake of his head. 
 
    Dana turned back to Blumenthal. "Have you and your team come across any information that might give us an idea where they went? Are they armed?" 
 
    Blumenthal shook his head. "We haven't found any evidence of any weapons or firearms on the plane—other than one service pistol we recovered that belonged to…" He pulled a pocket notebook from his jacket and thumbed through a few pages. "…uh, Captain Bryce Edgars. He was second-in-command of the Arizona State police, on special assignment for the governor." 
 
    "Any other survivors?" Dana asked matter-of-factly. 
 
    "Not that we found…” Blumenthal said sadly. “We've identified seven of the 10 bodies…and if you account for the two who left…that's everybody on board except the pilot." 
 
    Dana muttered as she stared at the ruined farm. "I can’t imagine anyone surviving something like this…" 
 
    "Oh, it's a lot worse once you get closer to the actual crash site," Blumenthal promised. "This is just the edge of the fire as it spread out. Jet fuel’s hard to put out, and most of these crops were bone dry from a recent drought, from what I understand." 
 
    "Ain't that the truth," the deputy offered. "Haven't had rain in almost a month…I guess it's not so unusual this time of year, but folks are starting to get a little concerned that drought from last year ain't really over yet." 
 
    Dana nodded. "Well, if you have anything else, here's my number," Dana said as she handed a business card over to Blumenthal. "Keep in touch." 
 
    "I will," the NTSB supervisor said as he slipped the card in a pocket. "And when you catch them, please let me know. I've got a lot of questions for them." 
 
    Dana looked at the crash site again. "I'm sure you do." She turned to the deputy and offered a professional smile, but worried it came off as a grimace. "You think you could take me to Sheriff Vickers?" 
 
    He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "Sure thing. Follow me," he said as he turned and walked off toward the farmhouse, his boots crunching on the gravel driveway. “He’s inside—I need to go find my partner. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Dana looked out over the conflagration one more time as she mounted the steps to the farmhouse. Several local cops milled about on the front porch and chatted quietly while watching the NTSB teamwork. 
 
    She’d only been to one other NTSB scene, and it had played out similarly. Sheriff’s deputies, who had quickly cordoned off the area, were relegated to babysitting civilians and reporters while the NTSB agents took over and processed any existing evidence. 
 
    The fact that the deputy had been concerned she was taking over jurisdictional lead was telling, but she wasn’t exactly sure of what. The man appeared nervous, or at the very least, uncomfortable with the mention of the two survivors. It was something to note— 
 
    “So, you’re from the FBI, huh?” asked a rough voice in a slow drawl. 
 
    Dana’s eyes adjusted to the reduced light inside the Clark residence and blinked at the man before her. He held his Stetson in his left hand and reached out with his right to shake hers. Dressed in a khaki uniform, he cut a neat, if unremarkable, figure. His handshake was firm but not overbearing, and his sharp eyes looked like they didn’t miss much. 
 
    “Dana Sinclair,” she said with a forced smile. 
 
    “Carl Vickers. Everyone calls me Carl.” His hand dropped to his hip and rested comfortably at his service weapon—not in a threatening manner, just a laid-back casualness that spoke of countless hours wearing the weapon until it became a part of him that he no longer actively thought about. “You lookin’ to get out on the trail straight away?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dana said. “Did anyone on your staff have any contact with the fugitives?” 
 
    “You mean Billy?” Sheriff Vickers asked. He glanced quickly around, then stepped closer to her to lower his voice. “He ain’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but he’s loyal. He took ‘em in to town to get clothes and supplies once we cleaned ‘em up.” 
 
    Dana stared at him with a blank expression. “Where is he?” 
 
    Carl returned her cold gaze, then nodded. “You FBI folks really are something, you know that? I’ll fetch ‘im. You need any supplies? We got just about everything in the kitchen. Must’a just flown in, right?” 
 
    Dana nodded, frustrated that the sheriff could deduce so much about her so quickly. It spoke well of his skills, and probably meant they’d get along fine. But she was tired, cranky, and hungry. “I’ll meet you outside. I need coffee.” 
 
    “Well, it ain’t Starbucks, but it’ll do,” Vickers said with a gesture toward the kitchen. He pushed open the porch screen door with a squeal of rusted hinges and vanished outside. 
 
    Dana found the coffee, poured a cup while keeping an eye on the TV—like the other officers and medics in the crowded kitchen—and dribbled creamer into the cup before she stepped back outside. Sheriff Vickers and his deputy were almost back to the porch. Billy looked like he wanted to throw up. She met them outside. 
 
    
“Billy, this here’s Agent Sinclair with the FBI. She’d like to ask you a few questions about the two women from the crash.” 
 
    He nodded and removed his hat. “Sure thing. Nice to meet you, ma’am.” 
 
    Dana smiled. “Billy, I just had a few questions to kick this investigation off…”  
 
    “Okay,” Billy replied, his eyes wary. He hooked his thumbs under his utility belt. “Shoot.” 
 
    Dana looked up at the smoke and shifted her weight. “So, were you the last person to see the two survivors…uh..” Dana whipped out her flip-top notebook and thumbed to the right page while balancing her coffee in the other hand. “Kathy Powell and Isabel Stagg?” 
 
    “Both from Arizona,” Sheriff Vickers added, “and both headed home.” 
 
    Dana glanced at the sheriff, then back at Billy.  
 
    “Well, ah,” Billy said and removed his campaign hat. “I suppose that’d be me. Yeah. Left ‘em at the Bass Pro.” 
 
    Dana arched an eyebrow. “Pardon me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I took ‘em to get their new phones and clothes,” Billy replied. “Then I took ‘em to the Bass Pro just outside of town.” He looked at Dana. “Carl told me to take ‘em where they—” 
 
    “I’ll get to the sheriff in a minute,” Dana interrupted, but gently.  
 
    “He was following my orders,” Vickers said bluntly. 
 
    Dana ignored him. “What can you tell me about Powell and Stagg, Billy? Did they say where they were going?” 
 
    Billy blinked. “Well, yeah…home. To Arizona,” he added quickly. 
 
    She smiled. “Right. Were they armed when you last saw them?” 
 
    “Goodness, no.” He glanced at the sheriff. “They barely had the clothes on their backs. They lost everything in the crash, even their phones. That’s why we had to stop at the Best Buy, first—they picked up new phones.” 
 
    “Both of them?” asked Dana. She took a drink from the coffee. Vickers was right, it wasn’t Starbucks, but it wasn’t bad, either. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Dana shielded her eyes as a gust of wind blew smoke and dust into her face. “How did they get new phones? I’m assuming they didn’t have any money…if they lost their luggage?” 
 
    “They called the people in Arizona that Powell works for. They got ‘em new phones and credit cards and everything,” Billy said. “I took ‘em to Bass Pro so they could pick up some clean clothes and supplies before they headed home.” He looked at her. “They even had a rental car.” 
 
    Dana scribbled some notes. “Did you get a license plate?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, there was no need. I contacted the rental agency. Got the printouts for you right here,” he said, and pulled some folded papers from a back pocket. “Plates are on there,” he said helpfully tapping the papers with one finger. 
 
    Dana took them and smiled. “This will help a lot. Thank you, Billy.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” the deputy said, looking relived. 
 
    “So, we all finished here? I need Billy to—" 
 
    “There’s just one thing,” Dana said slowly, not looking up from her notes. “I heard you were told to detain them for the NTSB? The FBI did send a request, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Well…ah…” Billy said as he looked around. 
 
    “I told him to take them girls to Bass Pro,” Sheriff Vickers said, his chest puffed to proper this-is-my-town proportions. “If the FBI has a problem with that, I’ll be happy to help sort you out.” 
 
    Dana frowned. Sort you out…not sort things out. Interesting. 
 
    “Right,” Dana said slowly. “If I need to sort things out, I’ll reach out. For now, I need to hit the road. Powell and Stagg have, what, a six-hour head start?” she asked, as she looked at her watch. “You gave ‘em that, too, right Sheriff?” 
 
    Vickers didn’t say anything but his face darkened.  
 
    Dana looked at Billy and the sheriff. “I’m sure we’ll be in touch,” she said, leaving the threat of Washington interference hanging in the air. “The Bureau doesn’t take it lightly when requests go ignored.” 
 
    “A request ain’t an order,” Vickers replied with a smile. 
 
    Dana smiled back. “Yet, here I am.” She handed over a card. “Let me know if you come across anything that will help in tracking them down.” She smiled at Billy. He looked green. 
 
    She opened the driver’s door and climbed into her car. She needed to talk to Hank. The cell phone didn’t have a signal, so she tried her sat phone. He picked up on the second ring. 
 
    “What’s the situation out there?” he asked, his voice thin and scratchy. 
 
    She put the rental car papers on the passenger seat and frowned. “The locals let my fugitives walk, plain as day. I haven’t figured out why yet, other than an underlying resentment of all things Washington.” 
 
    “Want me to put a little pressure on them?” 
 
    Dana shook her head. “I don’t think we’ll get anything more out of them. I’m ready to hit the road. Just wanted to touch base before I head out into the hinterland.” 
 
    Hank snorted. “Well, the good news is there aren’t many options out there, are there? How’s the dust storm?” 
 
    “It’s almost here. Looks bad, though. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s starting to show effects out here—mostly just haze. They turned on the streetlights a little while ago, like it’s twilight or something.” 
 
    Dana looked at the dust storm that appeared ready to fall on Boise City any second. “I’m heading for Arizona—that’s where Powell and Stagg were reportedly heading.” 
 
    “Good. Report in when you’ve got something for me.” 
 
    Dana frowned as she hung up and gathered the papers and her coffee. Hank was hiding something. She turned on the sedan and clicked on the headlights. Her boss had some serious explaining to do when she got back to DC. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Cedarburg, Oklahoma 
 
    Seven miles from the New Mexico state line 
 
      
 
    Isabel stared out the passenger window as the Ford Expedition in which she rode crept through the deserted streets of Cedarburg, Oklahoma. The small town looked empty, made even more so by the clouds of dust and dirt that flew through the air, propelled by incessant winds. The storm had gotten progressively worse the further west they went, to the point that Isabel could see less than a block in the distance. 
 
    "See anything? Any gas station, police station…a restaurant, maybe?" Kathy asked from the driver’s seat. 
 
    Isabel shook her head as they continued to roll slowly through town. "There's a handful of cars parked on the street, but no one's outside. I don't see any lights…and there's just a handful of—wait! There!" Isabel said as she tapped the window. "Down the street to your right—it looks like a service station." 
 
    "Finally," Kathy muttered as she hit the brakes, then turned down the road Isabel indicated.  
 
    They crossed one more intersection before they reached the abandoned service station. "Wow…” Isabel observed. “There’s a couple cop cars down that way,” she said as she squinted. “We can head back that way if this doesn't pan out, I guess. They'll know what to do…" 
 
    "First things first, let's check this place out." Kathy pulled them into the parking lot and up to one of the gas pumps. While Kathy examined the ancient pump through the window, Isabel peered toward the shop.  
 
    "Doesn’t look like there's anybody in there…" 
 
    "Only one way to find out," Kathy replied as she opened the driver's door. Dust and dirt billowed in and filled the interior of the car. "Come on! Get out!” Kathy said, as she hopped out and slammed the door. 
 
    Isabel followed suit on the other side and shielded her face with one hand. "This is ridiculous!" she called out over the wind. With her eyes half-closed, she hunched her shoulders into the wind and scurried across the driveway to the office. She expected the door to be locked, but it opened easily when she pulled. "It's open!" she yelled. 
 
    "What?" Kathy hollered back from the other side of the SUV. She waved Isabel on, then disappeared toward the back of the truck. Isabel took that as her cue and stepped inside the old service station out of the wind. 
 
    With the door shut behind her and the storm blocked out—at least somewhat —Isabel took a moment to let her eyes adjust to the dark interior of the building. The first thing she noticed was the place reeked of stale, musty air. 
 
    Isabel's shoulders slumped and she exhaled in disappointment. As her eyesight adjusted to the dim light, she realized the place had been left to rot years ago. It didn't have a proper convenience store, but there were a few aisles of empty shelves, haphazardly put together out of plywood and sheet-metal.  
 
    In the far corner behind a big plate-glass window was a desk and an old rotary phone. Papers, garbage, and a pile of brush and sticks—was that tumbleweed?—filled the far corner. She glanced down and saw mummified animals on the ground.  
 
    She sighed. "Nobody but coyotes have been in here for a long time…dang it." Isabel turned to leave and spotted Kathy coming in the front door. Once the storm had been shut out—again—Kathy wiped the dust from her hair and face as she blinked in the darkness.  
 
    "Isabel?" 
 
    "Over here," Isabel said dejectedly as she stood by the owner’s desk. "Nobody's used this place since the 1990s, I think…" Isabel complained as she picked up a sheath of dried, fragile paperwork. "This place is a time capsule, but nothing else." 
 
    "Really? No…no snacks, no nothing?" Kathy asked as she poked around the garbage on the floor. 
 
    "Nothing as far as I can see,” Isabel replied. “I doubt there's even any gas in the tanks out there for us to use, even if we could find a way to get the gas out of the ground." 
 
    Kathy sighed and stretched her back. "Great. Okay," she said as she clapped her hands together. “Change of plans." 
 
    "What are we going to do?" Isabel asked. “We can go ask the cops for help…?” 
 
    "Until we find something better,” Kathy allowed, “I guess that's our only option." 
 
    Isabel followed Kathy back out into the storm. They rushed across the driveway and jumped in the car as fast as possible. Isabel coughed in the dust and brushed it out of her hair. 
 
    Kathy didn't say anything, just started the SUV, turned on the lights, and pulled out of the service station. 
 
    "We better find something soon…" Isabel said as she peered at the gas gauge on the dashboard. "We won’t be able to drive through this once the sun goes down." 
 
    Kathy glanced at her and smirked. "Well, that abandoned gas station would at least keep the storm off us for the night, if we have to…" 
 
    Isabel shuddered. "Not exactly looking forward to making a pile of tumbleweed my pillow for the night…" 
 
    "Hey, beggars can't be choosers," Kathy said as she approached the intersection and looked both ways. "Ah, there they are," she said, and pointed to the right. 
 
    At the far end of the block, two cop cars, visible only by the flashing red and blue lights that cast a glow through the dust. She turned and rolled down the street, making sure to go slow and give the cops a chance to notice them. 
 
    "Kathy, you better slow down…I think you're going too fast," Isabel said sarcastically. 
 
    Without missing a beat, Kathy replied: "The last thing I want to do is surprise a bunch of cops in a stressful situation. Who knows what's going on here, and why they’re out in the middle of the storm—but I don't want any podunk cops in this one-horse town shooting us by accident. There's been enough of that for me for one lifetime." 
 
    Isabel nodded and thought back to the ambush they'd survived not long ago. She knew she’d have nightmares over the incident, and still couldn't believe she'd fired the pistol that Kathy now had tucked into her waistband. She looked down at her hands. 
 
    "Okay, let's see what the boys in blue have to say," Kathy said as they pulled up behind one of the cop cars and shifted into park. She looked at Isabel. "What do you think? Wait here for them to come to us? Or do we get out?" She turned back toward the cop car and squinted as the white and blue strobe lights illuminated the inside of their own vehicle. "I don't see anybody out there…" 
 
    Isabel narrowed her eyes as she peered into the storm out the passenger window. "I don't know…maybe they're all inside the house?" 
 
    "Well, we can't stay out here forever," Kathy said. Dust continued to pour in through the shattered driver’s side rear window. "We’ll choke to death in our own car if we don't get out." 
 
    "Let's do it, then," Isabel said as she opened the passenger door. 
 
    Kathy killed the struggling engine, then followed from the driver’s side. They ran across the driveway, around a parked car, and immediately tripped over something that lay across the dry, cracked front yard. 
 
    Coughing in the dust, Isabel muttered a curse and rolled over, rubbing her knee. When she saw what she’d tripped over, she screamed—at the same time Kathy noticed the body as well. They scrambled backward in the dirt, dust, and dried grass until they reached the front porch of the house. Then two figures loomed over them. 
 
    "Freeze! Hands where I can see them!” a commanding voice ordered. 
 
    Isabel didn't think, her eyes still locked on the body across the front yard, covered in a thin layer of dust. Her hands shot out in front of her and went up above her head. She had to lie on her back to do so. She looked up and saw a uniformed police officer with his service weapon out and aimed at her face. "Don't shoot! I'm unarmed!" 
 
    "You, too!" another voice said from the right. "Hands where I can see ‘em!” 
 
    "Whoa!" Kathy cried, then coughed in the dust. "Officers, I got my hands up, but I need to let you know that I have a pistol in my waistband—I work for the Arizona Department of Emergency Management—" 
 
    "Gun! She's got a gun!" the first officer said and shifted aim to cover Kathy. 
 
    “Wait!” Isabel blurted in surprise. 
 
    "Shut up and don't move!" the second officer yelled at Kathy as they stepped forward. 
 
    "But—" Kathy said. 
 
    "I said shut up!" the cop roared. He sounded more like a drill instructor. "On your stomach, hands out! Both of you!" 
 
    Isabel began to tremble. "We need help!" 
 
    Rough hands grabbed her wrist and flopped her over onto her stomach. She felt the heavy weight of a knee pressed down under her lower spine and she cried out in pain. "You're hurting me!" 
 
    “I said shut up!” the cop hollered. 
 
    Isabel glanced to her left, and through dust and sand-caked eyes, she saw Kathy treated much the same way. "Got the weapon!" the cop on top of Kathy said.  
 
    Isabel saw a flash of metal as the officer ripped the gun from Kathy's waistband and tossed it inside behind him on the porch. "Get your hands behind your back, now!" he commanded. Kathy continued to try to explain the situation but complied just the same. 
 
    In seconds, both women were restrained with zip ties, their hands behind their backs. The officers hauled them to their feet and dragged them inside the house before depositing them roughly on the floor in a front parlor that looked like it had last been decorated in the 1800s. 
 
    The taller, bulkier cop slammed the front door and shut out the ferocity of the storm, but plenty of dust still drifted in the air and made Isabel's vision hazy. “I’ll get the gun.” He bent down and picked up Kathy’s weapon from the floor where he’d tossed it during the arrest. Isabel watched as he used a pen to hook the trigger guard and lift it without touching the grip. 
 
    The second cop, a smaller version of the first, appeared in front of them. Isabel complained loudly. The position she found herself in was awkward and her body still ached from the plane crash. 
 
    "Shut your pie holes," the shorter officer—whom Isabel now recognized as a woman—barked. "You got the weapon secured?" she directed to her partner. 
 
    "Yeah,” the bigger officer said as he turned the using the pen and examined the other side. “Looks just like the description we have of the one from the Anderson place," he replied by the front door. “You have an evidence bag? I’m out.” 
 
    “Here,” said the female cop as she pulled a plastic baggie from one of her pockets and handed it over. She turned her attention back to Isabel and Kathy as her partner dropped the gun into the back and sealed it, and stuffed it in his coat pocket. 
 
    Isabel blinked and shook her head to clear her vision, then froze when she noticed the female cop in front of her still had her weapon drawn and aimed in their direction. "Whoa…officer…please, my friend and I don't know what's going on—" 
 
    "Well, that makes four of us," the male officer said. At least he’d holstered his weapon. He stepped forward and squatted in front of them. To Isabel’s surprise, he wore swim goggles and a paper mask. He removed both, leaving patches of clean skin exposed around the rest of his dust-covered face. In any other situation, Isabel would've laughed at the absurd sight before her, but she wisely remained silent. 
 
    "You two are in a lot of trouble, you know that? So why don’t save us all a lot of time and ‘fess up…just get it over with, you know?" 
 
    Isabel and Kathy looked at each other. 
 
    "Fess up to what?" Kathy asked. "We literally just pulled into town. If you're upset about the gas station, look, there weren't any lights on and we didn't know--" 
 
    "Gas station?" the cop asked. "Who cares about a gas station, I'm talking about the murder of four people!" 
 
    "Murder?" Isabel blurted. "Do we look like we’re in any condition to be murdering anybody?" 
 
    "You were in possession of a weapon that matched the description from the first crime scene—" the female cop said from across the room. 
 
    "Ma'am, I can hardly see," Kathy said, her eyes nearly closed and caked with dust. "For that matter I can barely walk." 
 
    The male cop looked from Kathy to Isabel, and back to Kathy. "They do look pretty banged up," he muttered over his shoulder. 
 
    Isabel watched as the female cop’s weapon slowly lowered. It wasn't quite pointed at the floor, but it wasn't quite pointed at them either. "Please, we have no idea what's going on here,” Isabel pleaded. “We literally just got to town a few minutes ago. We were ambushed out on Highway 12, just outside of town—" 
 
    "Ambushed?" the male cop asked suspiciously. With more than a little hint of suspicion in his voice. 
 
    "Yeah, if you go take a look at our truck, it's all shot up. The two jerks that did it stole everything we had—including the gas we need to get home from this godforsaken place," Kathy spat. 
 
    "Yeah? I suppose if we go out there, we’re going to find exactly what you say?" the female cop asked. 
 
    "Where exactly is home?" the male said as he stood and dusted off his uniform.  
 
    "Arizona," Kathy said. 
 
    "New Mexico," Isabel said at the same time. 
 
    The male cop put his hands on his hips and glanced at his partner. "Got us a Thelma and Louise here. What are you two doing riding around in a shot-up car packing a gun like that for?" 
 
    "Those two idiots that robbed us,” Kathy replied, heat in her voice. “It belonged to them. I figured it was safer to keep it…I'm thinking I'm right, what with the warm welcome we’ve received in Cedarburg so far," Kathy muttered. 
 
    "Oh yeah? I suppose you got a description of these guys that robbed you?" 
 
    "Well, Dillen looked like a wet rat—he's the one that shot up our car and dropped the gun. I didn't get a good look at Earl, but he looked like a slob if you ask me," Isabel said off hand. 
 
    The two cops froze and looked at each other. "Did you say Dillen and Earl?" the female officer asked. Isabel noticed with surprise that she holstered her weapon immediately. "What were they driving?" 
 
    "A big, beat-up piece of crap truck with rust spots than paint. I think it was blue. They had a bunch of stuff in the back. I don't remember much, because…well, we were getting robbed…” Isabel said, “but I do remember they had a flatscreen TV in the back." 
 
    "Yeah, that didn't make any sense at all…" Kathy added. 
 
    "Son of a—" the female cop began. 
 
    "I'm sorry about the misunderstanding," her partner said quickly. He moved around behind Kathy and Isabel and released them from the restraints. "The only descriptions we had were of two people. We didn't have much to go on, and there's three crime scenes…one of them mentioned Earl and Dillen Packer, the other two just said there were two people involved.” 
 
    Kathy started to let loose with an angry retort, but Isabel reached out and touched her arm. "It's no problem, officer. Things out there are pretty crazy. We’re just happy to get out of the storm, honestly. Driving around in a car with a busted window in this mess isn’t a pleasant experience." 
 
    "Any idea where they went?” asked the female cop. 
 
    Isabel shook her head. "I think Dillen said something about a cousin in Boise City…that's where we came from," she added. 
 
    "Figures," her partner said. “Hang on a sec, I'll call it in." He stepped out of the room, brought the microphone attached to his shoulder epaulet to his mouth and disappeared around the corner. 
 
    Meanwhile, the female officer tried to smile. "What brings you two to Cedarburg?" 
 
    "Like I said," Kathy replied, rubbing her wrists, "I work with Arizona's Department of Emergency Management…" She looked at the floor and back up again. "I guess I'm in charge of the department now, actually," she said. "I've got to get back to Flagstaff. The situation is spiraling out of control." 
 
    "You got any ID?" 
 
    Kathy sighed. "We lost everything in the crash. All the records are on my phone but I don't suppose you'd accept that," Kathy said as she pulled her phone out of her back pocket. 
 
    "Crash? You in an accident, too?" asked the cop as she took the phone. 
 
    "A plane crash," Isabel said. She held up a hand. "It's a long story. I lost everything, too. Kathy's department was able to get us these phones," she said with a shrug, and pulled out her own phone. 
 
    The cop regarded them both coolly. "So you’re telling me that you two survived a plane crash, lost all of your ID, and now you’re trying to get to Arizona and…did you say New Mexico?" 
 
    Isabel nodded. "I know it sounds crazy, but I'm a soil scientist with the University of Arizona. My family’s in New Mexico at the moment. I've got to get to Santa Fe." 
 
    The cop whistled. "I've heard some tall tales in my time on the force, but this one takes the cake. If you said you were going to Albuquerque, I might've had to put those restraints back on you."  
 
    Isabel blinked. "Why?" 
 
    “I guess you two haven’t heard, but the governor declared a state of emergency and put the whole city on lockdown. National Guard and everything. Last thing we heard was Santa Fe was next." 
 
    The breath escaped Isabel, and her legs felt weak. "No…no, I've got to get to…" she turned and looked at Kathy. "My children." 
 
    Kathy put an arm around Isabel. "It's okay, we'll get you there." 
 
    "Keep your hands where I can see them, please." The male officer said as he reentered the room, gun drawn. 
 
    Isabel looked up and froze. He had his weapon out again and advanced on them in a tactical stance. "Just got word in from dispatch…these two are wanted." 
 
    His partner drew her weapon in one smooth motion and covered them as well. "For what?" she asked, without taking her eyes off Isabel and Kathy. 
 
    "I don't know, but when the FBI put you on their list, I figure it's got to be for something." 
 
    “When you said plane crash…did you mean the one Governor Salinas was on?” the female cop asked. 
 
    Kathy sighed and closed her eyes as she raised her hands. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    The well-dressed man stepped out of the cab and brought his briefcase with him. He paid the driver and tried not to take too deep a breath. The dust storm was close. Motes swirled in the air and the breeze was stronger in Old Town than it was out at the small regional airport. They’d closed the airport as he disembarked the puddle-jumper. 
 
    He glanced up at the brown-tinted sky. The clouds loomed off in the distance to the west, but already the air felt cloyingly thick with fine sand and dust. What a wretched place to live. No trees anywhere…nothing green except the plants and grass forced to grow in the arid environment by the city, which decorated buildings and every now and then, a small Pueblo Revival style yard. 
 
    The closer he walked toward the heart of old Santa Fe, the more trees he found—cottonwoods, he assumed—along a pathetic stream called the Santa Fe River. Everything about the land seemed parched, tired…old. Even older than home. 
 
    He followed the winding Santa Fe Trail downhill toward the river and passed adobe houses and buildings nestled shoulder to shoulder, as if seeking safety in numbers. There were few cars on the road—most people having heeded the evacuation orders he’d heard the cab driver talk about—so he didn’t have to pay attention as he crossed the street.  
 
    Before he’d worked up a sweat, he found his lodgings, the Sangre Grove safe house. Every major Grove all around the world had one, for the exclusive use of traveling dignitaries…and from time to time, Inquisitors. The little house was not much more than a shack, but tastefully decorated in the Pueblo style with dark window frames and wrapped in terra cotta adobe like every other nearby structure.  
 
    The safe house bordered the art district on Canyon Road and its walled yard, sheltered protectively by a four-foot-high adobe wall—of course—completed the little compound. He stepped through the weathered wooden gate and took a casual glance around. The streets were deserted. There was no telling if anyone watched him from inside their own little shelters, but somehow he doubted it. Santa Fe had a hushed, empty feel to it. As if the entire population retreated to an inner room and held their breath, waiting for the storm. 
 
    He stepped up onto the porch and wiped the dust off the keypad to the right of the door. He entered the code, and the door unlocked. His code gave him access to hundreds—thousands—of Grove buildings all around the world. No matter what country he found himself in, he always had a place to stay, to retreat, to meditate, to pray.  
 
    Or to prepare. 
 
    He stepped through the door and shut out the world, then let his eyes adjust to the darkness. The housekeepers had done a fine job. As dusty as the little house was on the outside, inside it was spotless. The furniture, spartan at best, looked rustic—the wood-framed couch and chairs in the front room appeared cut from trees harvested nearby. He trailed his hand on the small, mission-style kitchen table and placed his brief case on one of the matching, white-painted chairs. 
 
    He moved to the sink and checked inside the false soffit over the counter behind the lights. The small caliber handgun—a staple at every safe house in the same spot—fell into his hand. He quietly racked the slide and proceeded to clear the house. He was an Inquisitor, but even Defenders of the Faith had enemies. He swept each room, half-expecting to find an enemy waiting for him.  
 
    It didn’t take long to clear the small dwelling, and in a few minutes, he was back in the kitchen and placed the pistol on the table. He moved to the fridge, took out a bottle of water, and nodded in approval. It was fully stocked with provisions to last a week. With luck, he’d only be in town a few days. 
 
    He sat at the table and reviewed the information on his tablet again. His first stop was to check in at the local Grove. He needed to meet the major players and size them up. Then he would begin to dig for the truth. 
 
    A short, ten-minute walk later, and he’d decided he needed to acquire a proper dust mask. The paper one handed out at the Santa Fe Regional Airport just didn’t filter the increasing amount of dust in the air. He squinted at the brooding sky as he walked up the steps to the castle-like structure on the corner of Paseo De Peralta and Bishops Lodge Road.  
 
    The building had originally belonged to the Freemasons. Sometime in the past, the Grove had purchased the gaudy building and turned it into a Freemason museum of sorts. People in town still assumed the Masons ran the place, but the faithful knew better. 
 
    He shed his mask as he entered, and an older man in an ill-fitting suit approached him with a curious look on his face. He reached out a hand to stop the intrusion into the quiet building and a small, faded, blue Pictish swirl tattoo appeared, just visible at his wrist. “Sir, I’m sorry, but due to the storm we’re—” 
 
    “It’s quite alright. I’m expected.” 
 
    The man came up short and looked at him. “Your name, sir?” 
 
    “Cosantoir an chreidimh,” he replied in Irish Gaelic. Defender of the Faith. 
 
    The attendant blinked and looked at him closely. The well-dressed man reached up and smudged the makeup he used to conceal his cheek mark: a matching, if brighter, Pictish swirl tattoo. The attendant nodded briskly and turned in deference, one arm out to show him the way to the secret entrance. “This way, sir.” 
 
    He was led through a richly paneled walnut door that was all but invisible from the public-facing side, down a well-lit hallway decorated with framed artwork depicting Celtic knotwork and scenes from the Old Country. 
 
    At the end of the corridor, a pair of doors—one on the left, the other on the right—led to the Grove’s inner sanctum. The door on the left was labeled The Druid, in the omag script of the ancient druids themselves. To the uninitiated, it looked like a series of scratches in a random pattern. But the old language brought a smile to the Inquisitor’s mouth. 
 
    “Through here, sir,” the attendant said and opened the door.  
 
    Inside, the Inquisitor found two men mid-argument. Both appeared well fed and just shy of entering their twilight years. Neither appeared at first blush to adhere to the precepts of the faith: moderation in all things. 
 
    “Donald! How dare you interrupt—” the bearded man on the left began. 
 
    “Don’t you order him around, you’re not the Druid yet!” barked the shorter, bald man on the right. They looked at each other, both red-faced, then turned on the intruder.  
 
    “Well?” demanded Left. 
 
    “Who is this?” demanded Right. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Donald said with gravitas and an open gesture, “may I present…the Inquisitor.” 
 
    “I appreciate the warm welcome, gentlemen,” the Inquisitor said as he watched the blood drained from both their faces. He smiled and strolled into the room as if he owned it, placed his brief case on the Druid’s desk, and paused. In the absence of appointed leadership, he supposed he really was the highest-ranking Brother in the building. In a way, he did own the office. 
 
    “Your Eminence,” bowed Left. “I am Adam Standish.” 
 
    “You honor us with your presence,” crowed Right. “Mortimer Crowley, at your service, sir.” 
 
    Donald, the attendant, smirked and left the room. The door closed after him with nary a sound. 
 
    The Inquisitor turned to face the two men in combat for the leadership of the Sangre Grove. He sat in the plush chair and frowned. Such luxury irritated him. He was a man of strict adherence to the precepts. Simplicity in all things. Luxury led to decadence, decadence led to decay, decay rotted the tree of life. 
 
    “Sit,” he ordered.  
 
    They sat. 
 
    “I will hear evidence. You,” he said, and pointed to Standish. “Begin.” 
 
    “I…ah…but…” he stammered. “My notes—Your Eminence, I have papers, documents, proof—” He glanced at his opponent. 
 
    “If you cannot present to me, in your own words, why you feel you have the rightful claim to this chair, then I must consider your opponent—” 
 
    “He has denigrated the faith!” Standish blurted, his face red. He jabbed a chubby finger at Crowley. “He is lustful and filled with greed. He has turned our operation into a business. It is disgraceful, and if given the power of leadership, he will ruin everything we’ve worked to establish here.” 
 
    The Inquisitor nodded. He knew the evidence; he’d read the reports from the home office. He wanted to hear it from the men involved, to get a feel for the truth of the accusations. He steepled his hands, leaned back in the chair, and looked at Crowley.  
 
    One arched eyebrow ordered the man to speak. 
 
    “He is a coward. He wants to hide in the shadows. Look at the Masons, Your Eminence—they used to own this building. Then we bought it, and now in broad daylight we come and go as we please.” He smirked at Standish. “That is progress. He would have us lurk in the shadows forever!” 
 
    “Rightly so!” retorted Standish. “We come and go through secret doors and tunnels. No outsider knows about us!” 
 
    The Inquisitor held up a hand for silence. “You have had your say,” he said sharply. “I will listen to your opponent.” He turned back to Crowley. “Continue, please.” 
 
    The man cast a glare at Standish and adjusted himself in his chair. “As I was saying, there’s a vast untapped market for our product—our religion,” he said to quickly cover the lapsus linguae. “Santa Fe chokes on potential acolytes. Every summer season brings thousands of them right to us. It is a blessing from the gods that we ignore at our own peril.” 
 
    The Inquisitor stared at him. “There are serious allegations of graft.” 
 
    Crowley flushed. “Lies, Your Eminence, lies. He will say anything to have me removed from my position over our daily operations.” 
 
    “I never—” began Standish. 
 
    The Inquisitor looked at him and his face went pale again. But at least he shut up. “And you are accused of inappropriate conduct with foundlings and acolytes.” 
 
    The man’s eyes bulged. “I…I…” he stammered. For a moment, the Inquisitor thought the fool might burst a blood vessel. “Lies! Slander! All of it!” He turned on Crowley. “You barbarian! How dare you—” 
 
    “Me?” asked Crowley, a hand on his chest. “You have a lot of nerve blaming me for stealing when you’re the one—” 
 
    The Inquisitor slapped his hands on the desk and stood. “I will have silence.” He looked at both men in turn. “This is a matter of the utmost importance not only to the survival of this grove, but to the High Grove and the High Druid himself.” He let those words, spoken in his impeccable British accent, hang in the air. “What you do here reflects upon us all. And I will not have our faith dragged through the mud. Is that clear?” 
 
    “I—” began Standish and Crowley at the same time. 
 
    “I’m not finished,” the Inquisitor snapped. They jerked back as if slapped. “My business here has only begun. I have taken a measure of you both, and now I will interview the rest of this grove. In my own time, I will confer with the High Grove and render my decision. That decision,” he said, taking another long look at each, “will be final.” 
 
    Crowley swallowed audibly. 
 
    “Is that understood?” 
 
    Both men nodded. Standish’s forehead glistened with a sheen of sweat. 
 
    “Leave my sight. Both of you,” the Inquisitor said with a dismissive wave of one hand. “Do send in the attendant, though, if you please,” he added. “I shall begin the interviews forthwith.” He opened his brief case and pulled out a sheaf of papers. “Oh, and bring me the listed brethren,” he said as he tossed the stapled papers on the desk. 
 
    Crowley gathered his wits first and snatched the papers before Standish could react. He jumped to his feet and bowed deeply. “As you wish…Inquisitor.” 
 
    “Your Eminence,” Standish said as he got to his feet. He bowed just as deep. “If there is anything else you need, do not hesitate to call upon me.” 
 
    “That will be all, gentlemen.” When the door shut behind them, the Inquisitor sighed and placed his hands on the desk again. His assignment was going to be more difficult than he’d expected. Something else lurked under the surface of the power struggle. No one had a clear idea who leveled accusations at each other—the notes he’d been given said as much. Both sides assumed the other, but he realized a third party was in play. 
 
    He removed his glasses, then pulled a cleaning cloth from the breast pocket on his vest. He wiped down his glasses and awaited his first interrogation subject. 
 
    “Americans,” he muttered, shaking his head slightly. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Stagg Residence 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
      
 
    Becca stood by the front door, her arms fully loaded, and her backpack bulging with MREs and supplies her grandmother had packed. 
 
    Caitlyn carried a box of food and emergency candles. Gladys brought up the rear, carrying a large over the shoulder beach bag filled with food and flashlights, and she pulled a wheeled suitcase that carried the emergency radio and bits of family keepsakes she deemed irreplaceable. 
 
    "I can't believe I’m agreeing to this," Gladys said with a shake of her head. "We literally just moved in…" 
 
    "Oh, don't you worry, now," Caitlyn said dismissively. "It's just for the storm…it's not like you're moving in permanently. Goodness knows, I don't have enough space for that!" 
 
    "I gotta say, Grandma, I'd be more comfortable with other people," Becca said. "It's kind of scary over here with the power out and just the two of us." 
 
    "That it is, sweetheart," Gladys replied softly. 
 
    "Well then, are we ready? The storm’s not getting any better out there, and I'm sure Rondell is nervous about me being away from the house with all this nonsense going on." 
 
    "Rondell seems to be the type that would insist on coming over himself," Gladys observed. "I'm surprised that he didn't insist—" 
 
    "Oh, he did," Caitlyn said. “But I don't know how to run that radio rig of his, so right now it's more important for him to keep watch on what's happening in the neighborhood.” 
 
    "What do you mean?" Gladys asked. 
 
    "Oh, Rondell's not the only one in the neighborhood with a radio," she said as she shifted the weight of the box against one hip. She moved to the front door, and Becca stepped aside. "There's several old gaffers here into radios and all that stuff," she said with a flippant wave of her hand. "They've got some sort of club. All of them enjoy contacting people all over the world. He won't sit down and talk with me over dinner, but he'll happily chat with some stranger on the other side of the planet for hours in the middle of the night," she chuckled to herself. “I was hoping the power being out would put a stop to all that silliness, but wouldn’t you know, he’s got battery backups to run everything, even now!” 
 
    Caitlyn took a firm grip on the doorknob and looked back at them. "Are you ready?" 
 
    Becca nodded. She pulled up one of her grandmother scarfs, wrapped around her head and over her face. "Ready," she said, her voice muffled by the fabric. 
 
    Gladys did likewise, though appeared much more stylish with her long scarf wrapped around her face as if she were a desert explorer. She gave a curt nod, and adjusted the shoulder bag she carried. "It's only just across the street, don't rush and fall. We don't need anyone getting hurt or spilling any of the supplies." 
 
    "I already told you that we have plenty…” Caitlyn said, “but if it makes you feel good, you can bring them." Caitlyn smiled, then opened the door. It practically opened itself as the wind blasted through the house.  
 
    Becca gave a slight squeak of surprise, then Caitlyn disappeared into the storm, and she followed. Her grandmother brought up the rear. 
 
    They paused only long enough for Gladys to slam the front door, then plunged back into the storm and forced their way across the street through the wind.  
 
    Becca had never been in a storm so violent. Every step she took was a struggle. The wind came from one side, then the other. As it funneled down the streets and twisted and turned through and around the buildings, it created an unpredictable current that seemed to be coming from every direction at once. It was like the air itself tried to stop her. Becca hunched her shoulders and bent over like Caitlyn, and followed the older woman across the driveway and out into the street. 
 
    Halfway across the road, Becca paused and glanced over her shoulder. Her grandmother was right where she'd expected to find her, but something was wrong. Becca paused long enough for Gladys to bump into her. 
 
    "What are you doing, honey? Are you okay?" Gladys yelled, her voice muffled by the makeshift shermagh she wore on her face and the howling wind. 
 
    Becca shook her head. "I thought I heard something…" 
 
    "Come on!" Caitlyn shouted, just a shadow in the storm ahead of them. 
 
    "We better keep moving!" Gladys urged. She gently nudged Becca forward. 
 
    Becca turned and plodded along behind Caitlyn, but still couldn't shake the feeling that she was being watched. A gunshot rang out down the street like a loud firework. Becca yelped and stumbled forward, dropping to her hands and knees. The box of MREs she carried went flying, hit the ground, and ruptured. Prepackaged meals scattered everywhere, and a few tumbled along down the street, carried by the wind. 
 
    "Don't worry about it. Get up," her grandmother said as she hauled Becca to her feet. "We can't stop! We can come back and get it later." 
 
    Becca tried not to cry as the pain in her hands and knees rattled through her like a physical wave. She followed Caitlyn, who stood on the far side of the road waving at them to hurry. 
 
    A pair of gunshots rang out from the other side of the street, in the opposite direction of the first one. "There's a lot more people out here fighting than we thought!" Gladys yelled. "Hurry, honey!" 
 
    Becca kept her head down and all but ran the rest of the way across the street. She only managed to save one MRE packet and met Caitlyn on the front step of the woman's house. 
 
    The older woman pushed in the front door and rushed inside. Becca paused only to make sure her grandmother was right behind her, then took the rolling suitcase and pulled it up the two steps to the front door. Gladys nodded her thanks, and the two of them rushed inside while Caitlyn slammed the door shut behind them. 
 
    Gladys dropped her shoulder bag to the floor, leaned against the wall, and sighed as she unwrapped her face covering with trembling, red hands. 
 
    Becca shook the sand off herself and unwrapped her own headgear, only then realizing that the pain she felt in her hands wasn't from falling on the ground. Her exposed, raw skin had been peppered by countless shards of sand and dust in the short trip across the street. "Oh my gosh, this stings so bad!" 
 
    Caitlyn agreed and dusted herself off in the brightly lit foyer. "It's a shame we don't live further north, we’d have winter gear and gloves and all kinds of things to deal with this mess…" 
 
    Becca blinked in the light. "Wait, how do you have power?" 
 
    Caitlyn grinned. "Dear, we don't. We've gone old school," she said with a short laugh. "Let me take you on the tour, then we'll get everything settled." She made sure to reach around Becca and throw the deadbolt to the front door, then kicked off her shoes and waddled down the hallway. 
 
    Becca looked at Gladys and shrugged. Her grandmother smiled. They both removed their dusty shoes and left them by the front door to follow their host. 
 
    On the surface, the Wrights’ home was exactly like the Staggs’. The entire neighborhood was essentially a cookie-cutter, with only a handful of floor plans available to owners. There was a simple foyer that opened into a breezeway, which connected to the kitchen, that in turn connected to a living room on the far side of the house. The cool breeze that blew west to east through the house if the screen door at the front and the porch door at the back were both open would all but eliminate the need for air conditioning. It was an old tactic adopted from the steamy southeastern swamps of colonial America that still worked in modern times. 
 
    Off this main breezeway branched the kitchen, living room, dining room, and a hallway that terminated at the master bedroom. On the opposite side of the house were two guest bedrooms, one of which Caitlyn explained, had been turned into a radio shack. 
 
    That was where she took them first. Rondell spun from a chair in a room full of glowing dials and gadgets and rushed across the space to embrace his wife. "Thank God, you made it back." He moved around his wife and smiled at the newcomers. "Welcome, welcome. We’re glad to have you. I'm happy everybody's okay." 
 
    Gladys looked at Caitlyn. "Well, we’re happy to be here of course—thank you for hosting…we don't mean to be an imposition, so we tried to bring as much as we could—" 
 
    Rondell looked at his wife. "What, you didn't tell them?" 
 
    "No no—I did, just like you said," Caitlyn replied with a smile. "Gladys isn't one to be a freeloader." 
 
    Becca's grandmother pulled herself up a little straighter. "My husband and I are the ones that usually end up helping others, that's all. It's not normal for me to be on the receiving end of someone's graciousness." 
 
    "I do believe that's the first time anyone's ever called me gracious," Rondell said with a self-deprecating smile. His face suddenly grew serious. "But this is no time for thinking you can handle it on your own." He went back to the equipment covered desk and returned with a notebook. He flipped through several pages of scribbled notes, then looked up at his wife and Gladys.  
 
    "Things are getting much worse out there. I've got reports from several of the boys on the other side of the neighborhood that there’s widespread looting over there. All that shooting we heard? That's where it's coming from. Bill went silent about an hour ago, and no one's been able to raise him since." 
 
    “That’s horrible!” Caitlyn gasped. 
 
    "Frankly, I'm surprised you're able to use those big HAM antennas in the storm." 
 
    "Grandma, nobody can use those things right now,” Becca said. “I bet he's using handheld stuff.” 
 
    "That's very good,” Rondell said with a surprised smile. “You're a smart young lady. You said your father uses radio gear?" 
 
    Becca smiled at the praise. "He does, but he doesn't have a base station because he works out in the field. He showed me all the radio gear he normally uses." 
 
    "If only we had some of that gear, we might be able to contact him," Gladys said. 
 
    "Well, all we have to do is get back to Flagstaff…" Becca said with a rueful smile. "He didn't take any of it on the trip when he left a few days ago. He said he’d be working right on top of a weather station and that he didn’t need to haul it all." 
 
    Gladys smiled. "Well, that settles it. All we have to do is get to Flagstaff and we’ll have extra radios." 
 
    "Won't do us much good," Rondell said with a sad face. "There's only a handful of us out there that have handheld radios that are any good in this mess. Me and a couple others—and Bill, but now he's off the grid. I only hope nothing's happened." 
 
    Becca swallowed. "What do we do if they come…if the looters…" 
 
    Her grandmother put a protective arm around her shoulder. "Never you mind about that, we’ll take care of it."  
 
    “How?” Becca asked in a small voice. 
 
    Gladys looked up at Caitlyn and Rondell. "I don't know how…the only guns Milton and I own are still at the ranch. That might help him, but I doubt they’ll do us any good." 
 
    Rondell gave a sly grin. "Well, you don't have to worry too much about that." 
 
    Caitlyn rolled her eyes. "Here we go, his second favorite subject…I'll be right back, I'm going to get us all something to drink. I don't know about you two, but my throat is dry as sandpaper." 
 
    Caitlyn disappeared down the hallway toward the kitchen, and Rondell ushered them deeper into his radio shack. In the far corner, lit by the dimly glowing dials of his radio station, was a squat, matte-black gun safe. "It's not the biggest in the world—I really whittled my collection down when we moved out here…don't have much time to go to the range anymore,” he apologized as he keyed in a code. “These old hands aren't good for fiddling with little parts. So…" He affectionately patted the gun safe and opened the door. "This is all I've got. Shotgun and AR…couple pistols. If looters show up, we can make this place a tough nut to crack. There's plenty of old folks here in this community that don't have anything to defend themselves with, though. I'm willing to bet a couple shots from us and they'll move on to easier pickings." 
 
    "That's all well and good," Gladys said carefully, "but what happens if they don't find easier pickings?" 
 
    Rondell nodded. He lifted up his notebook again. "I've been in contact with the boys. We’re reaching out to all the neighbors we can find—especially the ones we know are veterans. We’re putting together a neighborhood watch. It's always been on the books, but we never actually got serious about it until now. Caitlyn will tell you that we've already had one, and it's mostly just a drinking club, but other than talking politics, we haven't really done anything serious. Now…well, the foundations we laid with our social gatherings should come in handy. We just have to figure out how to organize.” He shut the safe and locked it. “And do it before it's too late." 
 
    "How is it that you have power? How do you run all this equipment? And how come nobody's bothered you so far?” Becca said, her questions tumbling over the next. “I didn't see a single light outside the house before we came in…yet there're lights in all the hallways and rooms." 
 
    Caitlyn returned carrying a tray that held a pitcher of sun tea and four glasses. "That's a good question, dear," she said as she moved into the room, used her hip to clear space on Rondell's cluttered desk, and placed the tea tray there. He fussed over so much liquid next to his delicate electronics and quickly moved it out of the way.  
 
    "The radio equipment—if it's not ruined by iced tea first ," he said with a dirty look toward his wife, "is run by a battery bank I set up in the garage. There're solar panels in a few different locations around the backyard, all hidden below the hacienda wall, and a bigger panel on the roof. Most people out here have solar panels to power either their whole house or the fridge or lights or something like that, but the only thing that these run is the radio shack. That way I can afford to have a smaller footprint outside." 
 
    "I bet you're not getting much juice right now…" Becca replied. 
 
    “Don't I know it," Rondell groaned. "But these radios don't take a lot, and I really overbuilt the solar system. I can run several days, maybe a week without recharging, and it would only take a day or two to fully recharge." 
 
    "As for the light and the rest of the house," Caitlyn said, "that was my idea. I stitched together some blackout curtains and placed candles throughout the house. It's as if no one's home," she said with a wave of her hand through the interior of the house. “They can’t see in from outside, but all we have to do is lift a corner and we can see out.” 
 
    “Milton would love your house,” Gladys said with a smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Sedona, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek and Lisa staggered across the street arm in arm, and both relied on the walking stick to stay upright. The wind and clouds of dust had shifted direction and barreled at them from the west, which made Derek thankful for the time being, as the change made it easier for them to cross the street. The wind pushed them toward the firehouse, which appeared and disappeared as the red dust clogged the air. 
 
    The main entrance was locked, and Derek cursed as he pounded on the windows, to no effect. They moved down the length of the building toward the massive fire truck bays and found one sealed tight and the other partially open. The door was stuck two feet off the ground. It looked to Derek like the openers had failed in the dust and the big door hadn't shut completely. He tested it quickly and put his weight on the door to see if it would slide down. When the door didn't budge, Derek turned into the wind and shielded his face. 
 
    "It's stuck open! This might be our only way in! Can you get down to the ground?" 
 
    "Try and stop me!" Lisa called as she lowered herself to the dust-covered ground, using the walking stick. 
 
    Derek got down on all fours, then peered under the door as the wind buffeted him from the side and threatened to rip the safety glasses off his face. The interior was dark, but emergency lights glowed in the four corners of the big vehicle bay. "Hello?" he shouted and listened to his voice echo back to them. 
 
    "I don't think there's anybody in there!" he yelled to Lisa. 
 
    "Let's get in out of the storm and figure out what to do," she replied. They lay flat and shimmied under the door. The wind dropped to almost nothing inside. 
 
    Derek got to his feet and removed his safety glasses, blinking in the dim light, and wiped dust from his face. He helped Lisa get to her feet and leaned her against the closest wall. Unlike at the chapel, where the building had been completely sealed and muffled the vengeance of the storm, the fire station, partially breached, let in the full noise of the storm, if not all the dust and dirt.  
 
    A drift of sand and dust had started at the partially open door, and spread fully halfway across the massive 70-foot vehicle bay. At the entrance, it was just a light coating, but the further back into the bay, the higher the sand and dust piled on top of itself. 
 
    Derek coughed and pulled out the flashlight that he'd used at the weather station before they'd abandoned that location as well. The bright beam of white LED light cut through the dim interior like a sword.  
 
    "Hello?" he yelled. Again, no answer. 
 
    "You want to stay here while I check out the main building, or come with me?" he asked Lisa, grateful that he didn't have to yell over the noise of the storm. It wasn't nearly as quiet as the chapel, but the building did block out most of the noise. 
 
    "I'm good," Lisa said as she pushed herself from the wall. “I just—" she sneezed, then coughed, and doubled over. 
 
    "Whoa, easy there," Derek said. He coughed again. "Come on, we need to get out of here, there's too much of the fine stuff floating around in the air.” 
 
    The walking stick thumped across the empty space. East Sedona Fire Station’s one truck and ambulance were both out on calls, so the vehicle bay appeared more like an empty airplane hangar. Derek led them across the massive room to a door littered with Post-It notes and ephemera posted by the firefighters. Some funny, some serious, some racy. 
 
    Derek hesitated, his dusty, gloved hand an inch from the doorknob. If the door was locked, they'd either have to break into the firehouse, or leave. He glanced around the vehicle bay. Other than a big tool chest and the mechanic’s workshop, it didn't appear like there was anything useful—several first aid stations were mounted to the wall, but what they needed was clean air, cold water, and masks. 
 
    "Just do it…" Lisa said in a husky, hoarse voice. "It's either locked or it's not. Either way, we can't change anything, and we can’t stay here much longer." 
 
    Derek nodded. He coughed again, then turned the knob—and exhaled—before swinging open the door. 
 
    The interior of the fire station was a simple layout, one long hallway leading from the vehicle bay straight across the building to the other side, where the main entrance was located. The main hallway stretched before them, illuminated every six to ten feet by battery-powered emergency lights that clung to the ceiling.  
 
    Doors that opened to side rooms were evenly spaced along the hallway on either side. At the far end, a red glowing sign indicated stairs to the right and the exit to the left. Derek helped Lisa cross the threshold, then shut the door behind them and blocked out the worst of the fouled air.  
 
    Inside the darkened hallway, dust motes swirled around them, but Derek saw in the beam of his flashlight that further down the hallway the air was clear. They shuffled forward and tried calling out for help as they went. No one answered. Derek found all the rooms on the left-hand side of the aisle were open and abandoned. Storage lockers, a small cafeteria-style room, a small dining room, and a library were all dark and deserted. 
 
    Lisa opened the doors on the right-hand side and found bathrooms and a medical triage room, fully stocked but messy, with overturned boxes and spilled crates spread across the floor.  
 
    "Looks like they went through here in a hurry," she observed. 
 
    "They probably got called out to help people when all this mess got started…" Derek observed. "Come on, let's keep going.” 
 
    At the far end of the hallway, which spilled into the lobby, they found more emergency lights and empty chairs. A handful of briefing notes lay scattered across one of the folding tables set up in the middle of the room, and two chairs had been knocked over. Other than that, the room looked undisturbed.  
 
    Derek looked around. "Where the heck is everybody?" 
 
    Lisa glanced down a short hallway toward a set of industrial stairs at the end. "I don't think I can make the stairs." 
 
    "Okay, don't worry about it,” Derek said. “Here, just sit down at the front desk and relax your leg. See if you can find anything useful in here," Derek said as he waved at the papers, books, and notebooks on the desk. "I'll run upstairs and check things out." He untied the rope around his waist and dropped it to the floor in a cloud of dust. "Be right back." 
 
    After making sure she was comfortably situated at the desk—or as comfortable as possible—Derek left Lisa and walked down the hallway, using his flashlight. A battery-operated emergency light illuminated the stairwell. The building was only two stories tall, so it didn't take him long to get to the top landing. 
 
    The second floor housed all the volunteer firefighters who slept at the station while on call. He moved down the hallway and peered into empty rooms on the left and right. Clothes lay scattered everywhere. He found beds and cots with rumpled covers and sheets in the first couple rooms. The remaining rooms on the top floor all were immaculately prepared and appeared unused.  
 
    Derek coughed, then noticed a flickering light from under the closed door at the end of the hallway. Either something electronic still had power, or someone had moved in front of the light, creating a shadow that flitted under the doorway.  
 
    He ran down the hallway, his work boots pounding on the thinly carpeted floor, leaving trails of dust behind him. He rapped on the door with his gloved hand. "Hello? Is anybody in there?" 
 
    Before he could even try the knob, the door ripped open, and a large woman wearing a volunteer firefighter’s uniform filled the doorway. "Tommy, I said—" she froze, her eyes going wide. "Who are you?" she demanded, fear clouding her voice as she stumbled back.  
 
    "Whoa," Derek said, as he raised his free hand to show he was unarmed. "My name is Derek Stagg. I'm a field maintenance technician with the National Weather Service. I have an injured woman downstairs—" 
 
    "How did you get in?" the woman asked. "They told me they locked up before they left…" 
 
    "The front doors are locked, but one of the garage doors is jammed open. It's like two feet high…there's an awful lot of dust and sand pouring into the garage bay…" 
 
    She shook her head and muttered something under her breath. "It's the sand…I bet it got in the gearbox and froze it up. We've had that happen before in storms a lot less intense than this one…" 
 
    She turned away from Derek for a moment, putting a hand to her ear. She held up a finger to Derek, then stepped over to the desk and leaned into a microphone protruding from the flat, cluttered table top. "Roger that, 2-6. Be advised the station is not secure. Civilians have entered, and report the main door is jammed again." 
 
    She waited for a second, then nodded to herself, listening to the earbud hooked over her left ear. She pressed the transmit button on the stalk of the microphone again. "Copy that, 2-6. Be advised, Dispatch is okay. Repeat Dispatch is condition green." 
 
    She turned and looked at Derek again. "Sorry…the name’s Carmen Davis. It's a bit of a busy day today." 
 
    "Where is everybody?" Derek asked. 
 
    "With all the transformers going belly up, there's fires all over the place in town. The crew is split up into three man teams and they went in six different directions. The truck’s bogged down and our ambulance is somewhere on the other side of town, stuck at a traffic accident." 
 
    "So there's no one here?" Derek asked. 
 
    "Just me and the crickets," Carmen said. "You said something about an injured woman?" 
 
    "Right, Dr. Lisa Kowalski, she’s from the National Weather Service station east of town." 
 
    The volunteer dispatcher nodded. "I know the place; used to hike out there when I was younger. Pretty location." 
 
    "Not so much anymore. I barely escaped with my life and helped Lisa and her intern make it to town. A boulder smashed through the front of the building and killed one of the other scientists." 
 
    "I'm sorry to hear that," Carmen said with a flat tone that signaled she was indeed sympathetic, but had heard the tale far too often to let it get to her. "I've got a running list of reported fatalities. What was the deceased's name?" she asked as she stepped over to the desk and clicked a pen. 
 
    "Dr. Bruce Stevens," Derek offered, as he craned his neck to see what she was writing. 
 
    Carmen scribbled on the pad, then dropped the pen. "Your friend downstairs…does she have life-threatening injuries?" 
 
    Derek shook his head. "No, she's got a severe sprain of her ankle, and can hardly walk, on top of skin abrasion from exposure to the storm. But she insisted on coming here to report Bruce's death and to attempt to upload her last batch of data…" 
 
    The dispatcher shook her head. "Then I'm afraid she's on her own. Look—" she held up a hand for silence, listened to a radio transmission, then bent over the microphone again. "Roger that 1-3, 2-6 is bogged down with an accident on…" she glanced at the paperwork to her right, containing handwritten notes. "Seventh and State Street. If you're wrapped up at your location, see if you can assist, over." 
 
    She waited for a moment, then shook her head. "Negative, 1-3, we haven't had any communication with Deacon for the past 20 minutes, repeat no comms with Deacon for 20 minutes." 
 
    She nodded. "Copy that, be careful, 1-3." She chewed her lower lip as she scribbled some more notes on the paper, then turned to Derek and wiped the bead of sweat from her brow. "I'm sorry…what were you asking?" 
 
    Derek sighed. "I don't suppose you have any Internet access so my friend can upload her latest data to the National Weather Service in Washington, do you?" 
 
    Carmen snorted. "Mister, I barely have enough juice left in the generator to run the dispatch center," she said with a grandiose, sarcastic gesture of one meaty hand at the small room she inhabited.  
 
    Derek took a good look for the first time and realized all the glowing dials and knobs and communications equipment that lined the walls of the small, closet-like room. Several computer monitors glowed on the desk and listed incoming 911 calls and outgoing dispatch routing. He narrowed his eyes at the screen and noticed that both of the lists of numbers and dispatches stopped approximately six hours earlier. 
 
    Carmen saw what he was looking at and grunted. "Once the storm hit, everything went down and the whole system locked up. I probably shoulda shut that stupid thing off to save battery power for the radios, but I'm too scared that everything will come back online, and it takes forever to get this stuff caught up once the memory’s been dumped." She shook her head. "Look, I've got feeds coming into my ear from six different teams. I'm sorry, I can't stand around and talk with you." 
 
    "My friend is injured—" 
 
    "It doesn't sound too bad, look…go down to the med bay and take whatever you need, okay? Unless it's an actual emergency, I can’t even allow you up here in the first place..." 
 
    "Any idea when somebody will be back?" Derek asked, as he stepped into the hallway. 
 
    "Between you and me, no idea,” Carmen said as she shook her head. “I've got enough food, water, and supplies here to hunker down for a few weeks—it might be that long before I can get home…I just hope my husband's okay…" 
 
    "You haven’t been able to reach him?" Derek asked. 
 
    Carmen’s fleshy face appeared pinched for a moment before she controlled her emotions. "No…and he's got plenty of health issues…" 
 
    Derek looked down at the ground. "I promised to get my friend to this fire station so she could contact the National Weather Service. She believes that the data she has could help forecasters save lives out there." 
 
    "The only thing I can tell you is maybe try the police station?" 
 
    Derek shook his head. "I don't even know where that's at, and honestly, I'm kind of spent as it is." 
 
    Carmen shrugged. "Only other option I can see is to get out from underneath the storm and head east. But you’ll be doing that on foot—there's so many stalled cars out there, it's gonna take the National Guard to clear the roads once this is all over.” She looked at Derek. "If it ever ends." 
 
    Derek shook his head. "I already planned on hiking out on foot…but I can hardly breathe out there." He looked at Carmen for a second. "You wouldn't happen to have any extra oxygen tanks and facemasks lying around would you?" 
 
    Carmen started to answer, her eyebrows drawing down in an angry frown, then she froze and smiled. "You know what? I might get in trouble for this, but screw it—this is an emergency. I’ll give you and your friend all the gear you want, if you can make it to my house and check on my husband for me." 
 
    Derek looked at her for a second and looked down, feeling the weight of exhaustion settle in his shoulders. "But…look I'm no medic, if your husband has some kind of health issue, I won't know what to do." 
 
    Carmen rummaged through the papers and equipment on her desk, then cried out in triumph before turning back to Derek. "Here, this is a fully charged, handheld two-way radio. It links right to the base station here," she said as she pointed at the dispatch control center. "This is one of the older ones, it actually uses the radio waves—everything else is all digital, but we’re having a dickens of a time getting the stupid things to work because they operate at the wrong frequency. The dust storm’s playing havoc with the receivers up on the roof. And I don't have the time or inclination to get up there and dust everything off. But these are still cutting through. Take this, go check on my husband, and if there's anything wrong, I'll tell you what to do over the radio. Do that, and you and your friend can have all the supplies and oxygen tanks you want." 
 
    Derek looked at the radio in his hand. "I don't know…" 
 
    "Buddy, are you telling me that you seriously want to hike out of this storm on foot? Where you headed?" 
 
    "My kids are in Santa Fe, with my parents…at least I hope they are…haven't heard from them in about 12 hours now." 
 
    Carmen's face softened. "I'm sorry…I don’t know how to tell you this, but Santa Fe and Albuquerque got hit almost as bad as us. Straight-line winds and dust storms been kicking up all across the whole frontal boundary," she added. "There's all kinds of gang violence going on in Albuquerque, too, but our communications are pretty spotty out here. Like we’re in a black hole or something." 
 
    The new information hardened Derek's resolve. "In that case, I'll take your deal. Where's your house?" 
 
    Carmen nodded. "I can't tell you how grateful I am for this, Mr. Stagg," she said as she scribbled her address down on a piece of paper. 
 
    "It's Derek," he said with a lopsided grin. He took the paper and looked at the address. "Is this—?" 
 
    She nodded. "Yup, just a couple blocks south. Normally I would say you wouldn't be able to miss it, it's a bright pink house…my husband grew up in the Florida Keys and loves pastel coloring…but now, I don't suppose you’d be able to see it at all." 
 
    Derek held the paper up. "Looks like Mars out there. All right, I'm going to get my friend patched up, then grab some gear and head out." 
 
    "Thank you." Carmen turned back to the radio. "No, 1-3, we haven't had any contact with 2-6 in twenty—now twenty-five minutes. What do you mean you can't…"  
 
    Derek left her in the radio room and ran down the hall. He didn't have time to listen to the problems of the Sedona Fire Department. He had problems of his own. 
 
    Down at the front desk, Lisa looked up at him. "Did you find anything upstairs?" She looked at the radio and Derek's hand. "Where'd you get that?" 
 
    "Volunteer dispatch is still running things upstairs. She gave me this radio and asked me to check on her husband…he lives a few blocks south of here and has some kind of medical problem. She doesn't think she's going to get out of here for at least a couple days…" 
 
    "Then they have Internet service?" Lisa asked, rising up out of the chair. 
 
    Derek shook his head and helped her ease back down. "No…and the radios are barely working in the storm. She said I can have whatever gear I need to take with me, and if I help her husband, I can have an oxygen tank and face mask units to get me to Santa Fe." 
 
    "They wouldn't happen to have an ambulance or car, something we can use?" Lisa asked with a wistful smile. 
 
    "She said that everything is pretty much shut down. Even the fire department had to abandon its vehicles because of the storm. The firefighters are scattered all across Sedona working in three-man teams trying to help as many people as possible, but they’ve lost contact with several groups. Things aren't looking good." 
 
    "What do I do, then?" Lisa asked the messy desk in front of her. 
 
    "The dispatcher suggested we could try the police station, but…"  
 
    Lisa shook her head. "I don't know what else to do…if the fire department doesn't have any communications, the police station probably won't be any better. Do they have any way of communicating with the outside world at all?" 
 
    "She’s got a lot of radio gear up there, so I’d be surprised if she couldn’t reach out to other cities at all…she confirmed the rumors we heard about Albuquerque and Santa Fe…as far as transmitting data, I don't think she can reach that far." 
 
    "Then this was a total waste of time…" Lisa said. 
 
    "Not totally—I let her know about Dr. Stevens," Derek said softly. 
 
    Lisa raised a hand to her mouth and nodded. She took a moment to clear her eyes, then took a deep breath. 
 
    "She's keeping a list of all reported fatalities caused by the storm…” Derek added. “But that's all she can do. She can't get hold of anybody and there's no one to help, anyway. The storm has shut down everything." 
 
    Lisa sighed and sank into her chair. "Well…at least that's something. Okay, thank you, Derek.” 
 
    He wiped the dust and sweat from his face. "Come on, let's get you into the med bay and get you patched up with whatever we can find,” he said as he held up the address written on a slip of paper. “Then I need to find a breathing apparatus and an oxygen tank so I can make it to Carmen's house.” 
 
    "I'm coming with you," Lisa said. She got up with grim determination and use the walking stick to limp around the front desk. 
 
    Derek shook his head. "I shouldn't have let you come with me this far…you don't need to be traipsing across Sedona with me—" 
 
    "I am not going to sit here by myself…I can't get up the stairs, I'll admit that—but I can still walk, and I don't like the way things are deteriorating. If the rumors we heard about what's going on Albuquerque and Santa Fe are true, how long do you think it'll be until that happens here?" 
 
    Derek scoffed as he held open the door to the med bay. "I don't think there's that much of a gang presence in Sedona…" 
 
    "But when the power’s off, like you said back at the chapel—desperate people do desperate things. Once somebody figures out that the fire station door is stuck open, and there's nobody here to defend this place…how long you do think it’ll be until people ransack this place looking for supplies?" 
 
    Derek shook his head as she limped into the med bay. "If things get that bad here, then we’ll have a lot more problems to worry about than protecting the fire station." 
 
    "That's all well and good,” Lisa allowed, “but I'm still coming with you, and there's nothing you can do to stop me." 
 
    Derek stared at her as she limped across the room and opened up a first-aid bin. "Now, are you going to help me, or do I have to patch up my wounds all by myself?" 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Riley blinked and wiped his face as he recklessly drove along the dusty road toward Santa Fe. The car still struggled and coughed, but it didn’t rock as much. "Guys, I think the dust storm is starting to slack off…" he said. "I can see further up the road than I could a minute ago..." 
 
    "That's not all I can see," Fiona warned from the backseat as they drove through the outskirts of Santa Fe. Scattered settlements clustered on the edge of the city, bordering the abject desert that stretched to the west. Small clusters of houses next to scrub-covered arroyos dotted the landscape. 
 
    "I think the boy’s right…lookee there," Milton said as he pointed out the window. Riley took his eyes off the road for a second and looked where his grandfather indicated. Off in the distance, on a small hill, a group of houses emerged from the storm. One of them was on fire and sent a plume of black smoke into the air that was immediately pulled into the circulating winds. 
 
    "We might be on the back half of this thing," Riley said, "but it sure looks awful dark toward Santa Fe." 
 
    "The storm moved on, or maybe it just slacked off…” his grandfather replied. “Dusters are hard to predict. One second they're going full strength, the next they just…evaporate." 
 
    "Well, I hope it keeps on evaporating," Fiona said from the backseat, the smile evident in her voice. "I can't wait to see blue sky again." 
 
    Riley narrowed his eyes at the road ahead. "What in the world?" 
 
    Up ahead, a car swerved onto the street and made him hit the brakes. Two people ran out of the house across the street, and gunfire crackled back and forth. The vehicle sped off down the road, taillights flashing as it turned the corner. 
 
    "Don't just sit here. Go, go, go!" Milton commanded.  
 
    Riley hit the gas and floored it. The stolen Cadillac rumbled down the road and sped past the two men in front of the house. They didn't make any aggressive moves toward the car, but retreated back inside. 
 
    "What's going on?" Fiona asked as they sped through the small, sprawling neighborhood. "There's cars all over the place down there, looks like people are evacuating." 
 
    "They're either evacuating or looting, or both," Milton replied from the other side. 
 
    "It's just a dust storm…" Riley muttered. 
 
    "Something else is going on," Milton mumbled. "Between the power going out and these Druids…I hadn't given it much thought. Turn on the radio." 
 
    Riley reached up and clicked on the radio. But no matter what channel they put it on, all they heard was static. 
 
    "That's what I was afraid of…" Milton mumbled. 
 
    Fiona snorted. "What, nothing on the radio?" 
 
    "Nobody talking," Milton corrected her. "If there's nothing on the radio, there's no news. And if nobody knows what's going on, then people panic. Case in point," he said as he indicated out the window. "People are either running, fighting, or looting." 
 
    "Where are the cops?" Riley asked, as he picked up speed. 
 
    "In a city the size of Santa Fe, you figure there's maybe one cop for every thousand people. Maybe more…and if they're smart, they'll be trying to take care of their own families." 
 
    "You really think it's as bad as all that?" Fiona asked. 
 
    Riley opened his mouth to reply, but had to swerve around a car that materialized from the thinning dust and sped across the street. He blared the horn, but the car was already gone. "Somebody's going to get killed out here!" 
 
    "Somebody already has," Fiona replied. "There's a body in the street up ahead." 
 
    "Just keep going! We’re almost there,” Milton ordered. “We have to get to Gladys and Rebecca.” 
 
    "What about my mom?" Fiona asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    Riley looked at her in the rearview mirror. She stared out the window with a dejected, hopeless look. "We’re not giving up on your mom," Riley said. 
 
    "Boy…" warned his grandfather. 
 
    "No, Grandpa. Getting back to Grandma and Becca is important. I understand that. But I'm not going to leave her mom out there. Those crazy Druids have her and there's no telling what they're planning on doing—" 
 
    "She's one of them,” Fiona said quickly. “They're not going to hurt her…I hope…at least we haven’t come across her with the ones we’ve dealt with on the road.” 
 
    "Agreed," Milton said. "She chose to go with them, and since we haven’t seen her, there must be more out there, still heading for Santa Fe." 
 
    "She sacrificed herself so that we could get away," Riley argued. He swerved around a car parked haphazardly in the road and picked his way through piles of debris as people ran back and forth between houses. "If you don't help us, then I'll do it myself, but I'm not going to leave her behind." 
 
    Milton sighed, a heavy sound from the backseat. "All right, all right…I can see you two are determined to get yourselves killed, so I may as well join in the fun. But first things first—your grandma ain’t never killed somebody before. She's gonna be needing some help. Seeing as how we all agreed that Cassie went with those idiot friends of hers voluntarily, can we also all agree that she's not our first priority?" 
 
    Riley slowed at the next intersection, anxious in case another car surprised him. Both sides were clear, so he hit the gas once more. They were less than a mile now from the retirement community where his grandparents had a house. 
 
    "Agreed," he said. 
 
    "Thank you," Fiona said in a quiet voice. "I know a lot of crazy stuff has happened…but it means a lot that you’re—" 
 
    "Save your thanks for when we actually get her back," Milton snapped. "We have to concentrate on the task at hand. Turn’s coming up, boy," he said. 
 
    Alone in the front seat, Riley grinned. His grandfather was tough as nails on the outside, but nothing more than a teddy bear on the inside. However, he was right. The smile faded from Riley's face. They had to stop Nico from reaching his grandmother and sister. He’d never wanted to see Becca’s stupid, lopsided grin so much in his life. 
 
    "Wait, was that…?" Fiona blurted as she leaned between the front seats and pointed. 
 
    "Yeah, I see it…brake lights…" Riley confirmed. Far off in the distance, where the storm appeared to be stronger, the faint outline of red taillights glowed in front of them. 
 
    "Looks like Cadillac taillights…" Milton added. 
 
    Riley pushed down on the gas and their car accelerated. The closer they got, the more he agreed. "I think you're right…that's them! That's got to be Nico! Look!"  
 
    The car in front of them, barely visible, didn't swerve at all as people ran out into the road carrying boxes. One jumped back and dropped their load, the second didn't move fast enough, and got clipped. Fiona gasped as the body flew to the side, and the driver in front of them didn't so much as tap the brakes. 
 
    "I think we found Nico…" Fiona said. 
 
    "Bird-dog ‘em, boy!" Milton ordered. 
 
    Riley punched the gas. But the car in front of them accelerated too, and in seconds had disappeared, shrouded by the dust storm. 
 
    "I think this is the back end of the storm—it's moving east, so we’re about to go back into the worst of it," Riley said. Not long after he spoke, they punched right into the brown wall of dust and everything descended into the dusty twilight of the heart of the storm. 
 
    Riley kept his foot on the gas. “Is it me, or is the dust not as bad?” 
 
    “Keep driving, we’ll worry about the dust later,” his grandfather growled from the backseat. 
 
    He leaned over the wheel and pushed the struggling engine harder. “We’re almost there…I think the turn is right up here somewhere…” 
 
    “There!” Milton barked as he pointed out the cracked windshield. 
 
    Riley hit the brakes and their car fishtailed on the dust-covered road at the entrance to the Valley Village. He barely managed to keep control of the vehicle and they only grazed the big sign out front that proclaimed the retirement village to be the friendliest place in the southwest. 
 
    The neighborhood, the first of many planned for the sprawling complex just west of Santa Fe, looked like a ghost town. “Where is everyone?” he asked, as they slowed to a crawl. 
 
    “This is creepy, guys,” Fiona said as she peered out the window at the dusty, empty streets. 
 
    “Power’s out here, too,” Milton noticed. “Slow down…the last thing we need to do is hit someone—” 
 
    Squealing tires were the only warning Riley had before the world blurred in an earth-shattering crash, and the view out the window spun sickeningly. He felt weightless for a moment, then gravity pulled him back and sideways as the car spun in a drunken circle. Only then did he hear the screaming, the broken glass, and the wind. A second crash erupted on the deserted streets a split second later and a car horn droned in the distance. 
 
    Riley blinked and wiped water from his eyes. “When did it start raining?” He looked at his hands and realized they were red. “Crap!” He struggled against the seatbelt that felt like a boa constrictor around his chest. Was that gas he smelled? An overwhelming urge to get out filled him. “We have to get out of here! Guys? Guys!” 
 
    “Help…” Fiona grunted from the disjointed, twisted passenger seat. 
 
    It hurt Riley’s neck to turn and look, and dust filtering in through Fiona’s shattered window made it hard to see, anyway. It billowed in from outside like smoke. Maybe the storm hadn’t slackened up after all. 
 
    “Come on, Grandpa,” Riley said as he fumbled with the latch on his seatbelt. The restraint released him and he took a deep shuddered breath, savoring even the burnt smell of the dust in his mouth. He coughed, then turned to look in the back. 
 
    Milton lay atop Fiona, and he wasn’t moving. Blood seeped from a deep cut to his shoulder and stained the seat and part of the roof above her. The crash had been more violent than he’d imagined, but then again, he’d been strapped in behind the wheel where Fiona and Milton had been in the back—presumably without their seatbelts on. 
 
    “Riley…I can’t move…” Fiona groaned. “My arm is stuck…and your grandpa is…unh…” 
 
    “Hang on,” Riley said. He turned to the door and tried to open it, but it was stuck. “I can’t get out…” 
 
    “I can’t breathe…” 
 
    Riley slammed his shoulder into the door and clenched his jaw as his eyes filled with tears. Something was seriously wrong with his left arm. He took a deep breath, then turned and tried using his legs. The door finally opened, squealing in protest, but he staggered out into the dust just the same. 
 
    Blinking yellow lights across the road drew his attention. A big car, similar to the Caddy they’d stolen, had hit them, then careened into a low adobe and brick wall surrounding the house across the street.  
 
    He didn’t see any movement, but decided he didn’t want to stick around and find out if there were survivors. He jumped into action and pried open the rear door. “Hang on, I’m coming!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    First Choice Medical Clinic 
 
    Cedarburg, Oklahoma 
 
      
 
    Isabel kept her hands above her head and closed her eyes. "This is the third time in as many hours that I've had a gun pointed at my face…this day sucks!" 
 
    Everyone yelled at once. The officers demanded that Kathy and Isabel keep their hands up and get down on the floor to be detained. Again. Kathy yelled at them that she and Isabel had done nothing wrong and that it was all a mistake. "I have to get back to Arizona!" 
 
    "Ma'am, the only thing you have to do is get down on the ground, now!" the male officer yelled. 
 
    Kathy didn't flinch. "There are millions of Arizonans in danger right now, and it's my job to make sure that they stay safe!" she shouted back. "I don't know what the hell the FBI wants us for. We had nothing to do with the crash, and quite frankly, we were lucky to survive!" 
 
    "Okay, let's all take it down a notch," the female officer said. She raised one hand in a palm up gesture and slowly holstered her weapon. "Tom…take it easy…they’re unarmed." 
 
    "Lucy, this is the FBI…it’s not like we can just ignore this…" Tom said out of the corner of his mouth as he kept his aim on Kathy. 
 
    "You know what?" Isabel said quietly, her hands lowering as she spoke. "I survived the plane crash, survived the riot back in Boise City at that Bass Pro shop…got shot at and almost carjacked on the way here, then you guys point guns in our faces. Twice. I'm done," Isabel said. She put her hands on her hips and jutted her chin out. "If you're going to shoot us, then go ahead—like that would make this day much worse, anyway,” she added with a heavy dose of sarcasm to her voice. “But if you're not going to shoot us, and you’re not going to help us, then leave us alone.” 
 
    Isabel pointed at Kathy, who stared at her with an open mouth. “She needs to get back to her job, to help the people of Arizona, and I need to get to my kids in Santa Fe. And nothing—not you, not some two-bit thugs that stole our gas and supplies, and not this stupid dust storm—nothing is going to stop me from getting back to my kids!" 
 
    Kathy lowered her arms and stared at Isabel. "Wow…" 
 
    "Well?" Isabel demanded of the cops. "You gonna pull that trigger and shoot an unarmed woman or not?" 
 
    The male office swallowed, then looked at his partner.  
 
    She grinned. "I like her. She’s got nerves of steel." 
 
    "Are you sure you didn't serve in the Army?" Kathy asked Isabel with a lopsided grin. 
 
    "I don't think anything in this situation is funny,” Isabel snapped. “The clock is running, and the storm is only going to get worse. I take it the power is out here as well?" Isabel demanded. Without waiting for an answer from the cops, she turned to Kathy.  
 
    "Either we need to figure out where we’re going to stay tonight, or we need to get gas. But we've got to do something. Standing here is just a waste of time." She turned back to Tom, the male cop, who’d lowered his weapon. "And I apologize, officer, I have never spoken to police officers in this manner before, but it's been a really bad day and—" 
 
    Kathy touched Isabel's shaking arm. "I think what my friend is trying to say is that we've been through a lot today…look, we’re both real sorry for showing up like we did, we just saw the flashing lights and thought you could help us." 
 
    Tom holstered his weapon and sighed. He wiped at the grime and dust on his face. "I think it's been a rough day for everybody…look…we still can't let you just run off, not after hearing that the FBI is looking for you." 
 
    "You guys were on the plane that crashed in Boise City?" the female cop—Lucy—asked. 
 
    Kathy looked down. "We were…Governor Salinas was with us…have you heard if they found any other survivors?" 
 
    Tom held his hand up, palm out to Kathy. "Wait, the governor of Arizona was on the plane?" 
 
    Kathy nodded. "That's probably why the FBI wants to talk to us. But we had nothing to do with it." 
 
    "Trust me, I hate flying,” Isabel said quickly. “I didn't even want to get on that stupid plane in the first place.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Kathy said sheepishly. 
 
    Isabel waved her off and continued. “And I don't think I'll ever fly again!" 
 
    Tom whistled. "Can't say as I've ever met anybody who survived a plane crash before…" 
 
    "Look," Kathy said as she turned to face Lucy, then winced. She put her hand to her lower back and leaned over. "Oof…I think the Advil’s wearing off." 
 
    "Have you two been checked out by a doctor yet?" asked Lucy. 
 
    Isabel shook her head. "No, ma’am…the farmer’s wife, where we crashed…Mrs. Clark, she gave us some over-the-counter painkillers and cleaned us up—" 
 
    "Wow, I’d hate to see what you looked like before you got cleaned up," Lucy said. "Sorry—that came out wrong. You two look like you’ve been knocked around pretty good." 
 
    "Well, I would say I feel like I've been hit by a truck, but falling 30,000 feet out of the sky probably trumps that," Isabel muttered. 
 
    "What do we do with them?" Tom asked Lucy. 
 
    "I'm not going to radio that we found them,” Lucy said. She turned from Isabel and looked at her partner. “The coroner on his way?" 
 
    Tom nodded. "Dispatch said, yeah. ETA…" He glanced out the front window. "In this mess? Who knows if he’ll ever get here?" 
 
    "I think you two need medical attention," Lucy said. 
 
    "But the FBI said—" began Tom. 
 
    "I'm declaring exigent circumstances,” Lucy announced. “These two look like they're in need of immediate medical assistance. Do you agree?" she asked Tom with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    Tom grinned. "Absolutely." The two officers turned to Kathy and Isabel.  
 
    "Come on,” Lucy said with a wide smile. “Let's get you into one of the squads and we’ll take you to the clinic—it's not a hospital, but it's the best we've got here in Cedarburg.” 
 
    "Thank you," Isabel said, her eyes welling up with tears. "Thank you…I don't—I don't know what else…" 
 
    “Not to look a gift horse in the mouth here guys, but if you drop us off at the clinic, won't they start asking questions?” Kathy asked. “And then we’ll have to go through the whole the-FBI-looking-for-us thing again? What about your Chief of Police? Can he help?" 
 
    "I think she's okay with that," Tom said with a wide grin. 
 
    "I am the Chief of Police," Lucy said with a smile. 
 
    "You two are looking at the entire police force here in Cedarburg," Tom added. 
 
    "Oh," Kathy said. She blinked. Then she grinned. "Okay, well then…" 
 
    "But…what about…the body," Isabel said. She shuddered. "I'm so sorry…we tripped on…him?" 
 
    Tom put his hands on his hips and frowned. "Lionel Peabody. Lived here his whole life. His wife was my teacher in grade school. He didn't deserve to die like that, that's for sure," he said sadly. “Dillen and Earl Packer did this." 
 
    "Tom,” Lucy said, “you stay here and take care of Lionel. For goodness sakes, let's get him covered up until the coroner gets here." She turned to Kathy and Isabel. "I'll take these two down to the clinic and see what Doc Evans has to say." 
 
    And so, Isabel found herself in the front passenger seat of yet another vehicle driving through the dust storm. A pounding headache had started at the base of her skull and spread to her face. The aches and pains she'd felt after the accident only continued to grow stronger the longer the day went on, but at least she found herself in a car that didn't have broken windows. The air was clear for once.  
 
    She sat back in the passenger seat and closed her eyes as Lucy navigated the dusty, deserted streets of Cedarburg, headed to the other side of town. Isabel's mind latched onto the idea that she was making progress toward reaching her children, and she blocked out the small talk that rippled back and forth between Lucy and Kathy.  
 
    Whatever had happened in Cedarburg, whatever Dillen and Earl Packer had done to terrorize the town, didn't matter. Ultimately, the plane crash didn't matter, either—she had survived. That was enough. 
 
    No matter what happened next, Isabel resolved she would let nothing stop her from reaching her children. Fears swirled through her mind like the ghosts of bad memories. Would they find gas in town? Would the FBI catch them? Would someone turn them in? Were her children safe? The rumors they'd heard about the violence in Albuquerque—was it true? And was it spreading? 
 
    She clenched her jaw in frustration and gripped the door handle tight. 
 
    "You okay there?” Lucy asked, cutting through Isabel's dark thoughts. "Not gonna puke or anything, are you? I can pull over…" 
 
    Isabel kept her eyes closed and shook her head slightly. "No…it's just a headache…and I'm worried about my kids…" 
 
    "I can’t imagine being so far away from my family right now. My kids are at home with my husband. Once the storm hit, they closed up the auto shop he works at." 
 
    They drove in silence for a few moments. Kathy broke the spell. "You have any details about what's going on in Albuquerque?" 
 
    "Details are sketchy at best. All the phones are down and nobody can get through on cell networks. Internet went down with the power of course, so we’re stuck with radios. I got a volunteer HAM operator that's trying to dust off some old equipment set up back at the station, but for right now, about the only communications we've got are with the state troopers on a channel at the base station.” 
 
    “That’s bad,” Isabel muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, and getting worse. Radio stations are starting to go off the air, just in the last hour or so." 
 
    Isabel turned her head and ignored the pain that lanced through her skull. “It just keeps getting better…” 
 
    "We haven't heard anything from Arizona, either…" Kathy looked down at the phone in her hand. It made her face glow. "It's like Flagstaff dropped into a black hole." 
 
    "It's like we've dropped into a black hole,” Lucy commiserated. “We can't get any word out, and the last thing I heard from the troopers was that the Governor was about ready to declare a state of emergency for the Panhandle. But the storm just keeps getting bigger…" 
 
    By the time they pulled up in front of the single-story ranch house that had been converted into Cedarburg’s medical clinic, Isabel was about ready to throw up with worry. "We can't stay here…we’ve got to go—we’ve got to push on through the night," she said. 
 
    "Look here, Mrs. Stagg,” Lucy said as they all sat in the car. “I'm no doctor, but I don't think you two are in any condition to be driving—not even if we could see clear skies. You guys look like you've been put through the wringer. The last thing you need is for one of you to fall asleep at the wheel. That’d end your trip real quick, and with communications being what they are, who knows when we’d ever find you?" 
 
    Kathy sighed and shook her head. "I can't believe this is happening…" 
 
    "Come on,” Lucy said, ending the conversation. “Let's get you inside and checked out." 
 
    Isabel followed Kathy and Lucy, and was forced to limp as she entered the clinic and stepped out of the storm. A harried looking nurse stood up from behind the desk in the spartan waiting room.  
 
    "Lucy! What's going on?" 
 
    "Maggie, this here's Kathy and Isabel," Lucy said as she stepped into the room and hooked her thumbs under her utility belt. "They just got into town. Got robbed by Dillen and Earl Packer." 
 
    The nurse stepped around the desk and slipped into clinical mode. "What did they do to you?" she gasped, as she looked into newcomers up and down. 
 
    "Oh, they didn't do this," Kathy said. "This was from the plane crash," she explained with a wave of her hand at their broken, bloodied bodies. 
 
    "Plane crash?" the nurse blurted. She looked at Lucy. "What exactly is going on?" 
 
    "They can fill you in,” Lucy said with a wave as she turned to leave. “I need to get back to Lionel's house." 
 
    "So it's true," the nurse said quietly. “They really did it?" 
 
    "Looks like it," Lucy muttered. "Can't say any more than that. You stay safe, you hear? Take care of these two—there's a lot of people counting on them getting better." 
 
    "Of course—Doc Evans is in the back with one of the other victims. He should be wrapping up soon, though. If not, I'll go get him, because you two look way worse than Ethel Eldridge." 
 
    Isabel turned and reached out her hand to Lucy. "Thank you, thank you so much—from one mother to another—I can't thank you enough…" When the smaller woman reached out her hand, Isabel enveloped her into a bear hug and began to cry. 
 
    "It's okay, you're gonna be all right…” Lucy said awkwardly as she patted Isabel on the back. “And your kids are going to be okay, too—you know that, right?" She made eye contact with Kathy, and the Arizonan nodded. 
 
    "What about…?" Kathy asked. 
 
    Isabel stepped back and wiped at her face. "Sorry…"  
 
    Lucy stared at Kathy. "What about what?" 
 
    "My duty is to Arizona, not to—" 
 
    "My duty’s to the citizens of Cedarburg,” Lucy replied, “and anyone that falls under my protection, not some men in suits a thousand miles away in Washington." She turned to leave, then paused at the clinic door and adjusted her mask. "Besides, my ex- wanted to join the FBI. Never liked them much after that. You two stay safe." Lucy winked at them, then disappeared into the storm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Bass Pro Shops 
 
    Boise City, Oklahoma 
 
      
 
    Dana shifted into park and stopped her car next to a Toyota Corolla with busted windows. She got out and adjusted her facemask. Bass Pro sat on the north side of town, so the storm was coming, but hadn't quite caused as much chaos as it did at the Clark Farm. Yet. 
 
    She put her hands on her hips. The people—rioters—who had ransacked the store when the power went out had caused enough chaos on their own, without nature’s help. 
 
    She bent and picked up a box of fishing lures. The package had tire marks on it and appeared to have failed as a speedbump. She tossed it away into drifting piles of plastic shopping bags. "What a waste…" 
 
    Dana looked the other direction. Several cars had smashed into each other, resulting in one flaming rack that still sent dark smoke into the sky. Groups of people roamed the parking lot, picking through the debris left behind by the looters. She could see it in their eyes, they were opportunists, and upon spotting her, decided to give her a wide berth. 
 
    As she came closer to the main entrance, Dana discovered a worrying piece of evidence. "That's not a good sign…" she muttered as she bent down again. When she stood, she held an empty box of 12-gauge shotgun shells. She dropped the box and drew her service weapon, a Glock 19M she’d never fired in the field. 
 
    Carefully, she mounted the steps and walked through the wide-open main doors. Dana wondered how much force it took to knock a 10 foot door off its hinges, but didn’t stop walking. In seconds, she was swallowed by the cavernous, smoke-filled structure. 
 
    The Boise City Fire Department had informed her the fires inside the building had been extinguished. She sniffed the air. One of the fires must have rekindled. With the entire department at Clark’s Farm fighting the crop fires, she figured it was only a matter of time before the building was engulfed. 
 
    Dana carefully stepped through garbage piled near the front door. "Right…so it's dangerous, but you're on your own. Thanks, Hank." She pulled a small LED light and held it next to her firearm as she proceeded into the building. 
 
    In the distance, a pair of people stood from the mess that once was the boating department. They spotted the light, then turned and ran, crashing through the store toward the far entrance, illuminated by big windows. 
 
    Dana shifted her aim at the movement, then lowered the pistol. She wasn’t on scene to prevent looting. "There must have been a thousand people who came through here looking for stuff," Dana said under her breath. "Catching them won’t get me any closer to the fugitives." 
 
    She swung the flashlight to the right and found Customer Service. A shadow moved near what used to be a bank of registers. She stepped closer. Outside the main office, next to customer service, she found the store manager sitting on a collapsible camp chair, surrounded by a pile of empty boxes and plastic packaging. A pistol sat in his lap, and his arms hung limp at his sides. 
 
    He had a far-off look in his eyes, and his clothes were disheveled. Next to him, an employee rooted through the debris on the floor and came up with a pack of batteries and a triumphant shout. She dropped the batteries into a plastic shopping bag and only spared half a glance at Dana. She turned and went back to scavenging. 
 
    "Excuse me, sir, are you the manager?" Dana asked as she shined her flashlight into the man's face. 
 
    He frowned and held up a hand to block the light. "Look, just take whatever you want…I don't care anymore." 
 
    "Sir, my name is Special Agent Dana Sinclair—I’m not here to loot." 
 
    The manager blinked, and looked at her, the very face of desperation. "Okay…offer still stands for you. Take whatever you want—just leave me alone." He leaned back and closed his eyes as he sighed. 
 
    "I'm afraid I can't do that, sir," Dana replied. She lowered her light and weapon. "I need to ask you some questions—" 
 
    The manager laughed, a short brutal snort. "Questions? Questions about what? We’re on the precipice of hell. Look around! I worked here ten years…ten years of my life to get to this point, to run my own store. And now, in a matter of hours, it's gone. Everything's gone," he said as he threw his hands up in despair. 
 
    "Well, it looks like there's still a lot of stuff lying around," Dana said as she shined the flashlight on the ground at their feet. 
 
    "You got that right," the female employee said as she dug through the scraps. "Woohoo, freeze-dried meal!" 
 
    "Are there any more?" a voice called from the darkness to the left.  
 
    Dana swung her light and illuminated the face of a blinking teenage boy as he stretched over the top of the aisle toppers. "Hey, watch where you point that thing," he growled. 
 
    "There might still be stuff here…” the manager moaned, “but it’ll be all gone by this time tomorrow." 
 
    "You're just letting your employees steal, then?" Dana asked with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    "Why not?" the manager said flippantly. "It's the end of the world, haven't you heard? Society’s going to collapse…may as well just pull the Band-Aid off and be done with it." 
 
    "I don't think you really believe that," Dana said. 
 
    "Oh, yeah?" the manager asked. "How do you figure that?" 
 
    "Well, for starters," she said, "if you really believed it, I think you’d be out there with your employees trying to find whatever you could to take home." 
 
    "I practically lived in this store…I have a cot in my office," the dejected man said as he hooked a thumb over his shoulder. "I got divorced for this store…lost custody of my kids because I spent too much time here…I turned this from the worst performing store in the region into one of the best.” He gestured with open hands toward the ruined, gutted megastore. “And this is what I get in return…" He shook his head. "If the world does end, I say good riddance." 
 
    Dana cleared her throat. "Sir, do you know anything about two women who came into the store earlier today and made a very large purchase?" 
 
    He shrugged. "Nope." 
 
    "Ma'am, there's a lot of people that made big purchases today…” the employee digging next to the manager offered. “Especially once word got out about what was going on in Arizona." 
 
    Dana glanced at her. "And you are?" 
 
    The employee stepped out of the shadows by the back office, carrying a backpack overflowing with pilfered supplies and items. She carried two large shopping bags as well. "My name is Cheryl…" She turned and looked at the manager. "Mr. Renquist, are you sure this is okay for me to take?" she asked as she held up the bags. "I mean, there's a lot of stuff in here…" 
 
    The manager looked up at the twenty-something employee and smiled. "Cheryl, if it helps you, then I'm happy to let you have it. Good luck out there." 
 
    He turned to Dana. "If you'll excuse me for a moment." He got up from his chair and stepped awkwardly around the piles of boxes, stumbled, caught himself on the wall leading down the hallway, then disappeared into the darkness, shaking his head and muttering. 
 
    "I'm worried about Mr. Renquist…" the girl said as she looked at Dana. 
 
    "Cheryl, what is it you do here?" Dana asked. 
 
    “Oh…" she said nervously. "I'm one of the cashiers. I was working earlier when…well, this happened," she said, as she jutted her chin toward the chaos and destruction. 
 
    Two angry voices argued back and forth somewhere in the dark expanse of the store. Dana stared off in the distance for a long moment, then turned back to her. “When did you work today?" 
 
    “I opened, so I was here before everything went down, and I stayed around to help Mr. Renquist after…" 
 
    "Do you happen to remember two women…?” Dana asked. “They probably would've had dirty clothes, maybe even looked like they’d been through a car accident or something?" Dana asked. "They would've been in here about…oh, early afternoon," she added. "They reportedly made a major purchase, but—" 
 
    "I'm sorry, ma'am, but I don't remember anybody like that…” The cashier shrugged. “I've never checked out so many people in my life—today made Black Friday look like a cakewalk. I must've checked out 500 people just in my line. It was just a blur of faces…I'm sorry." 
 
    "They didn't have any credit cards or cash. They had to use their phones…" Dana prompted, refusing to give up hope. 
 
    The cashier frowned. "You know…they weren’t in my line…but now that you mention it, there were two women in Sonia's line. They kinda held everybody up…we had a real good rhythm going and then they tried to pay with their phones or something…” She shrugged again. “That was just before the power went out. I didn’t even think about it until you just mentioned it." She looked up and smiled. "Does that help?" 
 
    "Only if you can tell me where they went," Dana said. 
 
    "Well," the girl replied as she scrunched her eyebrows in thought. "I guess I don't really know where they went…but there's a guy wandering around outside who works for a rental car company or something. He came in earlier trying to get some food…he was complaining that he dropped off a car for two women and they took off and left him here. I guess they were supposed to take him back to his office or something because his other ride didn’t show? Now he's stuck." 
 
    "How is he stuck?" asked Dana. 
 
    "You aren't from around here, are you?" Cheryl asked. "All the power’s out, ma’am. Cell phones are down, and telephones are out, too. Nobody can do anything or call anybody. I doubt his office even knows where he’s at…poor guy. Anyway…if you'll excuse me, I’ve got a long walk home and don’t want to be out at night." 
 
    "You're walking…with all that?” Dana asked. “You know the dust storm is right on top of us, right?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah—don't worry about me. I got goggles and facemasks and all kinds of stuff in here," Cheryl said as she hefted one bulging bag. "My boyfriend was supposed to pick me up after my shift…but he never showed up, so I'm just gonna walk." 
 
    "Good luck," Dana said as the girl walked away. 
 
    Dana took a long look around the destruction, then turned and made her way toward the front of the store in search of the rental car agent. Just as she reached the busted front doors, a man walked in, running a hand through his disheveled hair.  
 
    "Hey, hey—you don't happen have a working cell phone, do you?" he asked. Then his eyes adjusted. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Agent Dana Sinclair, FBI.” 
 
    "FBI? Oh, thank God! Finally, somebody other than the Keystone Cops is here!" 
 
    "Excuse me?" Dana asked as she clicked off her flashlight and put it back in her pocket. She kept her firearm out, but pointed down at the ground at her side. 
 
    "The local cops and the sheriff’s deputies…they've all been through here…” the man complained. “I saw them all take a bunch of stuff—every one of them! They wouldn't even help me! I just need a lift back to the office so I can get my car and go home!" 
 
    “Okay, let’s take a breath,” Dana said as she held out her hand. She smiled. "I appreciate the enthusiasm for my presence, but I assure you, I'm here on important business. I’m trying to track down two women—" 
 
    "Me too!" The man said as he broke out into laughter. "I'm sorry…I'm really sorry—but you have to admit you set yourself up for that.” 
 
    Dana’s mouth compressed into a thin line. “The two women I’m looking for are fugitives. We got a report that they were here earlier today." When the man gave no reaction, Dana continued. "Kathy Powell and Isabel Stagg? Those names mean anything to you?" Dana asked, her voice full of steel. 
 
    The man's head bobbed up and down. "Oh yeah, I know them—I dropped off a late model Ford Expedition, black, top-of-the-line luxury addition. You know how expensive that is to rent? And they rented it for a one-way drive to Arizona!" He shook his head. "The Department of Emergency Management paid for it…I don't know how they managed to swing that." 
 
    Dana pulled a folded copy of the rental agreement from her suit pocket. She unfolded the crinkly paper and handed it over. "Does this belong to them?"  
 
    The man glanced at it for a second and nodded, then tapped at the paper with his index finger. "Yeah, this is them, man." He shook his head. "Stiffed me on a tip, too!" 
 
    "You have any idea where they went?" 
 
    He shook his head and handed the paper back to Dana. "They kept talking about going to Arizona. There’s really only one way to go from here—you gotta get through New Mexico first. So I'm assuming they headed southwest out of town. They didn’t give me their itinerary, if you know what I mean. Didn't even so much as say goodbye before they loaded up and took off." 
 
    Dana grunted. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    “Uh, you’re not thinking of going after them…in the dust storm?” 
 
    Dana looked at him. “Sir, I don’t have much of a choice. They need to be brought in for questioning, dust storm or not.” 
 
    He frowned. “How much gas do you have?” 
 
    "Three quarters of a tank, give or take," Dana replied. 
 
    “Well,” he said with a thoughtful look. “That'll get you to Cedarburg…it's out there on the border. Joke is, most locals don't know if they’re in Oklahoma or New Mexico," he said with a laugh. 
 
    "I guess that's my next stop," Dana said. 
 
    "Hey, you don't have anything to drink or eat, do you?" 
 
    "I’m sorry, no, but there are probably supplies inside, if you want to look," Dana said as she marched out of the building. "I hear the manager is letting everyone take whatever they want," she suggested over her shoulder. "Might want to stock up on some protective equipment," she said, indicating the sky. "The dust storm’s almost here.” 
 
    "If you're chasing after those two, then you're going to be running right into it. I think you should stock up," the man said. "For what it's worth, I hope you catch ‘em!" 
 
    Dana opened the door to her car after a final wave to the man on the steps, and was about to sit in the driver’s seat when she heard a single gunshot echo from inside the building. The rental car agent screamed and ran to the far edge of the building. 
 
    Dana sighed and sat down in her car. She knew what she’d find if she went to the manager's office. She was duty bound to investigate, but every minute she wasted in Boise City was another mile down the road for her fugitives. She frowned. "Dana, you don’t have time for this." 
 
    Dana took one last look at the building and the thin tendrils of smoke that escaped broken windows, then started the car and pulled out of her parking space. She picked up the radio Sheriff Vickers had given her from the front seat and put it to her mouth. "Sheriff Vickers, this is Agent Sinclair." 
 
    She checked both ways as she pulled out onto the access street in front of the Bass Pro, though there wasn't a single car on the road.  
 
    "Go for the sheriff," a burly voice replied. 
 
    "You might want to send a unit over to the Bass Pro. I think the store manager, Mr. Renquist, just killed himself." 
 
    "I'll send somebody over in a minute…" the sheriff replied. "Getting a lot of calls about that lately.” 
 
    Dana sighed. "He said the world was about to end…" 
 
    The sheriff transmitted his reply immediately. "I've been hearing a lot about that lately, too. I think we’re in for some hard times. You be careful out there. Vickers out." 
 
    She dropped the radio back in the seat and focused on the road. In seconds, the storm enveloped her car, and she could barely see the lines on the road as the storm raged around her. Her car shook as gusty winds rattled the vehicle. 
 
    It was going to be a long drive to Cedarburg. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Sangre Grove 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor looked up from behind the druid’s desk. Several hours had gone by, and yet he’d barely noticed. What he did notice, however, was the name Nico, over and over again in his interrogations. It didn't take him long to figure out that the brother named Nico seemed to have his hands in just about every one of the schemes and complaints at the Grove. The Inquisitor leaned back in the chair as the final acolyte stumbled out of the room, blubbering apologies. 
 
    Poor girl, she hadn't been with the Grove for long and had found herself in the middle of a power struggle for control over the grove. Nico had told her that being extra friendly toward Standish would benefit her and please the gods. 
 
    He frowned, disgusted. Home office was right to send him. The heart of the New Mexico Grove was rotten to the core. A purge was needed. 
 
    He got to his feet. The purge would begin with Nico. He walked around the desk and opened the office door. As ever, Donald the attendant stood in the hallway, his hands clasped in front of his waist. 
 
    "Something you need, Your Eminence?" 
 
    The Inquisitor nodded. "I require the brother known as Nico. Please bring him to me." 
 
    "I…that is," Donald stammered. He squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, and faced the Inquisitor. "I'm afraid he's not in the Grove at the moment, sir." 
 
    The Inquisitor waited a long moment. "So…where is he?" 
 
    "He explained to me he was heading out on a…private matter." 
 
    The Inquisitor crossed his arms. "I see. There are several other brethren who are not available for interrogation at the moment. Would they happen to know where Nico is?" 
 
    "Erm…you see…Nico took them with him, sir." 
 
    The pieces fell into place in the Inquisitor's mind. "Indeed. And where, pray tell, did Nico take this band of loyal brothers?" 
 
    "He didn't say, but he did mention to one of the others as they left that they were going to visit a new acolyte. Cassandra Lavoy." 
 
    The Inquisitor looked down at the notes in his hand. Her name had been circled on page four. "Yet another missing acolyte." He looked up at Donald. "Where does she live?" 
 
    The storm had intensified in the hours he'd been interviewing the brethren. When the Inquisitor exited the castle-like building in the heart of old Santa Fe, the dust-filled wind tugged at his suit and threw him off balance. He adjusted the facemask that covered his mouth. "Bit of a blow, eh?" he yelled over his shoulder at Donald. 
 
    The older man stood in the doorway, forcing the recalcitrant portal open as the wind threatened to slam it in his face. "It's getting a little dangerous out here, sir. Wouldn't you rather wait until the storm passes?" 
 
    "The wind is a gift from the gods!" the Inquisitor called. "We should learn to relish everything they provide." He held up the keys Donald had given him to one of the vehicles the grove’s upper echelon used for getting around town. "I'm sure I'll be fine." 
 
    "We’re having issues with the phones, sir, so I'm afraid if something happens--" 
 
    "You said the house Nico went to visit was only a few miles outside of town, correct?" 
 
    Donald nodded. “Yes, sir. Neighbors of one of our acolytes. Nico called in that he was—” 
 
    "Then worst-case scenario,” the Inquisitor interrupted, “I will walk back through this divine gift. Thank you for your service, Donald. It will be noted in my report to the High Druid." 
 
    The older man bowed deeply. "You honor me, Inquisitor." 
 
    Lavoy’s house may have only been a few miles outside of town, but driving unfamiliar streets, with a spotty GPS signal, in an unfamiliar car—and on the wrong bloody side of the road—made a trip that should've only taken the Inquisitor a few minutes stretch to almost half an hour. 
 
    By the time he pulled his car into the long, gravel driveway at the Lavoy house, he knew something was terribly wrong. The car coughed and sputtered before he shut it off, then sat in the vibrating vehicle as the wind howled and raked the glass. Never in all his travels had he seen anything like this storm, even that assignment in Morocco.  
 
    Something about the storm felt unnatural…perhaps supernatural. He made the sign against evil, then adjusted his facemask and exited the vehicle. 
 
    The first thing he saw was a dust-covered body in the middle of the driveway. Congealed blood had turned the dirt brown, and from the angle he viewed the corpse, it looked like a small dune. As he stepped through the ankle-deep silt covering the driveway, he uncovered the sprawled, mostly headless form of a man.  
 
    The Inquisitor drew his pistol and peered into the raging storm. A gust of sand-riddled wind drove him to his knees, but still he kept his eyes moving behind his protective goggles. 
 
    Satisfied he faced no immediate threat, he reached down and pulled the sleeve back from the man's left wrist. Under several deep scratches, he found the ragged shape of a blue Pictish swirl. "So, which one on my list are you, friend?" 
 
    He stood, leaning into the wind, shielded his face and staggered forward. As he approached the front porch, the Inquisitor took note of dozens of bullet holes that riddled the front wall. The main entrance had been shattered as if a bulldozer had gone through it, and he found thick shards of wood all through the foyer.  
 
    "Hello in the house!" he called. Only the sound of the wind answered him. He stepped in, his pistol held up in a ready position, and cleared the house room by room. He’d found the daughter’s room, and surmised that she was of college age. Judging by the clothing he’d found, she was quite proud of her body, too.  
 
    As he suspected, the house was deserted. 
 
    The Grove’s records included a detailed account of the money Cassandra Lavoy had borrowed, and to what purpose it had been applied. She hadn’t known they kept such good records on everybody, but when a person spends as much money as she did, accountants are bound to find out and keep track. The Grove employed some of the very best accountants in the world. It was said only the Vatican kept better finances. 
 
    He slipped the pistol into his waistband at the small of his back and adjusted his coat. The only threat at Lavoy's house was the dust storm. He checked the lights, but power was off, as he’d expected. 
 
    He picked through each room in the house, sifting through books, opening drawers, even taking artwork off the wall and examining their backs. Lavoy painted most of the art in her house, it wasn't bad—especially her Celtic knotwork. But the art gave no clue as to her whereabouts, nor what had happened, and if Nico and the others were involved. He found dozens of bullet holes, but no signs of injury or death. Splintered wood paneling littered the floor. Someone had fought a tremendous firefight. 
 
    His notes on Cassandra Lavoy listed her personal relationships. She was married, but estranged. The location of her husband was unknown, however, he was in the American military. Her daughter, Fiona, was listed as living at the house, but there was no sign of her.  
 
    He frowned. The only other information associated with Lavoy was the name of her neighbors, Milton and Gladys Stagg. The background check on Lavoy revealed that they had acted as surrogate parents more than once during her life. 
 
    Bloodstains, bright red against the wood, against the dusty floor, left telltale trails all through the house. After clearing each room, he moved back into the kitchen and examined the two bodies he found there. One appeared to have dropped where he lay. The other left trails of sand and blood from outside the ruined back door. Someone had injured the man outside, and he’d crawled in seeking shelter only to die next to his brother. For brothers in faith, they were.  
 
    He knelt and checked. And just like the man in the driveway, both the bodies in the kitchen bore the mark of the Grove. 
 
    As the wind howled outside, the Inquisitor's mind was almost as troubled. 
 
    Someone—or a group—had killed three anointed brethren. Deaths among the Grove, especially in the operations side of the movement, were not unknown…but they were rather rare. To find three brethren killed after what appeared to be a substantial gunfight was more than unusual.  
 
    It was unheard of.  
 
    Frowning at the scene, the Inquisitor turned to leave. He stared at the smeared blood on the wall. It was a single word: deer. 
 
    He looked from the bloodied scratchings on the wall to the trail that led back to the man who'd stumbled in from outside. With his last strength, he’d written on the wall. 
 
    He pulled his folded notes from his suit’s inner pocket, along with the list of Grove members. As the wind whistled through the broken back door and dust sifted through the air on unseen currents, he flipped through the pages, scanning down the list of names with his finger. 
 
    Cassandra Lavoy. Married—spouse location: unknown. Issue: Fiona Lavoy. Neighbors: Milton and Gladys Stagg. 
 
    Not deer…Stagg. 
 
    The Inquisitor had seen enough. He knelt and stared into the eyes of the man who'd given him his message. He made the sign against evil over the body. "May you rest in the embrace of the horned god, brother, and long may you hunt under the silver moon. Your efforts—and your death—shall not be in vain. I swear it."  
 
    He stood and removed his suit coat. He slowly unbuttoned his vest, folded it neatly and placed it atop one of the chairs at the table. Next, the Inquisitor unbuttoned his white shirt and carefully deposited that on top of the vest.  
 
    Stripped down to his dress slacks and white tank top undershirt, he let his suspenders hang loose at his hips and went to retrieve the body in the driveway. It would not do to leave fallen brothers to rot and be picked over by desert scavengers.  
 
    He was sure a man of Nico’s stature, as high as he was in the organization, would not dare to leave the fallen behind…unless exigent circumstances forced his hand. Without a proper burial and the rights, the souls of the men who'd died in service of the Grove might wander the earth forever. That was not an option for the Inquisitor—notwithstanding the historic dust storm. 
 
    He ignored the stinging and pain that rippled all across every square inch of exposed skin from his waist to his face. The pain cleansed his soul. The gods spoke through the pain he endured. Next to the death of his brethren, what was a few grains of sand flung against his skin? 
 
    He pulled the body from the driveway through the house and deposited it next to the other two in the kitchen. The storm raged against the front of the house, but created a pocket of somewhat stable air just behind the back door. The Inquisitor stared out the ruined door and imagined how hard it would be to dig down through the rock-hard dirt of the New Mexico desert.  
 
    He did not have enough time to do it properly, so instead, opted for a more ancient form of burial. Once the three bodies had been lined up parallel to each other outside the back door, he spent the next 15 minutes picking rocks—of which thankfully there were more than enough scattered through the yard—and created a shallow burial cairn. It wasn't pretty, and it wasn't what he would consider substantial, but it was enough.  
 
    The Inquisitor performed the sacred rights, blessed the souls of the departed, and thanked them for their service to the Grove. He beseeched the gods to care for their souls and recommended them to Cernunnos. Ritual complete, he returned to the house and cleaned himself as best he could with what water he found in the refrigerator. The power had been out for some time, judging by the temperature of the items in the refrigerator, but he wasn't there to eat.  
 
    Once he'd washed most of the dirt off his hands, arms, and face, the Inquisitor carefully dressed himself. The crisp linen shirt fit his athletic form perfectly. He slipped on the vest and buttoned it before he snapped the suspenders back in place over his shoulders and picked up his suit coat. 
 
    With his notes safely tucked back into his coat, the Inquisitor took one last look at the scene, then exited through what remained of the front door back into the storm. The full brunt of the wind hit him hard, and he struggled to remain on his feet as he clawed his way through the wall of air to the car. It took him three tries to get the door open, and two more tries to shut it. The wind threatened to rip it from his grasp but finally the door slammed and blocked out most of the noise. 
 
    The wind may have been a gift from the gods, but the Inquisitor pondered if the gifts were too much. He started the car, turned around, and set his course for the next house down the road. He'd seen it on his way to the Lavoy residence, but only when he passed a rusted, pitted mailbox with the name Stagg stenciled on the side did he realize the magnitude of the clue his deceased brethren had given him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Volunteer Fire Station 
 
    Sedona, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek checked Lisa's gear a second time. She stood gamely on both feet and only winced slightly as he tugged on her harness, which threw her a little off balance and put extra weight on her injured foot.  
 
    "Sorry," he muttered as she grimaced. 
 
    She shook her head, a short, sharp jerk. "It's fine. How's the gear?" 
 
    "Well, it's as good as I can make it…I'm not a hundred percent sure what I'm doing here…" 
 
    "I can breathe just fine, my facemask isn't clogged up, and the oxygen bottle is smaller than we thought. I'm okay with that," she said behind her full-face mask. The mask was exactly like the one Derek wore, both of them optimized to utilize the small cylinders they found that weren’t much bigger than a twenty-ounce bottle of water. 
 
    Derek stepped back and looked down at her leg. "And the leg?" 
 
    She balanced on her good leg, the injured ankle off the ground. "The splints you added make it rock solid. It hurts to walk on, but not nearly as much as it did before. The Advil helps, too." 
 
    Derek nodded. "Okay, we both have facemasks and oxygen bottles, plenty of gloves, and most of my exposed skin has been covered. My pockets are full of medical supplies and unless Carmen's husband needs serious help, we should be good to go." 
 
    "Then let's do it," Lisa said as she hobbled toward the door. Derek had to admit, she did seem to move better after her lower leg had been completely immobilized with splints and medical tape. 
 
    They walked out into the vehicle garage and clicked on lights Derek had found and attached to their face shields. He laughed. "Smells a little dusty, but other than that, I think this is great." 
 
    "Yeah, it’s not making me cough like before!" 
 
    Getting out through the jammed garage door with the extra gear on their backs was a little more difficult than it had been getting in, but Derek and Lisa managed to emerge outside relatively unscathed. He wiped the grit off of his face mask and smiled at Lisa. 
 
    "You ready?" he called, still not used to the way his voice sounded muffled—as if he was underwater—behind the mask. 
 
    She nodded and flashed two thumbs up 
 
    Derek checked the rope they'd tied to the utility belts he found in the storage lockers one more time. He’d attached two carabiners, which made it a lot easier to keep them together. "Okay, let's go…we need to head this way," he said, pointing into the swirling gloom, “About two blocks. The house should be on the right." 
 
    They trudged forward through the storm, and the thickening sand that lay about two to three inches deep in spots across the streets of Sedona. The wind continued to rage and howl, and visibility continued to grow dimmer, but the flashlights they carried cut through the sand and allowed them to avoid abandoned vehicles in the street much easier than before. 
 
    They made fine progress, and Derek paused at the first intersection, one block south of the firehouse. "You doing okay?" he asked, a little out of breath. 
 
    Lisa nodded and grinned behind her visor. "I'm…okay…" she breathed. She nodded and pointed forward. 
 
    Derek led them across the intersection and down the street, across the second block. The gathering twilight, combined with thick clouds of blowing sand, reminded him strongly of a blizzard he’d hiked through in Colorado years before he met Isabel. Other than the fact that he wasn't freezing cold—and at the moment would have preferred snow to sand—there wasn't much of a difference.  
 
    He looked down at the thin clumps of flour-like dust that clung to his feet and kicked up with every step, only to be whisked away by the stiff wind. In between the houses, the wind slackened enough for them to make good progress, but every time they moved into an open space where the wind had a chance to funnel between buildings, the gusts threatened to drive them to their knees.  
 
    They were halfway across the second block, and Derek was using his flashlight to scan for house numbers, when they heard the first gunshot. The sharp crack of the firearm sliced through the constant roar of the wind and made both Derek and Lisa crouch on instinct. 
 
    "Where did that come from?" Lisa asked. 
 
    Derek shook his head and regretted the decision instantly. The heavy facemask wobbled back and forth on his head, and the long clear tubing from the oxygen tank snared over his shoulder. Once he'd rearranged his gear, he glanced at her. "I don't know, but somebody's not happy.” 
 
    Two more shots, deeper and louder, echoed through the neighborhood. Thanks to the constant wind and dust, their ability to locate the direction of the gunshots was severely hampered. 
 
    "I think the house we’re looking for is around here somewhere," Derek said as he shined the flashlight on the paper in his gloved hand. The crumpled scrap listed the address that should be two houses down. Derek stuffed the paper in his pocket, then turned off the flashlight. He reached up and shut off the light on Lisa's mask, then switched off his own. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "No sense in telling anybody where we are…you know how much this breathing gear is worth right now to anybody caught in the storm?" 
 
    Lisa looked down for a moment and adjusted the strap on the side of her head. "You’ve got a point. Let's go, I don't like being out here…I feel exposed." 
 
    "Agreed." Derek helped Lisa to her feet. Then the two of them struggled down the sidewalk, shuffling through the drifting sand and dirt the entire time. 
 
    Derek finally found the right house—they went past it at first and doubled back—and scurried across the dust-covered front yard to the small porch. Partially sheltered in the lee of the building, they huddled together on the front porch, and Derek raised a fist to knock at the front door. 
 
    "What are you going to say?" Lisa asked, stopping his arm by grabbing it with her hand. 
 
    Derek looked at her for a second. "I don't know. I was just gonna knock and see if anybody answered. I know her husband's name is Harry…so I figured I’d just holler and say I was from the fire station. If anybody looks, with us standing here wearing all this gear…I mean we look like firefighters…right?" 
 
    "Minus the axes and cool hats," Lisa said with a grin. "Go for it." 
 
    Derek pounded on the door with his gloved fist. "Harry! Harry Davis! My name is Derek Stagg—your wife sent me from the fire station to check on you!" 
 
    Another gunshot echoed down the street, and Lisa shrieked and ducked, scrambling as far into the back corner of the porch as she could. 
 
    Derek looked over his shoulder, then pounded on the door, even harder. "Harry! Carmen sent me! Please open up if you're okay—she's really worried about you!" 
 
    Derek rested his hands on the utility belt at his waist as he turned and surveyed the front yard. "Now what do we do?" 
 
    "Whatever it is, do it quick, and get us out of here! Whoever’s shooting out there could see us," complained Lisa. 
 
    The porch door opened, and Derek spun with a smile on his face, expecting to find Carmen's husband. Instead, he stared down the open maw of a shotgun. His hands immediately shot into the air. 
 
    "What do you want?" a voice growled from the other side of the door. It was faint—and weak—but there was no doubt that whoever held the shotgun had every intention of using it if Derek didn't answer the question to their satisfaction. 
 
    "I…my name is Derek Stagg—I work with the National Weather Service. Your wife, Carmen—we met at the fire station. She asked me to check on you…" 
 
    "How do I know you ain't one of them gang bangers out there shooting up the neighborhood?" the old man growled from the other side of the door. 
 
    Derek thought for a second. "I…" 
 
    "Derek, the radio," Lisa said. As she stood and put her hands in the air as well. 
 
    "Right! Carmen gave us a radio…it's right here on my hip. If you'll let me pick it up, I can connect with her right now and you can talk to her!" 
 
    The door opened wider, and an old man, frail and clearly sick, gazed out at him with disbelieving, rheumy eyes over a red paisley bandanna. "Carmen gave you the radio?" The shotgun wavered in his hands. 
 
    Derek licked his lips and nodded. "It's right here," he said as he shifted his hips slowly to show the radio clipped to the utility belt. "It's a little dusty, but it should work…" 
 
    The old man nodded and shifted the shotgun to aim at Derek's hip. "All right…call her. If this is some kind of trick, it'll be the last one you ever play." 
 
    Derek swallowed and took a deep breath of the cool, clean oxygen from the bottle on his back. "Okay…I'm just gonna unclip the radio now…" 
 
    "Nice and slow," the old man ordered, as he pointed the shotgun at Derek's chest. 
 
    Derek nodded. "You got it…" After what seemed like an eternity, he managed to grip the radio and slowly unclip it from the utility belt. He held it up for the old man to inspect, and satisfied it wasn’t a trap, nodded for Derek to continue. Derek put the radio next to the mask and pressed the transmit button. "Carmen—Carmen, it's Derek—do you read me?" 
 
    After a long moment, static crackled over the radio speaker, and Carmen's voice proclaimed loud and clear that she had heard him. “What’s your situation?” 
 
    The old man's face cracked, and the shotgun lowered. "It is her!" 
 
    "Carmen, we made it to your house. I've got somebody here who might want to talk to you." 
 
    He carefully offered the radio to Harry. The old man smiled and took it in one hand. "Baby, is that you?" 
 
    "Harry! How are you? The powers been out… I was so worried! I can't get home right now…" 
 
    "I'm fine," he said as he shook his head, as if talking to her directly. "I've met your friends. Let me talk with them, and then I'll fill you in." 
 
    "Get back to me soon,” Carmen ordered. “I'm all ears." 
 
    "Come on, let's get out of the storm," Harry said as he opened the door wide and pulled the shotgun back inside. "Hurry up, before one of those thugs sees you…"  
 
    Derek helped Lisa through, then stepped in behind her. 
 
    Harry shut the door and blocked out the worst of the storm. He pulled the bandanna down from his face and sighed in relief. 
 
    "What? Are you two crazy? The weather out there ain’t fit for man nor beast…" 
 
    "I couldn't agree more," Derek said as he shut off the valve to his oxygen tank and lifted his facemask and removed it from his head. He helped Lisa get hers off, then removed the glove from his right hand and shook Harry's hand. The old man's hand was covered in papery skin, but the grip was strong. 
 
    "You've no idea how happy I am to see you," Harry said. "Once power went out, everything went dark, and your mind starts playing tricks on you, you know?" 
 
    "How long has the gunfire been going on out there?" Derek asked. 
 
    "Not long…maybe an hour or so before you got here. It always seemed pretty distant, but those last couple shots have been getting a lot closer. Is Carmen doing okay at the station?" 
 
    Derek smiled. "She gave us all this gear," Derek said as he lifted his facemask, "in exchange for coming down here and checking in on you. She's worried sick over you, you know." 
 
    Harry waved off the sentiment. "I'm fine. Come on into the kitchen, let's get you something to drink. Your throats’ have got to be dry after suckin’ all that canned air." 
 
    "How did you…?" Lisa began. 
 
    "How did I know? I’m a retired firefighter…that's how Carmen and I met. I left when my back and knees gave out, but she stayed behind as a volunteer dispatcher. We got a lot of ties to that fire station." He led them into the kitchen, then leaned the shotgun against a stainless-steel fridge and bid them sit at the kitchen table. "Powers out, so the fridge isn't as cold as it was this morning, but I got a couple bottles of water with your names on them." 
 
    After Harry put the water on the table, Derek snatched one and drained about half in one swallow. Lisa drank hers with more restraint and used a napkin from the table to clean off her face as well. 
 
    "How's it look out there?" Harry asked as he sat down at the table and leaned forward on his elbows. 
 
    Derek looked at the man's impossibly thin arms. For somebody who claimed he was okay, he looked anything but. "It's getting pretty bad…sand and dust out there is about three inches deep on the roads. We came across a couple drifts that were almost a foot deep. Power’s out all across town—" 
 
    Harry nodded. "Yeah, I figured. I was watching transformers blow for a while." He glanced out the kitchen window. "Going to be night soon, be pretty dark out there." He looked at Derek. "When’s Carmen coming home?" 
 
    Derek shrugged and wiped his lips with the back of his grimy hand, which left a thin smear of dirt and mud across his face. "I don't know. She's the only one at the firehouse—" 
 
    "They left her all by herself?" Harry asked, his eyes bulging. 
 
    "It appears so," Derek replied. "She said the firefighters are out all over Sedona, split up in three-man teams. None of the vehicles work anymore on account of the dust. And they're getting more calls than they can handle." Derek looked at Lisa, then back at Harry. "She's got a list of fatalities she's keeping until the power comes back on." 
 
    Harry muttered something and intertwined his fingers on the table. "Didn't think it would get this bad…" 
 
    "You and everybody else," Lisa said bitterly. "It just keeps getting worse." 
 
    Harry nodded. "I saw your leg’s messed up. Why are you still out here?" 
 
    "Well, what else am I going to do?” said Lisa. “Besides, I've got a data stick that has weather readings from the beginning of the storm…the National Weather Service needs to see it, but I can't find any way to access the Internet and get the information over. 
 
    "What, they don't know there's a storm out here?" 
 
    Lisa shook her head. "No, of course they know there's a storm out here. Even if we lost all communications, HQ can still see satellite data, I'm sure." 
 
    "Even if the whole country’s without power?" Harry asked. 
 
    Lisa opened her mouth to reply, then closed it. "I don't know…I didn't expect…I never thought…surely the whole country can't be without power?" 
 
    Harry shrugged, his bony shoulders sliding underneath the thin fabric of his shirt. "Who knows…?" 
 
    “Well, I know that I promised Carmen I’d check up on you." Derek raised his water bottle. "Thank you for the water, but I think I've fulfilled my obligation. I've got to get on the road to Santa Fe." 
 
    "I can't leave Carmen by herself at the station,” Harry mused. “Who knows how long she's gonna be stuck there?" 
 
    "She said she had enough food and water to last for weeks," Lisa offered. 
 
    "I'm sure she does—that station is stocked to supply 15 firefighters—that's just  the ones that are always there—for a week. She's the only one there, she could go a month…" 
 
    Derek glanced at Lisa, then looked back at Harry. "But something tells me that you're not prepared to go a month without her?" 
 
    Harry nodded. "Yeah…I hate to ask this of you, but is there any way you can help get me to the firehouse?" 
 
    Derek sighed and sat back. "You know, I—" 
 
    "Look, you're here on behalf of my wife…that tells me you're a good person…you weren't planning on leaving from here straight for Santa Fe, right? You gotta get back to the fire station—she's in no condition to walk all the way to Santa Fe…" 
 
    "She's in no condition to walk back to the fire station," Derek admitted. 
 
    "Hey, I'm right here…" Lisa muttered. 
 
    "So, here's the deal. My old Jeep is out in the garage. I haven't been able to drive it for years. Carmen hates it, claims it's too much of a rough ride. You drive me and all the supplies I can take from this house to the fire station so I can be with her, and I'll let you have it." 
 
    Derek looked at the table. "It's generous offer, but I can't take it…" 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    "The dust is so bad. All the cars on the road out there are dying I can't tell you how many cars people just left in the streets once their air filters clogged and the engines died. The dust is getting into everything." 
 
    "Don't I know it…look," he said as he pointed at the far upper corner of the kitchen. Red dust trickled through a crack in the ceiling down the wall and made a small puddle of dirt on the floor. "It's in the attic…I don't know how it got up there, but this stuff is filtering down like that in a dozen other spots in the house. I don't know how much longer the roof is going to hold up, but once it's inside, it ain't getting back out. I don't have fancy gear like that," he said with a loose gesture toward their facemasks, "but the fire station does. My lungs are shot after a long career putting out fires. That's what had Carmen so worried about me…" 
 
    "I don’t know,” Derek demurred. “I’d feel real bad taking your Jeep, only to have to abandon it a couple miles down the road," Derek said." 
 
    "Naah," Harry said with a flick of his wrist. "She's a tough old bird, like me. I don't even know if it has an air filter. I've driven through dust storms in the past and she never so much as coughed. It's an old World War II model…built as tough as a tank. Come on, what’dya say?" 
 
    "Well, we were going to head back there anyway…" he said to Lisa. 
 
    She smiled and nodded. "So," she added as she turned to Harry. "What can we help you pack?" 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Cedarburg, Oklahoma 
 
      
 
    “Let's get started," Maggie the nurse said as she led Kathy and Isabel to the exam room. Despite being inside, the storm was still audible through the walls as it raged outside. It didn't help that the clinic operated on emergency lights. 
 
    "See to Kathy first," Isabel insisted. "She's got head injuries." She looked around the small room at the neat rows of jars containing tongue depressors and cotton swabs and exam gloves. Next to a small, but aged cabinet on the wall was another door, blocked by a rolling cart that housed a blood pressure machine that looked like it was from the 1990s. 
 
    "I'm fine," Kathy protested weakly as the nurse had her sit on the exam table. She pulled out her phone, but the nurse snatched it. “Can I have my phone?” 
 
    Maggie shook her head. “You’ll get it back when I’m done. I need you focused on me, not some silly phone right now.” 
 
    “I said I’m fine,” Kathy repeated flatly. 
 
    "Everyone wants to be tough," the nurse said without any form of sympathy. She snapped on some gloves and began checking vital signs. "Open," she commanded, before she inserted a thermometer into Kathy's mouth. "Your friend is right, head trauma is no joke." She stepped back and looked at the two of them. "Want to start at the beginning? What happened? I need to know so we can figure out how to proceed with treatment." 
 
    "Well, we survived the plane crash…" Isabel said as she turned back to the nurse and gave up looking at the ubiquitous human anatomy posters on the wall. 
 
    "You were on the plane when it crashed?" Maggie asked. "Any aches and pains? Joint pain? Anything wrong with your neck?" she asked as her gloved hands expertly fluttered over Kathy's neck and shoulders, probing and checking for signs of pain and injury. 
 
    Kathy winced as the nurse worked her way down her spine and checked ribs and arms. "Feels like somebody took a baseball bat to my back," Kathy complained. "My neck is fine, and the ringing in my ears went away a few hours ago." 
 
    The nurse clucked to herself and had Kathy lay down on the table. "I've never had a patient that survived a plane crash before and come into this clinic. Usually we deal with aches and pains of old age or getting hurt on a tractor…stuff like that.” 
 
    "Yeah, well…we were on our way back to Arizona," Isabel began. 
 
    "Was it the storm? The dust storm brought the plane down?" 
 
    "It did," Kathy said as she winced. The nurse gripped her leg and probed the bandage there. "Whoever cleaned you up did a decent job, but I still need to irrigate all these wounds and apply antiseptic. You two look like you rolled through the dirt a couple times. Why didn’t you go to a hospital?" 
 
    "There was no time," Kathy said as the nurse began to cut away part of her pant leg. "Hey, easy with that!" 
 
    "Honey, you know you aren’t going to wear these pants again…look," she said as she pointed to Kathy's other leg, where the fabric lay in tattered shreds caked in mud, dirt, and blood. "Now lay still so I can take care of you." 
 
    Isabel winced as she lowered herself to a second seat. The nurse pointed at her. "Don't go bending that knee. There’s only one of me, and your friend looks like she's in worse shape than you are. Once I get her stabilized, you're next." 
 
    "Don't worry," Isabel said as she rested her head in her hands. "I'm not ready to go anywhere. I could sleep for about a week, though." 
 
    "No sleeping! For either of you—until I can figure out the extent of any head trauma, I can't risk either one of you falling asleep." 
 
    "So, I have a concussion?" Kathy asked. 
 
    "I don't know…" Maggie said. She hesitated. "Pupils are dilating just fine under the light, but the left one is definitely slower than the right. Something's going on…you may have had a mild concussion and you're already recovering…either way, I got enough to do with the cuts and scrapes and possible broken ribs—" 
 
    "You’re kidding me," Kathy muttered. "Just patch me up, please. We need to get back on the road." 
 
    "There's nothing quick about this…you two needed some serious medical care hours ago, not now. If there'd been any internal bleeding—" 
 
    “We’d be dead by now," Kathy muttered. "Look, I did a stint in the Army…I've suffered a lot worse than this." 
 
    "Frankly I don't care where you've been, or what you've done. As long as you’re under this roof,” Maggie snapped, “you're under my care, and you'll do as I say. Understood?" 
 
    Kathy's body went rigid on the exam table. "Ma'am, yes ma'am." 
 
    Before long, the nurse had Kathy patched up and shifted to the chair, then filled her up with ibuprofen and all the water she could drink. As she set to work on Isabel, she continued to fire off questions about her medical condition, any aches and pains in her joints, and tested her vitals. 
 
    "I'm pretty much okay…I feel like I've been in a car accident…" she muttered, her voice trailing off as she realized what she just said. 
 
    Kathy looked at her from the bench. “Think bigger.” 
 
    Isabel blinked and rolled her neck. "Mostly it's just my leg that hurts…" 
 
    Maggie stepped back and exhaled. "Well, it's no wonder. It looks like you came about as close as you can to breaking your knee. Probably torn meniscus in there…" she muttered. "Doc Evans is probably going to order an MRI—" the nurse caught herself and looked up at Isabel. "That is…if the MRI was working. And if anyone had any power…" She shook her head. "Doesn't matter. We’ll give you some anti-inflammatories, get you patched up and irrigate all these wounds, then have you ice and isolate the muscles…definitely have to immobilize this leg for sure—" 
 
    "As long as I can bend it so I can drive a car," Isabel said. 
 
    "Drive?" The nurse laughed. "Honey, you’re not going anywhere. You need rest—doctor's orders." 
 
    "The doctor hasn't even seen us yet—" Isabel argued. 
 
    Maggie laughed again and peeled off her exam gloves. "Trust me, I've been around long enough to know what a doctor’s going to tell you. She pointed at both of them. "You two are lucky to be alive. There's no doctor anywhere who’d allow you to just walk away. Certainly not Doc Evans.” 
 
    "But—" began Kathy. 
 
    Maggie held up a hand and stopped her. "Save your arguments for him. He's had like, fifty years of experience dealing with recalcitrant cowboys. I don't think you two are going to get past him. Look," she said as she dimmed the lights. "You can't sleep, but you need to relax and rest. When was the last time either one of you ate?" 
 
    Isabel's stomach rumbled loudly in response. 
 
    The nurse smiled. "I'll take that is not recently. Just hang tight, let me go get you some food and get hold of Doc Evans. We'll see about setting you up so you can spend the night in some comfort. I might have some extra clothes up front as well…" 
 
    "Kathy opened her mouth to protest, but Isabel spoke first. "Thank you so much. I don't know what we would've done without your help." 
 
    Maggie beamed. "You're very welcome. It's my calling," she said with a smile. Then her face grew serious. "Now, you two stay put, and you," she said as she pointed at Isabel, "lay down and elevate that leg. Keep it straight, and the stinging should stop soon." She opened the door and stepped out into the darkened hallway, silhouetted by the emergency lights operating further in the building. "I'll be back in a minute. Might be 15 or 20 minutes, actually, but I'll be back." 
 
    The door closed with a soft click, and they were alone. 
 
    Isabel flopped back on the exam table and sighed. "This has got to be the most uncomfortable table I've ever been on, but it feels like floating on a cloud…" She closed her eyes. 
 
    "My phone!” Kathy groaned. “You see what's going on, don't you?" Kathy muttered. She got up from her chair, wincing with the effort, and stiffly moved over to the door. She glanced at Isabel. "They know who we are, because I bet you the chief of police told them. Bet the door is locked." 
 
    Isabel rolled her head to the left so she could see Kathy. "Why would they do that?" she asked dreamily. The ibuprofen was already taking the edge off the pain, and sleep called her. "Lucy knows who we are and said she didn't want to get the FBI involved…" 
 
    Kathy nodded. “All the same…" She reached out and gently tried to turn the doorknob. "Locked," she said with a frown. "Told you," she added. 
 
    "Look…” Isabel said, “we’re in the middle of the worst dust storm this town has probably seen since the 1930s. The power’s out. People are scared, and according to Maggie, a bunch of people are already sick and hurt. If I was them, I'd probably lock the door to keep us from wandering around in the dark and getting ourselves hurt, if nothing else.” 
 
    Kathy shook her head and sank down into the chair. "It's not right. We didn't do anything wrong. I don't understand why everybody's treating us like criminals…" 
 
    "I told you it was a bad idea to run away,” Isabel said as she stared at the ceiling. “We should've stayed in Boise City and let the officials question us." 
 
    "You realize what you're saying?" Kathy asked. "If we'd stayed back there, we’d probably be in the local jail right now, being interrogated separately by the FBI. In the meantime, while the government figured out what they wanted to do with us, the people of Arizona would be suffering and dying because there's no one to take command of the Department of Emergency Management!" 
 
    "Surely it’s not just you and your boss who can run things? Don't you guys have a chain of command?" 
 
    "Of course we do," Kathy said dismissively as she flipped a wrist. "That's not the point. The people who are next in line behind me…they're there for a reason. If they were any better, they’d be in front of me!" She shook her head. "We're wasting our time…" 
 
    "Maggie said she was going to get us something to eat…" Isabel said weakly. 
 
    "Where do you think she's gonna get something to eat?" Kathy demanded. “From vending machines without electricity? Is she going to run down to the café at the corner? Wake up, Isabel—these people have been without power for a while." 
 
    "How do you know that?" Isabel asked as she looked at the ceiling.  
 
    "Because half of the emergency lights in the hallway out there that are already dead,” Kathy explained. “The batteries in those things only last so long…" 
 
    "So? Maybe the batteries are weak…" Isabel offered. 
 
    Kathy shook her head. "Nope…it's not the batteries, it's the fact that the power’s been out several hours already…there's no food here, Maggie’s just saying that to keep us locked in this room without trying to break the door down.” 
 
    A strong gust of wind hit the building, and the narrow window rattled in its frame. 
 
    "So why don't we just leave?" asked Isabel. "I'm feeling pretty good…I think the ibuprofen's already kicked in. Maybe we can open this window and get out." 
 
    "And roam around in the storm blind? Isabel, our car is back at that murder scene. I don't even know how to get back there…it's on the other side of this one-horse town," Kathy said with resignation as she gestured at the window. 
 
    Isabel struggled to sit up, then blinked. "Well…then let's just get out of here. Out of this room, I mean." 
 
    Kathy frowned and looked around. "Maggie locked the main door…what do you think the chances are that she locked the side door, too?" she muttered. 
 
    "Only one way to find out," Isabel prompted. 
 
    Kathy walked over to the side door and pulled the blood pressure cart out of the way. “It’s locked,” Kathy reported with a frown. “But I might be able to jimmy this one open. Keep an ear out on the other door, will you?” 
 
    Isabel got up with a groan and moved to the main door. She put her ear to the cool door and listened. "I hear something out there…" 
 
    "Is somebody coming?" Kathy said, as she fiddled with the lock on the side door. “I need something thin…like a credit card…” 
 
    "Doesn't sound like it…” Isabel reported, her eyes closed. “I can hear people talking…" 
 
    "What are they saying?" Kathy asked. “Hah! This should do it…thank you pharmaceutical companies for your stupid marketing gimmicks,” she said as she held up a laminated card with drug information. 
 
    Isabel turned from the door. "If you’d just stop talking for a minute, maybe I could hear." 
 
    "Okay, sorry…" Kathy whispered. She turned back to the locked side door. 
 
    Isabel put her ear to the main door. On the other side, she heard a muffled voice, then the chirp of a radio. "Somebody's got a radio out there…" she muttered. 
 
    "Are you serious?" said Maggie, her voice muffled through the door. 
 
    Isabel closed her eyes again. She couldn’t hear the first part of the sentence, but an older male definitely was talking to her. "… know for sure—Lucy said so." 
 
    There was a slight pause. 
 
    "I don't know if I like this…those two are pretty banged up," Maggie said. 
 
    "… examine them?" the man asked. 
 
    "Just a cursory exam, really…the one has a mild concussion—I can't prove it, but I’d bet my license on it. The other has a busted knee. She probably would've been better off if she’d just broke it outright. They're not going anywhere anytime soon. Both of them have been administered ibuprofen, and I locked the door." 
 
    "…did good, Maggie. Lucy will be happy, at least. Just keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “I don't like this, Larry. This is a clinic, not a prison." 
 
    "You don't like it? Maggie, I've never treated terrorists before…did the FBI tell Lucy what they wanted them for?" 
 
    Isabel swallowed. The FBI again. 
 
    "…crash. I don't know anything about it other than what they told me. But I have the redhead’s phone." 
 
    "Good work. Don’t touch it, save that for the FBI agent. Listen, before she gets here, you may as well check on Henderson and Vallejo. They’re both having trouble breathing. This storm is ridiculous. I’ve got to call Lucy." The man mumbled something more about dust as he walked away.  
 
    Isabel pulled away from the door. "Okay…so somebody’s talking—I think it’s the nurse and Doc Evans—on the other side of that door,” she said, pointing at the door as she limped back to the exam table. 
 
    Kathy looked up from her door. “You look like you just saw a ghost." 
 
    "They know the FBI is looking for us. You're right…they locked us in. They’re going to hand us over to the FBI! The doctor called us terrorists, Kathy." 
 
    Kathy paused long enough to shake her head. "See? I knew it. Come on, we’re already in this up to our necks. If we can get back to Arizona, I can sort everything out." 
 
    "I sure hope so…” Isabel complained as she moved next to Kathy, “otherwise we’re both going to spend the rest of our lives in federal prison." 
 
    Kathy grinned. “I don’t think so.” She shoved the card between the door and the frame, shoved on the knob, and the door opened easily, leading into a darkened room. "Bingo…" Kathy whispered. 
 
    Isabel squinted. "Where does it go?" She asked as she leaned forward to see. She hissed in pain at the movement, and almost fell over, but caught herself on the countertop. She managed to knock over a plastic container filled with tongue depressors and looked up at Kathy. 
 
    "You want to keep it down?" 
 
    "Sorry," Isabel muttered. "This is my first prison break…" 
 
    Kathy snorted and stepped into the dark room. "It's like an office…" she muttered. "There's no lights in here at all…and Maggie took my phone…" 
 
    "Well," Isabel said. "I still have mine. She held up her phone and turned on the flashlight. A diffused cone of light cut through the absolute darkness of the office. 
 
    "Awesome!" Kathy said. She rushed over to the desk. Shuffling through the papers, she looked up and smiled. "This is Dr. Evans’ desk!" She turned and rummaged in the drawers, then gave a little shout of excitement. "Score!" She held up her hand and the dangling set of keys in her grasp. 
 
    "What else is in there?" Isabel asked. "We don't even know what kind of car he drives." 
 
    Kathy looked at the keys and examined them in the weak reflected light. "Looks like a Volvo…figures…" She pocketed the keys, then rummaged in the desk. "There's a couple bottles of Ensure in here…" She took one, shook it, then popped the top. "Here, to your health," she said with a lopsided grin as she tossed the other bottle of adult dietary supplement to Isabel. 
 
    "Tastes like chalk…but it's filling," Kathy reported as she wiped her mouth and dropped the empty bottle on the desk. 
 
    Isabel choked down the chocolate flavored solution, but had to agree with Kathy. Her stomach at least wasn't trying to claw its way out of her body. "Going to need something to wash this down…" she muttered. 
 
    "There's nothing else in here but a bunch of papers, and a briefcase." 
 
    "Well, if we're going to steal the man's car, you may as well take his briefcase." 
 
    "I was thinking the same thing," Kathy said. She popped open a worn leather briefcase and dumped the contents out onto the desk. Papers, pens, and prescription slips went everywhere. "Come on, let's load this up with whatever supplies we might need to bring with us, and see if we can find the good doctor’s car.” 
 
    Back in the exam room, they carefully shut the door to the office, then the two of them forced the exam table into a position that blocked the main door. Kathy turned and propped the single chair in the room under the handle that led into the doctor's office. "There…now no one's going to surprise us…" 
 
    For the next ten minutes, they rifled through every cabinet and box in the exam room, took a handful of exam gloves, bandages of various sizes, packets of ibuprofen, and several bottles of water. Everything fit neatly in the briefcase. Then Kathy spotted a box of paper facemasks. 
 
    "Here, close this up,” Kathy said as she stepped away from the briefcase. “We’re going to need facemasks.” She pulled out a fistful of disposable facemasks, divided the pile in half, then stuffed one of the piles into her pocket. She put two over her face, then handed the other half of the masks to Isabel. "Here, you might want to double up." 
 
    Isabel grunted but got the overstuffed briefcase to close, and grinned at the satisfying click of the paired latches on the front. "Good idea…" Isabel said as she put on two facemasks. She stuffed the rest into her pockets. "Do we have anything for our eyes?" 
 
    "Uh…" Kathy muttered as she opened up the last few cabinets. "I don't see any goggles or anything in here…but there's some clear safety glasses. They look like they’re designed to go over reading glasses and wrap around, so they'll be better protection than nothing, I guess." She opened up two of the individually wrapped glasses, handed one to Isabel, and put the other on her face. "How do I look?" she asked as she stood with her arms spread wide. 
 
    Isabel laughed behind her mask. "I don't know about you, but I'm going to put on some of these exam gloves. That sand and dust out there stings when it hits my skin." 
 
    "Oh, good idea. Who knows where Dr. Evans parked his car. We might be wandering around out there for a while.” 
 
    "Speaking of that…you didn't see any flashlights, did you?" asked Isabel. “We’ve only got my phone now for light…unless you want to try to get yours back?” 
 
    "No, I don’t think we’ll have a snowball’s chance of getting that back. And I didn't see any flashlights…but check it out," she said as she plucked an instrument off the wall from a supply rack. She clicked a button a bright light shone from the end of the tool designed to see inside a patient's ears. "It's not much, but—" 
 
    "Better than nothing," they said together. 
 
    "Either we’re both exhausted, or she didn't give us ibuprofen," Kathy laughed. 
 
    "I don't know, but we better get going if we're going to do this," Isabel said as she cast a nervous glance at the door. 
 
    "Right…" Kathy said. She moved over to the window, ripped the cheap blinds out of the way, then forced open the lock. "Ready?" she asked. “Once I open this thing, we’re going to have to get out and move fast." 
 
    Isabel eyed the countertop under the window. “If I can get through that window with my busted leg, then I'll be ready." 
 
    "Okay, let me go through first and I'll help you out. Hand me the briefcase once I get through." 
 
    "You got it." Isabel said as she picked up the stuffed briefcase. 
 
    "Here goes nothing," Kathy said as she put her shoulder into the window and forced it open. The wind screamed in through the opening and blasted them in the face with sand and dust.  
 
    "This sucks," Kathy muttered, as she forced her way through the window. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Riley raised his good arm to shield his face from the dust as he walked around his car to get to the passenger door. He kept a wary eye on the other car across the street. Its hazard lights blinked in a sad rhythm that illuminated the ground around the car in a sickly yellow glow. Eventually the other car’s horn fell silent. 
 
    “Help!” Fiona called from inside the car. 
 
    Riley turned away from the other car. If anyone survived that crash, they’d either come out after him or not—but he had to help Fiona and his grandfather. 
 
    He gripped the bent handle on the door while Fiona writhed under his grandfather’s inert form. With a hard yank, the door opened—much easier than he’d expected—and boxes of ammo and supplies spilled out at his feet. 
 
    “Grandpa!” Riley gasped as he bent down to check on the old man. 
 
    “Can’t breathe…” Fiona wheezed. 
 
    “He’s still alive…” Riley said, his fingers on Milton’s neck. 
 
    Fiona squirmed. “Still can’t breathe…” 
 
    He carefully rolled Milton off and freed her arm—wedged painfully between the back seats, which had sandwiched during the crash. “How’s your neck? Any pain anywhere?” 
 
    “Thanks,” she groaned, as her arm came free. “Just my shoulder…felt like something tore my arm off.” She sat up and rubbed the dust out of her face while Riley tried to wake his grandfather unsuccessfully. 
 
    “He’s not waking up…” he said, his voice wavering. 
 
    Fiona glanced at the old man. “Are we close to his place?” 
 
    Riley looked from his grandfather and out into the dust-shrouded neighborhood. “Yeah…yeah, I think so…I think their house is down one of these streets.” 
 
    “I’ll stay with him, then,” Fiona offered. “You go for help.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you—either of you!” Riley snapped. He wiped the dust off his face with an angry gesture. “This freakin’ storm…” 
 
    “Are those guys the ones we were chasing?” Fiona asked, looking at the car across the intersection. 
 
    Riley shrugged one shoulder “I can’t tell…I don’t see—” 
 
    A truck careened around the corner behind him, tires squealing as it slid through the intersection like a drifting race car. The driver opened his mouth in surprise at seeing Riley and his car in the middle of the road and swerved to avoid them.  
 
    Someone riding in the back of the truck screamed and sailed off to the left, vanishing into the dust, along with boxed items that fell free of the truck as it slalomed through the intersection and hit the curb next to the crashed car with a bone-jarring crunch. The truck rocked back on its wheels and stopped about a foot from the same wall upon which the other car had impaled itself. 
 
    Riley reached inside his car and grabbed his grandfather’s revolver from the floor in the back seat. He hoped it was loaded. “Can you shoot?” he muttered to Fiona.” 
 
    “I think so,” she replied in a terse voice. 
 
    The truck’s door opened and a skinny man in shorts and a winter jacket tumbled out, clutching his head. He had a bandanna tied around his forehead—Riley couldn’t tell what color it was, only that it was dark. 
 
    “You crazy, ese?” the man yelled. He had something in his hand, a piece of wood or a long knife— 
 
    “Fiona, he’s got a machete,” Riley warned. 
 
    “I see it, I’m more concerned about his bro with the gun!” 
 
    “Sal!” the driver yelled into the wind.  
 
    A man with a gun emerged from the passenger side. He glanced at the wrecked car next to him, then inside the bed of the truck. “Man, we lost some good stuff back there.”  
 
    “Sal!” the driver called again, trying to force his voice over the wind. 
 
    The skin on Riley’s hand felt raw and blistered as the dust kept abrading him. He couldn’t stay exposed too much longer, but had to remain vigilant. “I don’t like the way these guys look…” 
 
    “Hey, why’d you stop in the middle of the road, huh?” the driver said as he approached them, one halting step at a time, his arms wide. “Sal!” he yelled, peering into the dust. He pointed the machete at Riley. “You see him? You do something to my little brother?” 
 
    “At least these guys aren’t druids,” Fiona offered. 
 
    “Who are these vatos?” asked the passenger, casually holding his gun pointed to the ground. “You tryin’ to horn in on our turf? We was here first. This neighborhood is ours.”  
 
    “Grandpa, wake up,” Riley hissed. He squinted at the two approaching men and shielded his face. “We just got into an accident…my grandpa’s hurt…” he called out. 
 
    “He ain’t the only one gonna be hurt if Sal don’t turn up,” the driver growled as he pointed the machete at Riley. “Sal!” 
 
    “I’m over here…” a weak voice called from down the street. 
 
    “Hey, go check it out,” the driver called to his gun-wielding passenger, then jerked his head toward the sound of Sal’s voice. “I’ll deal with these gringos.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Riley caught headlights in the dusty gloom. Great, more fuel for the fire… 
 
    It was time for action. Riley pulled the big revolver out of hiding and took aim at the thug. “That’s far enough, we don’t want any trouble!” 
 
    The driver paused, but laughed. “Looks that way, yeah.” He glanced down the street behind Riley. “But trouble gonna find you, ese. Here come my homies.” 
 
    “They’re looters!” Fiona blurted. 
 
    “Well, well, well…hello there, chica,” the driver said, leaning over to peer through the broken window of their car. He was still a good ten feet away, but the gesture held more than enough menace for Riley. 
 
    “Leave us alone,” he commanded. “I’m warning you.” 
 
    “Nah,” the driver replied instantly. “I don’t take no orders from you, puta.” 
 
    Riley swallowed. His mind raced. Another car of looters approached from behind. Fiona and Milton couldn’t walk, and he had the druids to his right and the idiot with the machete in front of him.  
 
    “Where are the freakin’ cops when you need them?” he complained. 
 
    “The law?” The driver laughed and threw his arms wide in the dust. “This is the new world, ese! We take what we want!” he added with a slap to his chest. He pointed his machete at Riley and twisted the blade sideways. “You best drop that gun, boy, and I’ll go easy on you and your lady—” 
 
    “She’s not—” Riley began. 
 
    “I’m not—” Fiona started. 
 
    The thug laughed, cutting them both off. “Yeah, sure—okay.”  
 
    “Sal’s okay!” the passenger said, emerging from the storm as he helped a smaller, chubby person—boy, really—limp toward the truck, both hunched over against the wind. 
 
    The driver turned back to Riley as a second truck, loaded to the gills with stolen goods, slowed to a stop in the intersection. The drivers conversed in rapid fire Spanish for a moment, then the other truck pulled forward toward Riley. 
 
    The gunshot that killed the man with the machete took them all by surprise. One second, he was walking confidently toward Riley with a wicked grin on his vile face, the second, half his face disappeared into the dust and his body dropped to the ground, that twisted smile the last thing Riley saw before he fell out of sight. 
 
    “Guess they were druids in the other car after all,” Fiona said as she watched the body twitch on the ground. 
 
    And then bullets screamed everywhere. People in the second truck shot at Riley and the men in the crashed car—the druids—put down an impressive amount of lead on everyone. 
 
    Riley dropped to the ground and screamed. “Stay down!” he warned Fiona. 
 
    “I know, I know!” she yelled back. 
 
    Riley risked a peek around the front of the accordioned car and found men gathering behind the truck, all aiming at the druids. He shifted his body to look back the other way and saw the druids hunkered down behind their wrecked Caddy, giving as good as they got. 
 
    Riley blinked. “They're shooting at each other,” he muttered. He scrambled back to the rear of the car. "They're shooting each other! Nobody cares about us!" 
 
    "Wow! Did you figure that out on your own?" Fiona snarled as she struggled to stop the blood from seeping from her right thigh. 
 
    "You're hit!" 
 
    She gave him a sour look. "Again, your powers of deduction are amazing." 
 
    Gunfire crackled back and forth on the opposite side of the street. "Now is our chance…you think you can walk?" 
 
    She looked at him. "Not very well…" Fiona said as she looked down at her bloodied leg. "Between my knee and this…" 
 
    "Come here," Riley said, holding out a bloodied, dusty hand. "I'll help you get across the street. He turned and looked into the hazy gloom. "A second ago, I spotted a house…they've all got these adobe walls around them. I can get you away from the car and over there, at least. You can stay behind the walls, maybe these idiots will kill each other and forget we’re even here." 
 
    "It's not much of a plan," Fiona said as she struggled to exit the vehicle and climb over Milton's inert form without hurting him. "But I suppose it's the only one we’ve got." 
 
    She suppressed a scream of pain as she collapsed more than climbed out of the wrecked car and fell into Riley's arms. For a split second, his mind savored the warmth of her body against his. Then he kicked back into gear. "Come on, keep your head down," he warned. Bullets sparked across the hood of the car and Riley flinched. "Go! Just go!” 
 
    They shuffle-walked as fast as they could across the street, and within seconds, Riley had her around the corner and hidden from sight behind the wall. "Stay down and stay quiet. I can't even see the cars from here…I can barely see the blinking lights from the other car." 
 
    "Best news I've heard all day…" Fiona moaned as she gingerly touched her dusty injured leg. “Go on, I'm okay—go get your grandpa." 
 
    Riley nodded, wiped his face, and raised his good arm to block the worst of the stinging dust. With his teeth clenched against the pain from his raw skin, he scrambled back across the road to the wrecked Cadillac. The gunfight still raged across the street, bullets sparked, and muzzles flashed as the looters and the gangsters fought each other. 
 
    “I hope you all kill each other," Riley muttered as he took a knee next to his grandfather. "Okay Grandpa…I want to try to move you now…do me a favor and don't die before I get you over there, okay? We’re really close to home…" 
 
    His grandfather, though not a small man, was considerably lighter than Riley expected. Worried that he might damage the old man's frail body by throwing him over one shoulder and running like a fireman across the road, Riley opted instead to gently drag him to safety. He pulled Milton out of the car and held him by his shoulders so that the old man's head rested against Riley's hip. Then as gently as he could, he dragged his grandfather through the dust across the street and over the curb. 
 
    Fiona reached out a hand and helped lower Milton's form to the ground next to her when Riley emerged around the corner of the wall. "Wait, where are you going?" she asked, her eyes wide with fear. The wall provided a pocket of somewhat clear air, and the look of fear on her face touched Riley. 
 
    "We’re totally defenseless over here…I want to run back and grab his cane and some of the guns. We can't just hide here forever. All they have to do is walk over and they’ll catch us." 
 
    "Be careful," she whispered. 
 
    Riley nodded, then turned back to the storm once more. The gunfire wasn't as intense as it had been before, and the standoff had evidently turned into more of a war of attrition. Each side continued to take pot shots at the other, but no one was willing to expend ammunition or risk exposing themselves for an easy shot. 
 
    Worried that one of the fighters might turn and see Riley rummaging in the car, he moved quickly and stayed as low to the ground as possible. He snatched the massive M1 and one spare clip he found amid the pile of bullets and ammo cans on the floor in the back seat. Milton's gun went behind his waistband at the small of his back, and Fiona's pistol—and one magazine that he hoped went to her gun—went into his pocket.  
 
    He snatched his grandfather’s cane with his injured arm, then turned and scurried back across the street. Someone yelled something in Spanish, and a bullet ricocheted off the pavement not six feet to Riley's right. They'd spotted him. 
 
    A chunk of asphalt flew up, and bits of gravel stung his face as another shot impacted the ground even closer. Riley scooted to the left and zigzagged his way forward, hoping that they would think he’d headed down the street. He glanced over his shoulder, and when he could no longer see the cars involved in the accident, he doubled back. The gate was too far up the street and he didn't want to risk being seen, so he quickly climbed over the wall. 
 
    Fiona gave a start and clamped her bloodied hands over her mouth. "You scared the crap out of me!" she scolded when Riley landed in a heap next to her. 
 
    Riley smiled as he deposited their diminished pile of weapons and ammunition at her feet. "Well, hopefully this makes up for it," he said. She snatched her weapon from his open palm, racked the slide back to check if the chamber was loaded, then ejected the magazine. "I got three shots left on this one."  
 
    Riley handed her the magazine he'd found in the jumble of supplies in the backseat. "Does this one go to your gun?" 
 
    She took the magazine from his hand and closed her eyes. "Yes, thank goodness.” She opened her eyes and smiled at him. “Nice catch." The magazine disappeared into one of her own pockets. 
 
    Riley scooted over against the wall and rested his back as he gripped the M1 and used it to counterbalance his weight. 
 
    "What are they doing out there? Doesn't sound like there's much fighting…" Fiona observed. 
 
    "I don't think anybody wants to waste ammunition…" Riley said. 
 
    "So what are we gonna do?" Fiona asked in a worried voice. "I can't walk much further than this… and we have to carry him," she said as she smoothed the bloodied hair on his grandfather’s head. 
 
    Riley closed his eyes. "I'm the only one that can get around…" He looked at Fiona. "I've got to go for help." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    West of Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor pulled into the Stagg Homestead and examined the scene. As the storm buffeted his car, he shut the engine off and sat in the driveway. It appeared deserted. The tire tracks of dust in the front yard told him that whatever had taken place had not occurred too long before he'd arrived. There was enough sand and dust in the air that any tracks would have been covered up quickly.  
 
    He got out of the car and struggled to keep the door open long enough to exit safely. The wind slammed the door shut behind him, and he quickly moved across the space to the front door—or what was left of it. 
 
    "Hello?” he called.  
 
    Like Lavoy’s house, he moved methodically through each room, looking for threats and clues, and finding only bullet holes, destruction, and death. A ferocious battle had taken place, of that there could be no doubt. But where were the bodies? Where were the survivors? 
 
    In the garage, he found the pile of supplies beyond a shattered metal door that looked far too heavy for a mere house. Curiously, he also discovered a ripped open hatch that led down to an impressive tunnel. Remarkably, it was blocked by what looked like a hatch from a naval ship. Able to go no further without a blowtorch, the Inquisitor climbed back up into the garage and put his hands on his hips. 
 
    His search had come to an end. There were no clues that he could see as to where his targets had gone. He’d have to go back to his notes and return to the Grove. 
 
    He looked up at the gaping maw of the Stagg’s garage. The house had been empty—not only of bodies, but of furniture. There was nothing inside but dust, blown in by the incessant storm.  
 
    They’d moved on. But where? 
 
    By the time the Inquisitor got his recalcitrant car started once more, he realized he would have a difficult time getting back to the Grove. The car coughed and sputtered as he maneuvered it down the driveway. Dust drifts piled up next to the long driveway around stunted trees. The dust slithered across the road like snow back home in the Highlands. He pulled out onto the main road and headed back toward Santa Fe.  
 
    Though his mission was not entirely fruitless, he still puzzled over where Nico and the rest of his brethren had gone. Someone had put up a stiff fight at the house, and likewise they had abandoned it. To what end? 
 
    The Inquisitor was deep in the thought when he came across an abandoned truck partially blocking his side of the highway. He slowed to a stop and stared out the window as his car coughed and sputtered. Several bullet holes peppered the back of the truck, and it appeared the truck bed was partially filled with dust-covered supplies. Had Nico resorted to looting the Stagg residence? 
 
    Controlling his anger, the Inquisitor carefully maneuvered his vehicle around the abandoned truck, keeping a wary eye out for any surprises. There were no bodies near the truck and both doors were open. Whoever had left it had done so in a hurry. 
 
    He scanned the other side of the road and found partially buried tire tracks in the dust. Someone had left in another vehicle. As he stared at the tracks in front of him, movement out of the corner of his eye caused him to draw his weapon from the front seat.  
 
    A lone figure stumbled out of the storm and collapsed against the side of the car. The man's face was a bloody, raw mess and oozed over the window. He quickly exited the vehicle and helped the man inside, then climbed back in behind the wheel. Once they were alone in the vehicle, he handed the man a bottle of water from the back seat. 
 
    "Thank you, thank you so much…" the man half-moaned, half-cried. 
 
    The Inquisitor saw the Pictish swirl tattoo on the man's wrist as he reached for the bottle. "Brother, what happened?" 
 
    The man's bloodshot eyes opened wide. "You're from the Grove?" 
 
    Inwardly, the Inquisitor frowned at such casual reference of their supposedly secret society. Outwardly, he remained calm. "Indeed. I've been sent to help you. Tell me—what happened?" 
 
    "We had him dead to rights…I don't know how they tricked Nico, but they got us, they got the drop on us…I saw him kill Terry…almost blew his head off! They got a real big gun with them…" 
 
    "Calm yourself," the Inquisitor said in his most commanding tones. "Exactly what happened? Who did this?" 
 
    "They were everywhere…I don't know how many… Nico told us there was only two…" 
 
    "Only two what?" 
 
    "It was just supposed to be the mom and her daughter…” 
 
    "The acolyte? Cassandra Lavoy?" The Inquisitor asked. 
 
    The man nodded as he gingerly dabbed a wet cloth against his face. He hissed in pain as the cloth touched his raw skin. "Yeah…yeah…and her daughter…we were just supposed to grab them and get back to the Grove. They owed Nico—they owed the Grove—a lot of money. He promised to pay us extra, all we had to do was rough them up, scare ‘em a little…you know?" 
 
    The Inquisitor ignored the outlandish claims. "But…?" He prompted. 
 
    "I don't know what happened," the man said. He shook his head, then sipped some of the water from the bottle, and the spilled drops created clear tracks down his dirt-crusted skin. "I can't see very well…I think the storm messed up my eyes…we better get out of here." 
 
    "I'm not going anywhere until I understand exactly what has happened." 
 
    "Look buddy," the thug began. 
 
    "You will address me as Inquisitor," he said softly. 
 
    The shock of fear was palpable as it rippled through the man in the passenger seat. He scooted closer to the door, and stared with wide, wild eyes. "I swear, I didn't know anything about it—Nico promised us no one would get hurt—" 
 
    "It's all right. I'm not here for you. But I do need to know what is going on." 
 
    The man nodded, mollified. He swallowed, took another sip of water, and explained what he understood to have happened at the Lavoy house, then after Nico raced into the Grove and gathered up any who would follow him to the Stagg house. He explained the siege they'd set up—how it almost worked—and then how their quarry had disappeared.  
 
    Eventually, he said, they’d found the Staggs in an underground bunker. The words tumbled out of the man like a tidal wave, and the Inquisitor found it difficult to make sense of what he was hearing. Either Cassandra Lavoy was incredibly resourceful, or she possessed a small arsenal of weaponry—neither of which seemed to match the profile given to him at the Grove. According to all the internal records, she was a flighty artist, one of the useful drones that provided the New Mexico Grove with its steady cash inflow to support illicit activities. 
 
    The entire situation reeked of blasphemy, and the more the Inquisitor thought about it, the more incensed he became. He held up a hand, and the man stopped talking. "Tell me exactly what you did after you left the Stagg’s house." 
 
    He nodded and swallowed. "Sure…sure. Yeah, uh, we took off and headed back to Santa Fe. Had to leave a couple of the guys behind, but Nico said it didn't matter, that they were with the gods." 
 
    "Brother Nico said this?" Inquisitor asked very carefully. 
 
    "Yeah, he said it like four times. A couple of us didn't want to leave anybody behind…you know, that's not supposed to be our way, right? Anyway, he says don't worry about it and pulled rank on us." The man shrugged. "What am I supposed to do? I want to be made one day like Nico, you know? So, I do what he says." 
 
    The Inquisitor nodded. "Continue." He gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles. The car rocked back and forth in the wind, but he didn't press the accelerator. 
 
    "So Nico tells Bobby to slow down and block the road. Right here,” he said and pointed at the truck. “And we did. I was with them…anyway, Nico and the other two head on the Santa Fe to go get the old man's wife and granddaughter." 
 
    “Nico meant to kidnap Mr. Staggs’ granddaughter and his wife? Where?" 
 
    "Yeah, Nico said that was how we were going to appease the gods, you know, eye for an eye and all that stuff?" 
 
    The Inquisitor ground his teeth but said nothing. He looked at the man. “Where?” 
 
    "Some big retirement community. Valley View or something like that.” 
 
    The Inquisitor closed his eyes in frustration. “Very well. Continue.” 
 
    “So anyways,” the man said slowly, “when they stopped, we started shooting, hoping to slow ‘em down, you know? But they brought out whatever that big gun was, and took out both Bobby and Rafael.” He wiped at his face. “I’ve never seen so much blood, man…” 
 
    "I see," the Inquisitor said. "And what did you do?" 
 
    "You kidding me?” the man scoffed. “I ran. Whatever Nico was gonna pay me ain’t worth dying over!" 
 
    "And you've been wandering in the dust storm ever since?" 
 
    "Yeah, hasn't been that long ago… maybe 15 minutes? Feels like an hour, though." 
 
    The Inquisitor frowned. No wonder he hadn't seen the truck blocking the highway on the way in. While he’d been investigating the Lavoy house, the rest of them had been fighting at the Stagg residence. Just a mile away.  
 
    He was one step behind everyone. He turned and looked at the man in the passenger seat with a cold, calculating stare. "The horned god does not look kindly upon cowardice." 
 
    "What are you talking about? I did my job, Nico told me to slow them down, and I did." 
 
    "Then you proceeded to run off into the desert and allow them to take your car." 
 
    "Yeah, but…" 
 
    "Open the door and exit the car," the Inquisitor said, his voice like ice. 
 
    "I can't do that! I'll die out there! You gotta get me back to town." 
 
    The Inquisitor picked up his pistol and aimed it at the man's face. "Open the door, and exit the vehicle." 
 
    "All right, all right!" the man wailed as he fumbled with bloody hands at the handle. He forced open the door and let in a gust of wind and dust. As he stumbled out of the car, cursing, the Inquisitor fired one shot, then calmly leaned over and shut the door as the body hit the ground.  
 
    He shifted into drive and put his foot down on the accelerator. 
 
    "Cowardice will not be tolerated," he muttered to himself as he drove toward Santa Fe. “Neither will blasphemy.” 
 
    It was time to have a talk with Nico. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Sedona, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek and Lisa were almost finished loading Harry's Jeep, tucked safely into the attached garage, when someone pounded on the front door. They’d been working a solid 20 minutes and hadn't paid attention to anything other than getting supplies into the Jeep. Every minute they spent loading the vehicle was another minute that the sun sank closer to the horizon. 
 
    The pounding on the door made Derek's heart jump into his throat. He froze, a box of Harry’s heart medicine halfway to the backseat. Lisa looked up from the other side of the Jeep, her face gleaming with sweat in the pale light of a single flashlight perched on a workbench. She'd been arranging the copious amounts of first-aid supplies Harry insisted on bringing with him to the fire station to treat his ailments. 
 
    The old man himself was tinkering with equipment on the workshop bench. He looked up, and all three glanced at each other as the pounding resumed from the front door. 
 
    "Open up in there! We saw you walking around with your fancy scuba tanks!" 
 
    Derek started to walk toward the door, into the house.  
 
    "Wait!" Harry commanded, his hand outstretched. 
 
    The pounding continued. "You don't open up, we’re going to come in!" 
 
    "I got everything we need…where's that fire safe?" Harry asked. 
 
    Derek pointed at the backseat. “It's already loaded." 
 
    The old man nodded. "I'll miss this place, but if looters ransack it—" 
 
    "Looters?" Lisa asked. "I hardly think we’re there yet…" 
 
    "The only priceless items we own that can't be replaced are locked in that safe. Family photos, birth certificates of our children…that kind of thing. All the insurance papers and everything else are in there, too…but if I’m right about what’s coming, we won’t need those." 
 
    "Okay, wait," Derek said cautiously. "You want to just run?" 
 
    "Mr. Stagg, I can see the writing on the wall," the old man said in a tired voice. "The doctors told me I don't have too many years left anyway…I can't take any of this with me," he said as he gestured at the house around him. "And Carmen’s the only thing that matters to me in this world. And the only thing that's going to matter to her when the dust settles out there, is in that box. That's all of our financial and legal life right there, along with our family photos. Everything else can be replaced." 
 
    "Well…that's a pretty dark view of things…" Derek began slowly. 
 
    "A terminal diagnosis will do that for you," Harry said with a sad grin. 
 
    Whoever was at the front door pounded again. "Last warning! Open up!” 
 
    "What do you think they want?" Lisa asked. 
 
    "Well, they saw at least one of you with the breathing apparatus…beyond that? What do any looters want? Whatever we have and they don't. Come on, get in—let's get out of here." 
 
    Someone fired a shot through the front window, and glass shattered. Lisa screamed and clamped a hand over her mouth as Derek buttoned up the Jeep, and manually lifted the garage door with a grunt. The wind howled in, and curling eddies of sand and dust billowed into the garage.  
 
    He'd forgotten to wear his mask, so closed his eyes and felt his way back to the driver’s seat. Once safely inside the Jeep, he made sure to lock his door before he turned the engine over. 
 
    "Well, they know where we are now," Harry said from the front seat. "Punch it!" 
 
    "Hang on!" Derek said, as he shifted into gear and hit the gas. The old war horse roared and lurched down the driveway in the classic, ungainly crawl of a high ground-clearance Jeep. Derek grinned. The old World War II vehicle didn't even seem to notice the several inches of sand and dirt on the driveway as it plowed through the storm like an icebreaker in the Arctic Ocean. 
 
    More gunshots rang out inside the house, and Derek glanced in the rearview mirror to see flashes of light come from the main portion of the house. None of the intruders had made it to the garage. Derek hit the street, turned, and headed north toward the fire station. 
 
    Derek fumbled with the unfamiliar knobs and dials until he found the lights. This forced him to immediately slam on the brakes as two people emerged in the dust storm in the middle of the road, their hands thrown up over their faces. As soon as they saw the headlights, they turned and ran blindly toward the vehicle.  
 
    They had wet rags tied around their heads and faces, leaving only slits for their eyes, which were covered with brightly colored swimming goggles.  
 
    "Help us!" the bigger figure said.  
 
    "We need help—" the smaller one, also male, said as he approached the passenger door and reached for the handle. 
 
    "Don't stop! They might be part of the same group!" Harry warned. 
 
    Derek clenched his jaw, but shifted gears and hit the gas. The first figure jumped out of the way and cursed at them, but the second stubbornly held onto the door. He’d locked the door before leaving the house, but the would-be refugee refused to let go and continued to pound on the window and scream obscenities at them as Derek picked up speed. 
 
    Derek risked a quick glance to his right and saw the man hanging from the handle produce a knife that flashed with reflected light. That was all Derek needed. He jerked the wheel left and right in quick succession, then slammed on the brakes and hit the gas. The combined movement made the rear end of the Jeep fishtail and while Lisa screamed and was buried under the supplies that tumbled and fell on top of her in the backseat, the Jeep jerked as the weight hanging off the passenger door fell away with a shouted curse. 
 
    Derek straightened out and blew through the first intersection, shifting gears and gaining speed. "You're right, Harry—she purrs like a kitten," he announced as they raced down the block through blinding dust and plowed through several drifts about a foot deep. The Jeep continued to hum along and reacted smoothly every time Derek hit the gas or turned the wheel. The big thick tires gripped the sand and before long, they flew through the second intersection. 
 
    More people had emerged from houses to watch the only vehicle driving on the road go by. Several hurled insults, and a few begged for help, but Derek dared not slow. He had a working vehicle, and a means to get his children. The only thing slowing him down now was his obligation to bring Harry to the fire station, unload the supplies, and see him safely reunited with his wife. 
 
    "Why are they yelling at us?" Lisa asked as she pulled herself upright and shifted some of the boxes in the back seat. 
 
    "My guess is, a lot of these people are plum out of food and water already," Harry replied. 
 
    "Already?" Lisa asked. 
 
    "Sure…how many people do you know that have a week’s worth of food— shoot, even a couple days worth of food in their pantry?” asked Harry. “Do you have that much at home?” 
 
    Lisa hesitated. "Now that you mention it…I probably only have a day or two at most…I usually just grab something on the way to or from the station. And what I do have is like cereal and boxed dinner stuff…I'm rarely home, I spend most my time at the weather station." 
 
    "And if you had children at home that needed food, and you couldn't get to the gas station to get gas, or you couldn’t get to the grocery store for food…?" Harry prompted. 
 
    Lisa looked out the window and watched several more figures race by. "I guess I'd be pretty desperate by now, too…the prospect of looking at another long night with the storm is not something I think I would enjoy…" 
 
    "Especially if you got dust and sand starting to trickle down from your ceilings, coming through outlets, and getting on everything in the house…" Harry shook his head. "Folks don't remember what happened back in the ‘30s…" 
 
    Derek glanced at Harry. "Now you sound like my dad." 
 
    Harry snorted as they made the final turn, and the firehouse came into sight. "Sounds like a smart man." 
 
    "I hope so, he's with my kids." 
 
    They pulled into the massive driveway in front of the firehouse, and Derek noted that the light he and Lisa had seen before came from Carmen's radio room. It was still on, and he took that for a good sign. He skidded to a stop in sand that was four inches deep in front of the partially open garage door. “End of the line," he said. “Harry, you want to sit here for a minute while I go inside and see if I can get that garage door to lift up a little more?" 
 
    "Don't bother…that doors been given us problems for years. It was doing that when I still worked here ten years ago. They got ancient hardware holdin’ that thing up," Harry said as he pointed at the upper corner of the door. "Every time we get a little dust storm it gets up in there and gums up the gears. With this thing, it probably seized up within minutes. They’ll have to strip the whole thing apart to fix it. That door ain't going nowhere." 
 
    "Okay," Derek said. "Then you put on my mask and take the oxygen bottle. Lisa, you think you could get him to the front door? I'll slip under, the garage door here, run through the building and open up the front door for you." 
 
    "Sounds good," Lisa said. "Just give me a minute to get out from under all this stuff…" 
 
    Once Harry had the mask secured to his face and the oxygen flowing, Derek made sure Lisa was ready, then let the two of them get out of the car and make their way slowly toward the front of the building.  
 
    He took a deep breath, threw open the driver side door, then slammed it and dropped to his knees to roll under the door. He counted four rolls, then stood up, opened his eyes and coughed in the dust that hung in the air. It was thicker than it had been just an hour or so earlier. He coughed and wheezed as the fine particles invaded the moist airways of his lungs, and he pulled his shirt up over his face to offer a rudimentary filter. Staggering and sliding across the slick garage floor, Derek made it to the inner door and slipped inside the firehouse with little effort. 
 
    He coughed once more to clear his lungs, then jogged down the hallway, leaving a trail of red dust behind him. He rounded the corner, and instead of seeing the empty lobby, he found a man and a woman standing in the center of the space, and Carmen, between them, tied to the front desk chair.  
 
    The man had a gun, and while not aimed at Carmen, definitely provided a threat. He had his back to Derek, but the woman noticed him. Her eyes went wide at Derek’s sudden appearance, just as the man noticed movement outside the front door. 
 
    Derek's brain froze. Lisa and Harry had arrived at the front door, and drawn the attention of the man with the gun who, as Derek watched turned and raised the pistol. The woman opened her mouth to scream a warning, which made the man with the gun flinch, as he shifted and tried to swing around to aim at the new threat behind him. 
 
    Derek didn't know whether to take cover, keep running, or stop. His boots lost traction as his mind tried to play out three possibilities at once, and Derek slid the last few feet before he smashed right into the man with the gun. They went down in a heap of legs, arms, and curses. A wet crack signaled the end of the brief struggle as Derek landed on top of the man, and the back of his head smacked the unyielding floor. 
 
    Derek's momentum carried him right off the man, and he landed painfully on the gun that now lay on the floor, a foot away from the attacker's outstretched hand. Derek groaned in pain as he rolled to his knees, then scrabbled with trembling hands to grab the gun. He glanced at the man he’d crashed into, but the sightless eyes that stared back at him told Derek he had no worry from that front.  
 
    The woman was another matter. Her face contorted in rage, she flew at him with her hands stretched out like claws. Derek fell back, clutching the gun with both hands as she landed on him and raked his face with long, blood-red nails.  
 
    She screamed incoherently at him, and her dirty, bedraggled hair flopped back and forth, blocking his vision. Derek yelled in pain as blood clouded his right eye. He jabbed his free hand into her throat in an attempt to push her face away from him and use his longer reach to keep her off him, but she reached down and attempted to bite his wrist and then kneed him in the groin, screaming about her husband. 
 
    She fell back on top of him, as Derek's world exploded in pain and then a thunderclap split the air and made his ears hurt. A second later, the room was still, and the only sound he heard was the woman as she whimpered. She rolled off him, clutching her stomach, and coughed, groaning as the air left her lungs. 
 
    Derek rolled away from her, keeping the gun close to his chest until his back hit the wall, and he was able to wipe the blood from his face. As sand and grit from his hands got into the open wounds, he winced in pain. In front of him, the woman bled out, and clawed her way forward until she lay next to the bald man who had originally raised the gun at Lisa and Harry. 
 
    "Get Harry!" Carmen yelled as she jerked her head toward the front door. "Harry!" she shouted. 
 
    The sound of her voice was like a slap to the face. Derek blinked, got himself to his feet, and staggered across the entryway toward the front door. He leaned on the push bar, and the door opened, letting in a blast of sand and grit that hit him square in the face and made him hiss in pain. He peeled away from the door as Lisa helped Harry into the building, then slumped to the ground against the wall.  
 
    He couldn't take his eyes off of the scene in front of him. In a matter of seconds, he'd killed not one, but two people. Derek looked down at the gun in his hands, then dropped it as if it were a poisonous snake that he just realized he'd been carrying. 
 
    "What happened?" a muffled voice said to his left. 
 
    Derek blinked and looked up from the gun, back to the two bodies on the floor near Carmen. Harry was already at her side, ripping the restraints off of his wife's arms. The two of them talked quietly to each other as Carmen explained what had happened. 
 
    Derek looked up and saw Lisa towering over him. She ripped off her mask, dropped it to the floor, then used her walking stick to lower herself down on her good knee, her bad leg stretched out sideways from her body. "What happened?" she demanded again, and reached out a gentle hand to touch his face. "Your face is a mess…" 
 
    "I…it was so fast…" 
 
    "Your boyfriend there saved my life," Carmen called as she got up from the chair, rubbing her wrists. “That’s what happened.” She hugged her husband and looked over Harry’s shoulder at Lisa. 
 
    “She’s not—” began Derek. 
 
    "I've never seen anything like that…he flew in here like the angel of death and knocked that big guy to the floor with one blow, took the gun away, then shot that one when she jumped on him." 
 
    "I didn't mean…it was an accident…" Derek looked down at his shaking hands, covered in the blood of other people. 
 
    "Hey, hey…" Lisa said sharply. "Look at me…look at me. Derek, you didn't do anything wrong…okay? You saved Carmen and probably us, too…" 
 
    Derek nodded, then leaned to his right and threw up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
      
 
    Riley staggered through the storm down one street of abandoned houses, then another. He'd seen more than one body, partially covered in dust, in front of houses and in broken open doorways. The looting and fighting that they'd seen on the outskirts of town had evidently worked its way to the Village. Without the presence of law enforcement, the gated community was a juicy target ready to be taken out. It was no wonder the looters felt so emboldened. 
 
    Riley blinked. The storm appeared to be weakening again. It must've moved on toward Santa Fe. He glanced up at the sky, no longer covered in a dome of brown and yellow dust and sand. It thinned out directly overhead, almost gray, like regular clouds. 
 
    As he walked, it became easier to stand up straight. The wind continued to slacken—it was still a physical presence to be dealt with, but it didn't threaten to blow him over. He sighed with relief as the dust stopped abrading his exposed skin like sandpaper.  
 
    "Thank God…" he said, not only for the relief his skin felt, but upon seeing the front of his grandparents’ house. His grandmother's car, a little Suzuki 4 x 4, once pristine white, now looked yellow under an inch of dust. He plodded forward through the snow-like dust in the front yard, past the little wall that went around their house and up to the front door. He pounded on it, then tried the handle, shocked that it was unlocked. 
 
    It wasn't a good sign. "Grandma? Becca?" he hollered. "Anybody? It's me, Riley! Grandpa's hurt—I need help!" 
 
    His voice echoed back to him through the darkened house. He stepped forward into the foyer and tripped over a box. Not just one box, lots of boxes. "What’s all this stuff?" he muttered as he stepped carefully through the front rooms, absolutely littered with boxes and objects on the floor. It was still too dark for him to see exactly what he was stepping on, but every now and then something crunched under his feet. 
 
    Books, boxes, mementos, all sorts of things had been scattered haphazardly on the floor, like someone had ripped open the moving boxes…looking for valuables. A sinking feeling settled into his stomach.  
 
    Looters had already ransacked his grandmother's house. 
 
    "Grandma!" he shouted. “Becca!” 
 
    He turned in a circle, desperate to see movement or hear something, anything. On a whim, he ran down the hallway toward the back of the house. As he passed the bathroom, he froze at the sight before him. A mattress lay cockeyed across the tub, and piles of supplies, bottles of water, and a couple packets of MREs lay on the floor. 
 
    "This is where they made their last stand…" He muttered. He could see all too well his grandmother and sister cowering in fear, hiding behind the door as the looters made their way through the neighborhood, breaking into houses and taking what they wanted at gunpoint. 
 
    Tears welled up in Riley's eyes, and he balled his fists in impotent rage. His sister…his grandmother…they needed his help, and he wasn't there. 
 
    "I'm sorry…" he said through clenched teeth. Everything that had happened, rescuing Fiona, losing Cassandra, the gunfights, the death…the men he'd killed…the dust storm…everything swirled up and threatened to overwhelm him. Then he heard something crunch from the front of the house. A footstep. 
 
    Riley spun and his grandfather’s revolver emerged from behind his back and aimed toward the front door. "Freeze!" he yelled in a booming voice. "Whoever you are, I've got a gun, I'm not afraid to use it! Take one more step and I'll blow you straight to—” 
 
    "Riley?" 
 
    He didn't hear the gun hit the floor as he ran forward to grab his sister. He held her at arm’s length and stared into her big, expressive eyes. She started crying and smiled, and he wrapped her in his arms. 
 
    She coughed and pushed back. "Dusty…” she said, wiping the tears from her face. Then she slapped him on the shoulder. Hard. "Where the heck have you been?" she demanded. "Nana and I have been scared out of our minds!” 
 
    "I'll tell you later," Riley said quickly. "Where is she?" he looked around. "When I didn't see anybody, I thought—” 
 
    “We’re across the street with the neighbors. Caitlyn and Rondell Wright. They're good people, you'd like Rondell, he likes—” 
 
    “Whatever, look, Grandpa’s hurt, and so is Fiona. I need help getting them.” 
 
    “Grandpa’s hurt? What happened?" Becca demanded. "Wait a minute, who's Fiona? That sounds like a girl's name," she said with narrowed eyes. 
 
    In the twilight gloom, Riley was glad she couldn't see him blush. "Nevermind that," he said, irritated. "We've got to go get them." 
 
    "Are you crazy? We’re going back out in that? You hear the gunshots? It’s like a war zone out there! There's been so much looting! The neighborhood watch—” 
 
    "I know,” Riley interrupted. “We were pinned down between the Druids and the looters.” 
 
    "Druids?" Becca interrupted again. 
 
    “Becca!” Riley snapped. "We have to go out there and get Grandpa and Fiona and bring them back. That’s the only way they're going to survive. When one side ends up killing the other, the winners will find them!" 
 
    "You're bleeding," Becca breathed. 
 
    "Where's Nana?" Riley demanded, grabbing her by the arms. He gave her a slight shake. "Where is she?" 
 
    "I already told you," Becca replied angrily as she slipped free of his grasp. "She's across the street. Come on, I'll take you." 
 
    Without waiting for his next question, she turned and ran out the front door. 
 
    Riley took a step forward, then ran back and picked up his grandfather’s revolver. Keeping his finger off the trigger, he charged out the door after his sister, back into the waning storm. 
 
    She waited for him by the driveway. One arm held up to block her face from the dust. She smiled at him. "It's not nearly as bad as it was, huh?" 
 
    "You have no idea," Riley said. 
 
    "Come on, they’re in that house," she said as she pointed at the house across the street. In all aspects, it looked exactly like their grandparents’ house. A small, mission style ranch house with the ubiquitous low adobe wall that encircled the yard like a compound. He followed his sister across the street and took a quick glance in either direction. Everything appeared quiet, but he could still hear sporadic gunshots from the direction of the accident. "We gotta hurry," he urged. 
 
    Becca led him through the wrought-iron gate, up to the front door. She knocked twice. The door opened immediately, the doorway filled by a matronly woman in an apron with oven mitts. 
 
    “Becca! Oh, my word," she said as she saw Riley standing behind Becca. She gasped. "Young man, I don't know what you intend to do with that gun, but I assure you—” 
 
    Becca laughed as she walked through the doorway. "Caitlyn, don't worry about it. This is my brother. Riley. He's mostly a lunkhead, but he's all right." 
 
    "Nice to meet you, ma'am," Riley said. He wiped his bloody grimy hand on his pants and offered it to her. "I'm sorry I'm kind of a mess…” 
 
    "Riley,” the heavyset woman said as she exhaled. "My word! Come in, child," she said and shepherded him inside with the oven mitts and her thick arms. She glanced protectively behind him into the street and ushered him inside before slamming the door. "Gladys! Rondell!"  
 
    "Nana! I found Riley!" Becca yelled as she ran down the hallway. 
 
    Riley blinked. Unlike the utter darkness inside his grandparents’ house, the Wrights’ house was lit with candles. Two wall-mounted sconces inside the foyer were fake—even the flickering light was a plastic ornament—but the LED bulbs inside produced plenty of light. 
 
    "How…?” he asked with a weak gesture at the candles. "I can't tell from outside that you could—” 
 
    “Oh, that was my idea,” Caitlyn beamed. "Blackout curtains!” She turned and showed the heavy fabric curtain draped over the front windows. "No one knows what's going on inside, and that's the way we like it," she said with a wink. 
 
    "Riley! I can't believe it's you!” Gladys Stagg said as she stepped out of the kitchen. Like Caitlyn, she also wore an apron, but didn't have oven mitts. She rushed forward as Riley ran to her, and the two of them hugged in a cloud of dust. "My goodness…you’re absolutely filthy! Where's your grandfather?” she asked as she pulled back. 
 
    "Nana, he's hurt," Riley said, breathless. "There was a car crash—these guys that we were chasing, they were coming here to hurt you," he said, the words tumbling out.  
 
    She blinked and shook her head, not comprehending what he was saying. "I don’t…what?" 
 
    "Gunfight," Becca interjected. “The people that are fighting down the street, that's where Grandpa and Fiona are." 
 
    Gladys looked at Riley. “Fiona? Fiona Lavoy? What’s she doing with you?" 
 
    “That’s what I want to know!” Becca said. 
 
    "The Druids, Nana—they took her mom.” 
 
    “Cassandra? Druids?” Gladys blurted. 
 
    “We tried to rescue her,” Riley continued, “but then they chased us…Nana, they shot up your house, they tried to burn it down—"  
 
    Gladys put a hand over her mouth. "Milton—is Milton okay?" 
 
    Riley shook his head. "He got hurt in the car accident, and he was shot earlier--" 
 
    “Accident? Shot?" Gladys exclaimed. Caitlyn came up next to her and put an arm around Gladys' shoulder. "I don't understand…" Gladys said, her hands beginning to tremble. 
 
    Riley swallowed, then coughed. He wiped dust from his face. "Look, Grandpa and Fiona are hurt. Neither one of them can walk very well—I know exactly where there are, but I need help to get them." 
 
    “Then help you shall have," an older man said as he emerged into the hallway wearing a hunting outfit that looked two sizes too small. 
 
    "Rondell Wright, just where do you think you're going?" Caitlyn demanded, as she turned away from Gladys. Her hands went to her hips. "And just what do you think you're doing with that thing?" she said with disgust at the AR Rondell carried. 
 
    "Radio’s off-line. Nobody's broadcasting right now. I'm going to go help this young man,” he said as he made to move past his wife. "Caitlyn, there haven't been many times in our marriage when I've had to put my foot down, but this is one. I'm going to help. I'm not going to stand by and let children run out there and fight alone." 
 
    "Nana, Riley's got a gun too," Becca announced as she pointed. 
 
    Gladys looked from the silver hand cannon in Riley's grip up to his face. "That's your grandfather's gun. I recognize it." 
 
    Riley nodded. 
 
    "You know how to use it?" she breathed. 
 
    "Grandma…I…" Riley began, but his throat tightened with emotion. "I had to kill somebody…" He whispered. “Twice.” 
 
    Becca gasped. "No way!" 
 
    Gladys closed her eyes, and a single tear trickled down her cheek. She stepped forward and enveloped Riley once more. "Don't think about that right now, honey. Go with Mr. Wright. Bring back your grandfather. Bring back Fiona.” 
 
    Riley nodded and stepped back. 
 
    “Who’s Fiona?" Becca asked in a singsong voice. 
 
    Riley looked at her. "Not now," he said, his voice deadly serious. For the first time in their lives, Becca simply nodded and remained quiet. 
 
    "Come on, let's go," Rondell said as he bulled his way past everyone to the front door. 
 
    "I'm coming, too," Becca said. 
 
    "Becca, honey…no," Gladys said as she reached out a hand to stop her only granddaughter. 
 
    "Nana, it's Grandpa," Becca replied as if that were the only answer she needed. 
 
    "It'll be okay," Caitlyn said as she hugged Gladys again. When Gladys closed her eyes in the embrace, Caitlyn jerked her chin at the front door, and Becca nodded. She spun on her heel and dashed off. 
 
    "It's all going to be okay," Caitlyn said again as she watched the rescue party leave through the front door, back out into the storm. 
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    Becca was stuck in the middle again. She followed her brother, who loomed larger than ever in front of her. The fact that he’d killed someone echoed in her mind. He was a man, no longer her irritating teenaged brother. Those simple words—I killed someone—had somehow pushed him into a new category in her mind. She wondered if anything between them would ever be the same again. 
 
    Behind her, Mr. Wright struggled through the wind and sand. He was older than both of them by far, overweight and out of shape to boot. Becca turned and looked over her shoulder. She hoped the old man didn't have a heart attack before they found her grandfather. She wasn't sure what to do if he did have a medical emergency. It was going to be hard enough to figure out what to do with her grandfather. On top of all that, Riley had yet to explain how injured he was, either. 
 
    Instead of worrying about things she couldn't change, Becca knuckled down and pushed through the sand and wind. Mr. Wright had given them both better facemasks, ones with face shields and rubber seals that went around their whole face, so no dust was able to get into their lungs. 
 
    It was amazing how prepared her grandmother’s neighbor was. Becca totally understood being ready for a bad thunderstorm or even a tornado…but a dust storm? Or the end of the world? Who does that? 
 
    Her original skepticism vanished when Gladys readily accepted how prepared Mr. Wright was. If she trusted the man Becca couldn't help but think of as a survivalist, then Becca would, too. Her Nana Gladys didn’t suffer idiots. 
 
    As they reached the end of the block, Riley held up his fist and took a knee near the corner. He peered around the edge of the wall in front of the house at the corner. Becca walked up next to him, but didn't crouch until Mr. Wright put a hand on her shoulder and forced her down. 
 
    "Whatever's got him spooked, you don't want to be standing up if somebody spots us." 
 
    Becca looked at the older man wearing his own full-face mask, complete with filter canisters underneath. He also wore a windbreaker zipped up to his neck with the hood up, and nitrile gloves. They weren't the thickest material in the world, but they withstood the sand better than latex. 
 
    She looked down at the same black gloves on her own hands. They were certainly hot and sweaty to wear, but she had to admit, her hands didn't sting at all compared to when she'd run across the street with her grandmother. 
 
    Her grandmother had tied the scarf around her neck and head again, so at least she didn't have any exposed skin, but she could feel sweat as it slipped down the back of her neck just the same. 
 
    "How much farther?" she asked her brother. 
 
    Riley pulled back from the corner. "It's the next intersection. But the guys that attacked us are still there. We have to get across to get to Grandpa, so I'll have to cause a distraction. When they follow me down the road, you guys go get Grandpa and Fiona." 
 
    "No way,” Becca argued. “I'm not leaving you. Grandma will never forgive me!" 
 
    "Becca, this isn’t open for discussion. Trust me—I've been out in the storm a lot more than you have. I'll be okay." 
 
    "Riley—" 
 
    Mr. Wright shuffled forward, an awkward movement considering his bulk and age. "Don't worry about it, Rebecca.” He glanced at her again. "Becca. It's okay." 
 
    "Fine," she said haughtily as she crossed her arms. "Then you're going to explain it to Grandma, not me." 
 
    He smiled behind his face mask, then shifted his gaze to her brother. "We're ready when you are, sport." 
 
    Riley took a deep breath, then nodded. "Okay, follow me. I’ll go about halfway down the street, then you two take cover behind that car over there. It must've been here since the dust storm hit, because there’s a ton of dust on it. Hide behind that, and I'll go straight down the road and get their attention.” 
 
    Becca frowned. "How will you get their attention?" 
 
    Another gunshot rang out down the street. "Are you really worried about that? You hear that gunshot? They're shooting at Grandpa and Fiona. I have to do this." 
 
    Rondell shook his head. "Don't try any heroics, son," he said. "If anybody should draw them off, it's me." 
 
    "I'm pretty banged up from the crash—I don't know if I'll be strong enough to help get them home. I need you to do that—this is the only thing I can do, I think," Riley said. "Besides, there's no time for talking about it. Grandpa and Fiona are over there behind the wall—just follow the trail of blood straight across the street. Give me a second to get these idiots to chase me, then go help them!" 
 
    "Now see here," began Rondell. 
 
    "Riley, no," Becca said at the same time. 
 
    Her older brother paused just long enough to look her in the eyes, then turned and jogged straight at the people across the street. He screamed something, fired a shot from the pistol in his hands—which lit up the dust-saturated air like a crack of lightning—then he vanished into the dying storm. 
 
    "Riley!" Becca yelled. She lurched forward to follow her brother, but Rondell's hand on her shoulder stopped her. 
 
    "It's too late, he's doing what he's going to do, and we need to do our job." 
 
    “He's gonna get himself killed!" Becca cried, on the verge of panic. 
 
    "If that's the case, then we need to make sure that we honor his sacrifice,” Rondell said. “This is a fight we didn't want, but we don't have a choice. Now come on—follow me." 
 
    They crept forward, with each gunshot Becca heard in the distance she flinched and imagined her brother slumping to the ground in a pool of his own blood. Across the street, she watched as blue lightning crackled across the bars in front of ground-floor windows in some houses. 
 
    She turned back and followed Rondell another few feet, then glanced at the house where she’d spotted the strange lightning. Instead of more static electricity climbing up the side of the house, she saw flames emerge from behind the front yard wall. "Mr. Wright!" 
 
    The older man turned and looked at her. "Call me Rondell—please. We don't have time for formalities. What is it?" 
 
    She pointed across the street at the growing flames now licking the side of the house itself, fueled by the residual winds from the storm. "That house is on fire!" 
 
    The old man narrowed his eyes. "Good, it'll give us more cover. The gunshots have moved on down the street. I think your brother drew them off. Let's go!" 
 
    She kept behind the old man and took comfort from the fact that he carried a soldier’s rifle as they moved across the street—and he looked like he knew how to use it. Whatever they encountered, she didn't want to be on the other end of that weapon. 
 
    Keeping low to move through the constant—if slackened—wind of the storm, they struggled across the street and passed the remains of a car in the middle of the road. Several types of fluid drizzled from underneath the dust-covered car, and splatters of what looked like blood peppered the ground all around the bullet-ridden vehicle. She didn't see a single piece of glass left in the car that wasn't smashed into pieces. 
 
    And then they were across the street. Rondell urged her forward and through a gate. He ducked around first, and leveled the gun then quickly raised it in the air. "Don't shoot! I'm on the rescue team!" 
 
    Becca pushed past him and stumbled into a woman about Riley's age, maybe a little older, who held a small pistol in two rock-steady hands. Becca's heart jumped in her throat as the woman shifted her aim from Rondell to squarely at Becca's chest. "Freeze!" she said in a commanding voice. 
 
    Becca glanced beyond her and saw the slumped form of her grandfather resting against the wall. His shirt was ragged and bloody—he looked dead. 
 
    "Grandpa!" Becca shrieked. Heedless of the pistol aimed at her, she sprinted for her grandfather, sliding to a stop on her knees next to the old man.  
 
    Milton Stagg flickered his eyes at her gentle touch and gave a slight smile for his granddaughter. 
 
    "Hey, Becca-boo," he muttered. 
 
    The girl next to him immediately lowered her pistol. "You know them?" 
 
    Milton looked at his granddaughter and smiled. "Of course I do. This is my sweet granddaughter, Rebecca.” His eyes shifted to look up at Rondell, now crouched behind the wall to hide from the enemy. "I have no idea who this is…" 
 
    "Whoa, don't point that thing at me again," Rondell said as he raised a hand toward the girl with the gun. "Look, Riley found us. Gladys is safe, she's with my wife, Caitlyn. We live across the street from your place. I'm your neighbor…welcome to the neighborhood," he said with a wry smile. 
 
    Milton coughed and smiled. 
 
    "Look, your grandson is leading the attackers off down the street that way," Rondell said with an openhanded point down the street. "We only have a few minutes to get you up and out of here. Can you walk?" 
 
    Milton shook his head. 
 
    "I can barely move…they shot me in the leg," the girl said as she pointed down at the bloody, bandaged leg stretched out next to Becca's grandfather. 
 
    Rondell sighed and sat back on his haunches. "Okay, I'm not in the best shape myself, but I'll help Milton get down the road. Becca, do you think you can help her?" 
 
    "Sure,” Becca said readily. “Let's just get out of here, please?" She risked a peek over the top of the wall and saw the house at the corner where she’d spotted the lightning was fully engulfed in flames. The wind whipped the fire up and spread glowing embers to the next house down as she watched. "There's a house on fire across the street over there, and if we don't get out of here, I'm afraid we won't have time to warn Grandma and Miss Caitlyn!" 
 
    At the mention of his wife in danger, Milton struggled to sit up. “Then what are we standing around yakking for? Help me to my feet!" 
 
    She helped Rondell get her grandfather to his feet, then Becca turned and helped the young woman up. 
 
    "I'm Fiona," she said. "Thanks. Your brother’s pretty brave. I see it runs in the family." 
 
    "Don't let that fool you,” Becca said with a grin. “He's pretty stupid, too." She looked at Fiona and smiled. "I'm Becca." 
 
    "Nice to meet you," Fiona groaned as she leaned heavily on Becca’s thin frame. They struggled for the first few steps until Fiona figured out Rebecca's walking rhythm. Then she was able to hop with every other step and keep her injured leg off the ground. 
 
    Becca moved around the wall and paused at the street to look over her shoulder. Rondell was red in the face, but he had her grandfather's arm over his shoulder, and looked to be carrying on. "Don't wait for me! You know the way back! Get going!" 
 
    Becca nodded, then turned Fiona down the street. "Come on, it's this way. It's only a block and a half away…" 
 
    "We were so close," Fiona muttered as they struggled out through the wind into the street. 
 
    Becca passed the abandoned car in the middle of the street.  
 
    "It's hard to believe we drove here in that," Fiona said as they limped past the abandoned vehicle. "Not much left…" 
 
    "This was your car?" Becca said as they continued their awkward gait across the street. 
 
    Fiona kept her head down to keep her face out of the storm. Without the benefit of a mask or scarf like Becca, the skin of her face was red. "It's not even ours…those crazy Druids ambushed us out there on the highway. We fought them off and then took their car…" 
 
    "Druids?" Becca said around a gasp for breath. "Riley mentioned Druids, too. What are you guys talking about? My brother said that he killed somebody…do you know anything about it?" 
 
    "I killed somebody, too," Fiona said in a quiet voice. She refused to speak about it any further, so Becca let it go and focused on getting them down the street.  
 
    Halfway down the block, as they passed the house on fire, Becca had to move as far away as she could—the heat from the blaze was so intense she worried it might burn them. She paused to glance over her shoulder, but could see nothing in the storm other than the swirling dust. 
 
    Then a shape emerged from the storm—but it wasn't Rondell and her grandfather. An angry looking man in tattered clothes, with burn marks over the side of his face, staggered through the dust. He carried a sawed-off shotgun in one hand. Becca's eyes widened as she took in the bloody mess of his arm. 
 
    "Go, go, go!" Becca said as she turned and tried to run, an awkward proposition given that Fiona could barely walk.  
 
    Fiona glanced over her shoulder and gasped. She shoved Becca away, then fell to the pavement with a painful cry, but managed to draw the pistol from her waistband and roll on her back. "Run, Becca! Get back to the house!" 
 
    The man with the sawed-off shotgun leered at them and squinted through bloodshot, blistered eyes as he raised the shotgun at Fiona.  
 
    Becca, frozen with fear, gaped as her brother appeared through the dust and body checked the man. The two of them crashed to the ground, and the shotgun went off, but thankfully aimed more toward the sky. The noise was tremendous and Becca shrieked and dropped to the ground in fear. The expected burn of pellets searing through her skin never materialized, though. She opened her eyes to see her brother, bloodied and bruised, wrestling with the man on the ground over control of the shotgun. 
 
    Becca looked around for a weapon to help her brother, while Fiona attempted to get a bead on the attacker, but held her fire. "I don't have a shot!" she shouted. "Your brother’s in the way!" 
 
    Frantically, Rebecca cast about looking for anything, a rock, a brick, a stick—then she spotted the busted gate of the house across the street. The wrought-iron gate lay in pieces on the ground where it looked like someone had smashed a car into it and gone on their way, leaving a deep gouge in the adobe wall down the length of the property.  
 
    Despite the searing heat from the flames that engulfed the house, Becca immediately charged across the street. She slid to a stop in the dust, reached down and grabbed one of the blackened iron pieces of the gate, and hissed as the heated metal touched her skin. Ignoring the pain in her hand, she turned and sprinted across the road.  
 
    At that moment, the man who’d fired the shotgun kicked Riley and her brother tumbled backward into the road but rebounded quickly to his feet. The shotgun lay between the two of them on the ground. In slow motion, Becca watched Riley and the man both realize the weapon lay between them. The man on the ground scrambled to his hands and knees and reached for the weapon. 
 
    "Riley!" she yelled. He turned in her direction, an intense stare on his face. By then the metal bar was already halfway through the air toward him. His athlete’s reflexes kicked in and he snatched the bar out of the air, then turned and stepped into a batter’s stance. The man opposing him had barely enough time to realize that his defenseless target was no longer unarmed before the home-run swing connected with the side of his head. He crumpled instantly and lay still in the street as Riley completed his swing and dropped the iron bar with a clang.  
 
    He turned and ran to Becca and gave her a hug. Then they both moved to Fiona. Riley helped her to her feet, then looked around. "Where's Rondell? Where's Grandpa?" 
 
    "They were back there," Fiona said as she pointed toward the abandoned car in the middle of the street.  
 
    "He told us to go on ahead…we were going too fast…" Becca explained. 
 
    "That's okay,” Riley said. “Becca, get Fiona back to the house. I'll go back and get them.” 
 
    A gunshot cracked, and a chunk of nearby adobe wall peppered Becca's face. She grunted in pain and ducked, dragging Fiona with her, who gasped at the sudden movement. 
 
    "There's more of them still out here! Go!" Riley said as he shoved his sister toward the Wrights’ house. 
 
    "What are you going to do?" 
 
    "I'm going to keep their attention!" 
 
    He bent down and picked up the shotgun in one hand, and the iron rod in the other. "I'm going to lead them away! Go!" 
 
    Becca reluctantly turned away from her brother, who'd already disappeared into the storm, and led Fiona forward toward sanctuary. She just hoped that it wasn't lost before they reached it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Cedarburg, Oklahoma 
 
      
 
    Isabel had to admit, roaming around at night in the middle of a terrible dust storm with minimal protective gear was a pretty bad idea. But it was the only option they had—at least Kathy had a small light. Kathy managed to catch her and half-pull her through the window. She only screamed once, and so far no one had come rushing out of the building to chase them. 
 
    "You think you can manage?" Kathy asked. 
 
    "What choice do I have?" Isabel yelled into the storm. 
 
    "Good—once we step around the corner, the wind will get a lot worse. Everything still on? Glasses and mask?" 
 
    Isabel leaned against the building. "Let's just do this already." 
 
    "Okay, you stay put. I'll see if I can find Dr. Evans’ car. Don't move. I'll be right back." 
 
    Isabel nodded. Kathy disappeared into the storm, a shadow vanishing into the night. She was alone with her thoughts. "Derek, I hope you found shelter…" she muttered to her husband. Hopefully, her kids were still with Gladys and Milton. If the kids were still in Santa Fe… 
 
    Isabel closed her eyes and shook her head. No. She would not go down that path. That way led only to madness. She knew herself—she'd spiral into a pit of worry and panic and lose herself. The only option to save her children was to push through the chaos, fight through the pain, and follow Kathy, no matter what happened. Kathy was her only way of getting back to the kids. 
 
    Headlights illuminated the dust-covered parking lot in front of her. Isabel heard the growl of an engine before an old model Volvo station wagon skidded to a stop just a few feet in front of her. The window rolled down. "Come on!" Kathy yelled. 
 
    Isabel was already limping away from the building and was halfway to the car. She hobbled around to the passenger side and climbed in, thankful to shut out the storm. 
 
    "Strap in, this is going to be a wild ride," Kathy said as she hit the gas and pulled them out of the parking lot. 
 
    Isabel clicked her safety belt, then pulled the dusty mask off her face and removed her oversized glasses. She coughed in the lingering dust that floated in the cabin. "I think the doctor must be a cheapskate," Isabel said as she looked at cracked leather seats and the ancient cassette player built in the dash. 
 
    "Yeah, this thing looks like it's from the 1980s, huh?" Kathy said with a chuckle. "I'm not happy that we had to steal it—this sure beats walking—but I mean come on…he's a doctor! Why doesn’t he have something a little more…nice?" 
 
    "You mean you would've preferred a sports car or something?" Isabel asked. 
 
    Kathy turned off of the access road and paused for a second. "You still have your cell phone?" 
 
    "Yeah," Isabel said as she pulled the device out of her pocket. "The screen’s cracked really bad though.” Isabel frowned. "All I'm getting is a little symbol that says the battery’s dead.” 
 
    "Great…just great…" Kathy complained. "Okay, most of the town is that way…” she said to herself. “That's gotta be east. So we want to go this way," she said as she looked to the right. She turned the wheel and pulled them onto an access road. "I don't see any cars out here…what do you think the chances are that Lucy knows we escaped yet?" 
 
    "It sounded to me like the clinic staff were just planning on leaving us locked up until the FBI came to town.” 
 
    "Well, here's hoping that the FBI is about as efficient as the DMV. With any luck,” Kathy said, “they won't get to Cedarburg for a long while." 
 
    "I can't believe with all the chaos going on—if all those rumors about the power outages across half the country are true," Isabel began, "that the FBI would find it important enough to send agents out to chase us down, when they've got so many other problems going on all over the country." 
 
    "If there's one thing I learned in the Army," Kathy said tiredly, "it’s never underestimate the stupidity of the federal government." 
 
    Isabel snorted as she shifted her position in the front seat. 
 
    "Whoa—car!” Kathy warned as she swerved around a sand buried car in the middle of the road. 
 
    "There! Up ahead—I saw a green sign when the headlights hit it," Isabel said as she pointed. 
 
    "Awesome! We found the highway again!" 
 
    "Oh…that's not the highway," Isabel said as they drew closer. "It's a welcome sign to New Mexico!" she cried. "We did it! We got out of Oklahoma!" 
 
    "Great,” Kathy said, deflated. “At this rate, we’ve only got 20 hours to go to reach Santa Fe." 
 
    "Hey, don't knock it," Isabel replied. "When we get to Santa Fe, I’ll find my kids." 
 
    They drove in silence for a moment, the only sound the roar of the engine and the gusting wind outside. Kathy was the first to break the spell. "You’re not coming back with me to Arizona?" 
 
    Isabel blinked and looked at Kathy, illuminated by the glow of the dashboard. "Honestly, it never even occurred to me. I mean, that's where Derek and I live…and he's in Sedona—I hope—but my kids are in Santa Fe,” Isabel said. “I can't just drive past them and leave them there. Kathy, we've got to go to Santa Fe." 
 
    Kathy looked at Isabel. "My top priority is to the people of the state of Arizona." 
 
    “Kathy! This road goes right past Santa Fe—I remember looking at it on the map yesterday," Isabel pleaded. "You have to let me get to my kids!" 
 
    "Look, we don't know what we’re driving into—" 
 
    "If I have to, I will get out and walk!" Isabel barked. 
 
    "You didn't let me finish!" Kathy complained. "I was trying to say that as long as it doesn't slow us down too much, I don't have a problem going through Santa Fe. I'd really prefer it if you came with me…I don't know how much longer I’ll be able to keep my eyes open, and having a second person along has been a real lifesaver so far…" 
 
    "Look, I want to get to Arizona, too—Derek's there, remember?" Isabel looked down at her bloodied, bandaged hands. "How about this? If we can get to Santa Fe and find my kids, then all of us will go to Arizona. Together." 
 
    "It's a deal," Kathy said with a grin. "Any chance we’ll be able to restock at…wherever your kids are?" 
 
    Isabel laughed. "My in-laws are…unique. They take being prepared to a whole other level. I'm sure they’ll have extra food and supplies to give us. Though we might have to help them unpack first." 
 
    "What?" Kathy asked. 
 
    “My kids are only there because Derek's mom and dad are moving from their ranch house out in the country to a retirement center just outside Santa Fe. My kids were helping them move today…or yesterday." Isabel shook her head. "I don't even know what time it is…" 
 
    "Oh," Kathy began, "about oh-dark-thirty." She glanced at Isabel's confused face. "That's military slang for really, really early in the morning." 
 
    Isabel nodded. "Fair enough. But anyway, I don't know what's going on…I don't know if they’re at their new place, or if they got caught in the storm at the old house. The only way to find out is to go to both places." 
 
    Kathy sighed. "This is starting to feel like it will take longer than a quick stop." 
 
    "You said it yourself—you can’t keep your eyes open much longer. On a good day, I would guess it would be about a 4-hour drive from the Panhandle to Santa Fe. Now…?" Isabel shrugged. "It might be dawn before we get there. I don't know…I just hope we have enough gas." 
 
    Kathy checked the dashboard. "Well, we’ve got about half a tank—if this fuel gauge is accurate…it might be older than me, so I don't know…" 
 
    "We’re coming in from the northeast, so we’ll have to drive through Santa Fe to get to the retirement center.” Isabel thought for a moment. “My in-laws’ old house was northwest of town. So we may as well check the new house first. If they're not there, we can head out to the old house. But those are the only two places that I could think they'd be." 
 
    They drove in silence for a long moment. "And if we can't find them?" Kathy asked. 
 
    Isabel sighed. "I don't even want to think about that. I can't." 
 
    Kathy nodded. "Well, if we ever find the highway again…wait a minute," she said as she narrowed her eyes. "Can you read that sign?" 
 
    Isabel squinted. "Hey—it says we're already on Highway 12!" 
 
    "Nice of them to tell us…" 
 
    “Okay…I can't help it, I have to check," Isabel said as she reached forward and snapped on the radio. 
 
    "Be my guest…" Kathy muttered as she focused on the road. "I can only manage about 30 miles an hour…this storm is something else…I can hardly see." 
 
    "Whatever you do, don't get in an accident. We'll never get any help out here. And the only people that might find us would probably be the FBI." 
 
    Kathy exhaled. "I really gotta write that doctor a nice note when we get to Arizona. Maybe I can get the department to pay for the cost of his car and the damage we did to the office." She shook her head. "Isabel, I've never done anything like this before…" 
 
    Isabel sighed as she fiddled with the radio knob. "Me neither. I just worry that the FBI is going to think that we really are criminals with all that we've been forced to do." 
 
    "None of it was our fault! If they’d just let us go on our way," Kathy said as she slapped at the steering wheel in frustration, "then we wouldn't have bothered anybody! Instead, we’ve been ambushed and had to break out of a medical clinic…stolen supplies and a car…" 
 
    "Not to mention abandoning the rental car in Cedarburg…" Isabel said. 
 
    The ever present static she'd found on each station stopped just as Kathy opened her mouth to speak. "Wait!" Isabel snapped and held her hand up. 
 
    A crackly voice emanated from the car’s ancient speakers. “…reports of widespread looting. Albuquerque…" The voice faded into static. 
 
    "What was that?" Kathy asked. 
 
    "I lost it!" Isabel said, desperately. She spun the dial back and forth. The signal faded, then came back. Her hand froze, her fingers hovering just over the knob. 
 
    "…widespread looting and civil unrest in multiple cities. The governor of Oregon has declared a state of emergency, along with the governors of California, Washington, Nevada, and New Mexico. Mandatory stay-at-home orders have been issued…" Static interrupted the news broadcast again. 
 
    "Something doesn’t sound right…" Kathy said. 
 
    "You're telling me—it sounds like the whole country is falling apart!" 
 
    Kathy shook her head. "No…besides that…this guy doesn't sound like a radio reporter…" 
 
    "He sounds scared…I would be too, if I knew what was really going on out there," Isabel said. 
 
    The voice came back. "…west of the Mississippi. Power outages continue to spread across the country. The latest report from the Federal Emergency Management Agency said that as of 11 o'clock last night, power was out across 75% of the nation with no estimate on when it could be restored. The dust storms have dissipated over Arizona, the damage to our electrical grid has already been done and compounded by…" The signal faded again. 
 
    "Thank goodness for that, at least," Kathy breathed. 
 
    “Sssh, it’s coming back,” Isabel said as she adjusted the dial slightly. 
 
    "…but spawned sister storms along the cold front that have spread into New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Colorado. The National Weather Service has issued severe dust storm warnings across much of the Great Plains." 
 
    Kathleen and Isabel looked at each other as the man mumbled something about contrails. 
 
    "Contrails?" Isabel mouthed. 
 
    Kathy shrugged. 
 
    "…shutting down pirate radio stations…but we're the only ones that are actually getting news out to you folks. If you’re listening out there, stay safe. Keep your head down and your powder dry, folks. This isn't going away anytime soon. The power didn't go out because of some storm…I'm telling you, it was terrorism! I saw the pictures and video of that power plant in Arizona that started all the problems…" The voice faded into static and crackles. 
 
    "Wow, this guy is starting to lose some credibility…" Isabel muttered. 
 
    "No, I can see where if he didn't know what we knew about the power station, terrorism might be a real possibility to him…" 
 
    "What are you talking about?” Isabel asked. “You told me that it was the dust that did it." 
 
    "Yeah," Kathy said, "but that's because I work in the field…I know that's what can happen to those SCADA devices—we trained for this stuff with DEM. That's not something somebody on the other side of the country would ever think about. To him, it might really look like terrorism. I mean come on, think about it—one second everything's fine, sure there's the storm, but then there's a big explosion. What would you think?" 
 
    Isabel was silent for a moment as she tried to get the radio station back. "I suppose you're right…I never would’ve thought dust could have caused such a big problem if I didn’t know better." 
 
    "That's why DEM exists…we sit around and think up what can go wrong and then try to prepare for it. You'd be surprised at how something little and insignificant can cause major problems.” 
 
    Isabel shook her head. "After everything we've lived through in the past 48 hours, I don't think anything would surprise me anymore." 
 
    "…declaration of nationwide martial law to be coming today or tomorrow…" the pirate radio host said in a moment of clear signal. 
 
    "What?" Isabel breathed. 
 
    "What were you saying about not being surprised?" Kathy asked. "Isabel, if half of what this guy is saying turns out to be true…then things are going to get really, really bad…real quick." She pushed the accelerator, and they sped deeper into the storm. "We won’t have much time to spare." 
 
    "If you're right, and he's right," Isabel said as she pointed at the radio, "then I'm more determined than ever to get my children.” 
 
    Kathy grinned. "Then hold on to your butt—let's see how fast this pig can go." She slammed the accelerator, and the Volvo responded like a scalded cat. They roared down the highway into the dark heart of the storm toward Santa Fe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Cedarburg, Oklahoma 
 
      
 
    It was almost midnight when the GPS chirped that she had finally arrived at the police headquarters in the burgeoning metropolis of Cedarburg, Oklahoma. 
 
    Dana peeled her hands off the steering wheel and stretched her back, groaning in relief as several vertebrae popped. 
 
    She sat there with the car at idle as it shook back and forth, buffeted by the winds that seem to scream and howl through the small, empty town. She wasn’t confident that anyone would be in the building, but she didn’t relish the idea of sleeping in her car, either. 
 
    She got out as fast as she could and ran the short distance to the main entrance of the Cedarburg police station. Once inside the dark building, with the storm safely outside, Dana exhaled, then coughed in the cloud of dust that hung in the foyer. 
 
    Behind her, the door rattled as the wind gusted against it. A light clicked on in front of her. "Who are you and what you do need?" a bored voice asked. 
 
    Dana held up one hand to block the light and reached for her coat pocket. "Federal agent," she said in a commanding voice. She whipped out the ID wallet and held her badge up. "Dana Sinclair, FBI." The flashlight shifted from her badge to her face. 
 
    "It's okay. This is the agent we were told to expect,” a female voice called from somewhere inside the building to the left. 
 
    The flashlight aimed up at the ceiling, illuminating the face of a tall, strong man in a dusty police uniform. He had rings of clean, white skin around his eyes, but his face was otherwise completely brown, coated in the thick dust that swirled in the air outside. 
 
    "What are you, crazy?" he asked as Dana walked toward him. 
 
    A short, heavyset woman in a dusty police uniform similar to the male officer’s emerged out of the darkness,  keys jingling from her utility belt. She reached out a hand and smiled pleasant enough, but Dana noticed distinctly that her smile didn’t reach her eyes. "I’m Lucy Mendoza, chief of police here in Cedarburg. Welcome." 
 
    Dana shook the offered hand and put her badge away as she looked around the darkened police headquarters. "So you know why I’m here?" 
 
    "Sure," Lucy said with a nod. "Come on back to my office. I got one of the emergency lights still working in there. Better than standin’ out here in the dark." 
 
    Once Dana settled in the chief of police's office, and Lucy handed over a bottle of lukewarm water, she sat behind the desk with a sigh and a small puff of dust that jumped free of her uniform. "I can't say I’m happy to see you. We got more than enough to deal with right now, without having to babysit an FBI agent from out of town."  
 
    "I'm detecting a little hostility," Dana said. "That's not exactly the spirit of cooperation." 
 
    "What can I say, my ex left me to be an FBI agent," Lucy said as she narrowed her eyes at Dana. She slapped both hands on the desk, then suddenly smiled. "But, I can see you’re the good sort, so what can I do to help you?" 
 
    "You can start by telling me where Kathy Powell and Isabel Stagg are?" 
 
    "Oh, that's easy, there down at the medical clinic. Doc Evans is patching them up." 
 
    "You have them in custody?" 
 
    "Sure I do," Lucy replied cheerfully. "Me and Tom apprehended them ourselves at the scene of a murder. I took them down to the clinic because they're both so banged up they could hardly see straight. Did they really survive a plane crash?" 
 
    Dana nodded. "Looks that way." 
 
    Lucy let out a slow whistle. "Well, I’ll be…" 
 
    Dana stood and brushed the dust off of her suit. "If you don't mind, I’d like to go see them right away. I have some questions I need to ask." 
 
    Lucy leaned back in her chair. And it made a horrible squeak. "Well, I'm sure we can get down there and talk with them. But I've got to let Doc work his magic on them first. Trust me, you do not want to interrupt that man when he's in the middle of taking care of a patient," she said with a small laugh. 
 
    "With all due respect, Chief Mendoza, the Governor of Arizona is dead and those two women might have the only information as to what happened." 
 
    "You think they had anything to do with the plane crash?" Lucy asked as she scratched her chin. 
 
    Dana blinked. She’s stalling. She shook her head and put her hands on her hips. "Honestly? No." 
 
    Lucy nodded. “I'm sorry. Can I see your ID again? Paperwork, you know…" Lucy said as she held out her hand. 
 
    Dana sighed and handed over her badge. "We’re wasting time." 
 
    "Do it right, or do it twice…that's what my daddy always said," Lucy replied as she gave the badge and ID a close look. “Sit tight, I'll be right back," she said as she heaved herself to her feet. She held up Dana’s badge wallet as she turned to the door. "Computer’s down without power, but we do have a backup generator." 
 
    "Do you have internet access?" Dana asked. 
 
    "No, but we do have a radio. State police out of OKC still have power, so I'm gonna call it in and when you check out, we’ll go visit Kathy and Isabel." 
 
    Dana blinked. "You're on a first name basis with them?" 
 
    "Well, I try to give everyone the benefit of the doubt," Lucy said with a smile. The smile faded as she reached the door. She looked Dana up and down. "Almost everyone." Then she disappeared into the dark interior of the building. 
 
    Dana sat down in her seat inside, then coughed as the dust she disturbed circulated around her face. "This is great…" 
 
    Several minutes later, Chief Lucy walked back into the room, thanked Dana for her patience, then handed her ID and badge back. "Well, good news is you check out. Everything's on the up and up." 
 
    Dana tucked the badge wallet back in her coat. "But there's a bad side?" 
 
    “Yeah…about that…" Lucy looked Dana square in the face. "The two women are gone." 
 
    Dana shook her head. "I'm sorry…can you run that by me again? Did you just say that the two women I just chased across half the Panhandle through a dust storm…are gone?" 
 
    Lucy collapsed into her chair with a sigh. "I just got off the radio with Doc Evans. He’s down at the clinic and was going through his rounds, checking on some of the patients he's got. It's been a very busy 24 hours, as you can imagine," she said with a gesture indicating the storm and the power outage. "When he went to go check on our two visitors…he found the door to their room was barred from the inside. It took him a few minutes, and he had to call on the nurse on duty, but the two of them managed to bust the door open. When they got inside, they found the dust storm." 
 
    "What?" Dana asked. 
 
    Lucy shook her head. “Ransacked Doc Evans’ office for supplies, busted open the window, and skipped off into the night." 
 
    Dana looked at the chief of police, who now wore an expression on her face that was most decidedly uncooperative. "Do you have any idea which way they went?" 
 
    "Now that you mention it, no. Only thing I heard was they’re hard-pressed to get to Arizona. I tell you what, those two sure are determined." 
 
    "Well, did they have their vehicle at the clinic.?" Dana asked. 
 
    Lucy shook her head. "No, they left it over at Lionel Peabody’s place, the murder scene we were investigating when we first encountered them. I drove them over to the clinic. Didn't want to give them an easy way out." 
 
    "That was smart," Dana said quickly. "So, if they’re on foot—" 
 
    "Well…I don’t think they’re on foot," Lucy warned. 
 
    "How do you figure?" Dana asked in a voice that suggested disbelief but expecting the worst. 
 
    "When they ransacked the clinic, they also went through Doc Evans’ office. He says he can't find his car keys. 1981 Volvo wagon." 
 
    "You're telling me they stole the doctor’s 40-year old car?" 
 
    “Well, it is vintage…he’s in the process of restoring it. Says it was the same one that belonged to his wife…she passed away a few years back.” 
 
    "What?" Dana asked. “I can’t believe that you had them—did you know they were gone when you were stalling?” 
 
    "Look, you're lucky I'm even talking to you!" Lucy snapped as she jumped to her feet. She leaned over the desk and snarled at Dana. "I got enough problems dropped in my lap right now without having a highfalutin FBI agent poking around in my business! You want your fugitives, go get ‘em! I got a couple murders to investigate, and those two were the last ones to see the suspects. That was why I was trying to keep an eye on them. The last thing I wanted was for them to skip town like this!" 
 
    Dana started to apologize, but changed her mind and stood. “Thank you for the water,” she said as she raised the half-empty bottle. She turned for the door. 
 
    "You going out in this?" Lucy asked. "You're out of your mind—you go off chasing them in the dark in the middle of the storm, and you’re liable to end up in a ditch on the side of the road somewhere—just like them!” Lucy crossed her arms. “You want a nickel’s worth of free advice?" 
 
    "Please," Dana said, struggling to not roll her eyes. 
 
    "Go get some rest! Those two are running on fumes. They’ll probably crash into the first thing they see out there, which is probably gonna be a sand dune. Once the storm blows over, all you’ll have to do is drive out real slow and pick up the pieces." 
 
    "Chief! I got another fire in town!" the male officer cried from the central area of the building. “Just got the call! It’s over by the old Hoffman place.” 
 
    Lucy sighed. "Now if you'll excuse me, I've got a town to protect." 
 
    Dana left with a frown. Her boss had a lot of explaining to do. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Wright Residence 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Becca burst through the Wrights’ front door in a cloud of dust and sand. "Grandma!" she called out as she helped Fiona enter. Gladys and Caitlyn emerged from the kitchen and rushed down the hallway. 
 
    Gladys easily took Fiona's weight and did a visual inspection of her back at the same time. "Becca! Where's your brother? Where's Milton? And who's—" 
 
    Fiona looked up, her face a bruised mass of sand-blasted skin. She cracked a weak smile. "Hi, Mrs. Stagg." 
 
    “Fiona?" Gladys gasped. 
 
    "What in the world happened to you?" Caitlyn said as she came up behind Gladys. 
 
    Fiona shook her head slightly. "I got shot…" she said as she tried to lift her injured leg. She winced. 
 
    "Did that just happen?" Gladys asked. “Where’s Milton?” 
 
    "No…it was a while ago," Fiona said. 
 
    “Mr. Wright—Rondell—has Grandpa. They were behind us…” Becca said as she sagged against a wall and cradled her burned hand. 
 
    "All right then, let's get them into the kitchen—I need better light and space to work. I don't like the way that bandage has been wrapped—who did that?" she demanded, as she pointed at Fiona’s leg. 
 
    "Riley," Fiona said, a dreamy sound of her voice. "He took care of me when we were in the tunnel." 
 
    "The tunnel? The tunnel under my house?" Gladys snapped. 
 
    "Yes ma'am," Fiona said as Caitlyn began the process of dragging her into the kitchen. 
 
    Becca looked at her grandmother. "What tunnel?" 
 
    "Milton dug an emergency shelter under our house, and then made a tunnel that led out to the backyard so we could escape if we ever needed to…" Her words were disjointed and halting, as if she weren't really the one speaking. "I didn't…I never thought…I always laughed at him…" 
 
    Becca gave her grandmother a quick, dusty hug, then moved to the front door and shut it against the force of the wind. Gunshots crackled outside down the street, and it sent a shiver down her spine before the door finally shut, sealing out the storm.  
 
    "Where's my husband?" Caitlyn demanded from the kitchen as Gladys took over getting Fiona prepped for whatever Caitlyn planned. 
 
    "I don't know, ma'am," Becca said.  
 
    "Where's Riley?" Gladys asked. 
 
    "He left us…he drew their fire—" 
 
    "People were shooting at you?" Caitlyn demanded. 
 
    "Yes ma'am," Fiona replied quickly. “It wasn't that long ago, it was before he said he'd go get help…they were shooting at us and had us pinned down at the intersection a couple blocks over." 
 
    "That explains where all the gunfire came from," Gladys said with a quick look at her new neighbor. 
 
    "Was anyone hurt? I need to know exactly what happened—" Caitlyn began. 
 
    "You sound more like a combat nurse than a retired teacher…" began Gladys. 
 
    "I was a nurse," Caitlyn said distractedly, "in a former life. That's how Rondell and I met—classic Florence Nightingale," she said with a shaky smile. 
 
    "No one was shot…there was a car crash, and we were all pretty shaken up. Mr. Stagg was hurt pretty bad, he was shot earlier—" began Fiona from the kitchen table. 
 
    "Shot!" Gladys gasped as her hands flew to her mouth. 
 
    "It's okay, Riley stitched him up…just like he took care of me," Fiona said as she looked down at her bandaged, blood encrusted leg. 
 
    The front door burst open and everyone spun to look. Rondell's bulk filled the doorway as he dragged Milton in, then collapsed to his knees and laid his new neighbor out on the floor. Dust and wind howled behind them and blew into the house. More gunshots cracked in the distance. 
 
    "Caitlyn! Milton—he's hurt bad!" 
 
    Caitlyn pushed her way between Gladys and Fiona far more gracefully than Becca expected and got down on the ground to examine her newest patient. Her hands flew over Milton's prone body, gently examining head, face, neck, shoulders, torso, arms, and legs. She moved with a practiced precision that Becca could only stare at in amazement.  
 
    "One patched up gunshot wound to the side, just like you said," she said over her shoulder to Fiona. "Don't worry, Gladys, it just grazed him—nothing serious. It looks a lot worse than it is." 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Gladys said as she moved to her husband. 
 
    "He’s got some bruising I don't like up here by the collarbone,” Caitlyn continued, “but other than cuts and bruises, the rest of his injuries seem superficial." 
 
    "They sure don't feel superficial," the old man grumbled. 
 
    Gladys pounced on him. Her hands flew to his face as she kissed his cracked lips gently and scolded him in soft mumbles and whispers for risking his life in the storm. 
 
    The old man raised a shaky hand and held her hand in his. "It'll take more than these hooligans and some dust to take me out, dear." 
 
    Gladys turned from her husband and looked at Rondell, tears in her eyes. "Where's my grandson?" 
 
    Rondell shook his head and pulled his facemask up with an audible hiss. He wiped his sweaty, beet-colored face with a dusty rag. "I don't know…the kid was there one second, then took off. I haven't seen him since. He drew away the looters long enough for me and Becca to get these two out." 
 
    "That's what I was trying to tell you, Grandma," Becca said. "I met him out there in the street just down the road," she said as she pointed. She moved around Rondell, took a quick look out the door, then shut it again. She threw the deadbolt, and the sound reminded her of a prison door slamming shut in a movie. Her brother was out there in the storm, trapped and wounded. He’d sacrificed himself twice for her… 
 
    "What happened?" Gladys demanded. 
 
    "The house down the street caught on fire, and I was trying to help Fiona, and this guy came out of nowhere and had a shotgun…he was going to shoot us!" 
 
    Gladys closed her eyes and clasped her hands in front of her chest. 
 
    "Then Riley smashed into him like he was in a hockey game. They went down and wrestled over the shotgun. I looked across the street and saw an iron gate had been knocked down…I guess somebody crashed into it with a car or something…anyway, I grabbed one of the bars," Becca said as she looked down at her blistered hand. "It was really hot, and it hurt, but I brought it back to Riley and he used it…he swung…he hit the guy in the head…" Becca looked up, her eyes suddenly blurry. "Grandma, the guy fell to the ground, and he didn't get back up…" 
 
    "Rebecca! Your hand!" Gladys gasped when she saw her granddaughter’s blistered, red hand. 
 
    "Quick, bring her in here. I’ve got some burn gel packs," Caitlyn said. 
 
    "Sounds like you’ve got a full hospital in there," Gladys said as she urged her granddaughter into the kitchen. 
 
    "I think you'll find my wife is full of surprises," Rondell said with a knowing smile. 
 
    "Don't worry about my hand," Becca said as she walked into the kitchen behind Caitlyn. “Look at Fiona's leg first.” 
 
    "I'm fine,” Fiona protested from the table, where she’d been forced to lay down. “I'm more worried about Mr. Stagg…" 
 
    "As the only actual nurse in the room, I'll keep my own counsel on how to triage my patients, thank you very much," Caitlyn snapped. Her jovial, friendly tone disappeared into a no-nonsense, dictatorial voice. "You—” she said, pointing at Fiona, “—lay back on that table. When I put you there, it was for your own good. I don't want that leg moving until I have a chance to take a good look at it.” 
 
    “You,” she said, pointing a meaty finger at Becca. “You’ve got a second degree burn on that hand. Sit in that chair right there and wait.” She turned to her husband as he struggled to get to his feet. "You—I need you to sit in a chair before you have a heart attack." 
 
    "I'm fine," he grumbled. 
 
    "Yes, I keep hearing that," Caitlyn said tiredly. "I'll be the one to determine who's fine and who's not. Gladys," she snapped. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "You're my assistant. I want you to work on Becca first. She's got the most recent injury—she needs treatment now, before it gets any worse. Fill a saucepan with water and let her put her hand in it. Then cut off a piece of this Aloe plant.” 
 
    "Okay, I can do that,” Gladys said, nodding, “I use Aloe in my kitchen all the time.” 
 
    "Fiona," Caitlyn said. "Can I call you Fiona?" Without waiting for an answer, she continued. "I'm putting water on this washcloth right here, and I want you to clean yourself up as best as possible—stay away from that injured leg, I'll clean that. Wipe your hands and face—we need to get all the dust and sand off of you so I can see the extent of your injuries." She handed Fiona the wet rag, then turned away as the younger woman stared at her and blinked. 
 
    “I need to get vitals on Milton," she said as she rummaged through a massive first aid kit set on the kitchen counter. She emerged from the pile of supplies with a thermometer and a handful of gauze bandages. She moved gracefully, despite her bulk, and flitted her way around the kitchen, giving each patient a cursory glance before she moved on to Becca's grandfather and her husband.  
 
    Becca hissed and pulled her hand away from her grandmother. "That hurts!" 
 
    "I'm sorry, baby,” Gladys cooed. “I've got to get it clean, there's all kinds of dust and dirt on your hand…" Gladys grabbed her granddaughter by the wrist. "Please hold still, this will only hurt more if you fight it."  
 
    Once she was finished cleaning Becca’s hand, she dunked it in a pan of water and left her alone. She dried her hands and turned her attention to the big green aloe plant that, from its perch on top of the fridge, cascaded down to the counter. 
 
    Becca watched her grandmother slice off a long green leaf. She expertly sliced the thick leaf lengthwise and ran her thumb under the incision to peel back the outer skin. With a deft movement, she scooped half the green slime out of the leaf, then turned and gently applied to Becca’s hand. 
 
    She winced at her grandmother’s touch, but had to admit the slimy stuff from inside the plant soothed her blistered skin almost immediately. “Is there anything else you want me to apply?” Gladys asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “There’s anti-biotic ointment in the kit over here…put a little on, then wrap her hand—keep it loose, though,” Caitlyn said from the hallway. 
 
    Becca turned from her hand to watch Caitlyn as she knelt next to her grandfather to read his temperature and check his pulse. She nodded and mumbled to herself as she scribbled down the information on a little notebook that emerged from one of her pockets. Caitlyn then moved on to check her husband's vital signs, clucking as she did so while remonstrating him for putting his life in jeopardy. 
 
    "Somebody had to do it, Caitlyn, I wasn't about to let you go out there in that mess…I'm glad I did, too—those jokers are not playing around," he said by way of an after-action report, as his wife checked his pulse again and recorded it in the little notebook. 
 
    Satisfied her two oldest patients wouldn't expire on the spot, Caitlyn stood and came back into the kitchen. “Okay, they’ll keep. Let’s see about the rest of you. Gladys, I think Becca is good for now. Can you help me over here?" 
 
    Becca stared down at her wrapped hand and felt the throbbing pain of the freshly cleaned burns. Every heartbeat brought a new burst of torture to her hand, but she found the aloe did cool the blistered skin significantly. She leaned back against the refrigerator and sighed as the pain subsided. 
 
    "Becca, when you feel up to it, there's pain medicine over here. Take a couple of ibuprofen and some water. I need you to sit down and rest for a few minutes—I'll be able to wrap your hand properly in a minute.” 
 
    "Okay, thanks," Becca said as she moved in a dreamlike, slow walk across the kitchen to retrieve the medication. As she walked, her hand moved, and a flash of pain brought back the memory of picking up the blackened iron bar.  
 
    Now that she'd seen the results of the heat searing her flesh, the pain seemed more intense—so did the memory. She reached for the pill bottle with a shaking hand as she relived watching her brother crack the man's head open with the iron bar.  
 
    She’d witnessed the murder.  
 
    Even if it was in self-defense, she’d just seen someone killed at the hands of her brother. And she gave him the weapon. Did that mean she was guilty as well? 
 
    "It'll be okay…" Rondell said as he moved up next to her and took the pill bottle from her hand. He doled out a couple of the little white pills and handed them to her before he gave her a bottle of lukewarm water.  
 
    “Th-thanks,” Becca muttered. 
 
    "I heard you tell everybody what happened out there. Seeing a man killed for the first time isn't easy. It's easier than if you did it yourself…but it's still not easy. You're going to be okay. Just remember," Rondell said in a grandfatherly voice, only she could hear, "that man was going to hurt you. Your brother protected you. He did the right thing, and no jury on this planet would say otherwise. He deserves a medal for defending you." 
 
    "Good,” Caitlyn said from the kitchen table. “You've done a good job cleaning up most of the sand from your face. I don't think there's going to be any permanent damage, but you won’t be wearing makeup anytime soon…" Caitlyn muttered behind them. 
 
    "So what you're saying is my modeling career has to be put on hold for now?" Fiona said with a snort. 
 
    "It's so good to see you, dear…” Gladys added. “You have to tell me what happened…where’s Cassie?” 
 
    As Fiona launched into the story of how she was shot at the Stagg Homestead, Becca retreated into her mind. Her brother was out there in the storm. He defended her—put his own life at risk…twice—and disappeared into the storm, chasing down the man who intended to hurt his family. 
 
    "Riley's out there all by himself…" she whispered, more to herself than to Rondell. 
 
    "As soon as I catch my breath, I'll go back out there—I won't be doing him any good if I have a heart attack in the middle of the street," Rondell said. "If only I was a little younger…if only I'd listened to my wife and kept myself in better shape…" 
 
    "I heard that," Caitlyn said sharply. "If you think for one second that I'm going to allow you out of this house to try to find that boy—" 
 
    "Caitlyn…he’s my grandson…" Gladys said in a shaky voice. 
 
    "I…I'm sorry, honey," Caitlyn said. 
 
    Becca tuned out the conversation. She walked out of the kitchen with her bottle of water and settled herself by the front window where she couldn’t hear them talk about Riley. She couldn’t listen to them while she sat helpless, with an injured hand, unable to do anything. Yet her brother, probably shot, and certainly hurt in the car accident, was out there. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    “I have to do something…" Becca muttered as she peeked around the corner of one of the blackout curtains into the dusty mess outside. She stared at her grandparents’ house across the street for a long moment before she realized that she could even see the house across the street. "Hey…" she said to herself. "Hey!" she called again over the chatter from the kitchen. She turned and rushed back down the hallway. "Guys, I think the storm is letting up!" 
 
    "What?" Rondell asked. 
 
    "Don't bother me with stuff like that," Caitlyn snapped. "I'm trying to clean a gunshot wound here," she said, bent over Fiona's leg. 
 
    "Hang on, dear, this is going to hurt," Gladys muttered. She held Fiona down on the table. "You've got a stay still so she can work…" 
 
    "Oh I can stay—aaaahhh!" Fiona’s back arched and she bucked off the table, screaming in pain. 
 
    "Rondell! Get over here and help me hold her down!" Caitlyn yelled. 
 
    Her husband glanced at Becca, looked at the window, then back at the youngest Stagg. 
 
    Becca shivered. It was like the old man saw right into her soul. He knows what I'm going to do. 
 
    Rondell winked at her, then placed himself at the table to help hold Fiona down, but the bulk of his body blocked the view down the hallway. The hallway where Becca stood opposite the front door. 
 
    He knows. He knows, and he's going to cover for me.  
 
    Becca turned and walked quietly down the hallway. Her grandfather waited at the end, still on the floor, resting. She knelt next to the old man and gently brushed some of the dirt-caked hair from his forehead. He stirred and opened his eyes, still clear and sharp. 
 
    "You're going back out there, ain't you?" he asked in a whisper. 
 
    Becca nodded, feeling like she floated above herself. Why would she go out there in that storm? Why would she risk her life to go after her brother? She didn't know how to fight, and she couldn't even use one hand… 
 
    "You can't shoot…" he muttered. 
 
    Becca's vision blurred again as she looked down. She shook her head. "Grandpa…I hurt my right hand, I couldn't hold the gun even if I knew what to do…" 
 
    "Then don't take one. Don't try. You helped your brother earlier. I heard about that metal gate. You’re quick on your feet. Just promise me something…" 
 
    Becca swallowed and nodded. "Anything, Grandpa." 
 
    "Don't get lost. If you can't find your way back, find a house, any house. Break in if you have to, but get out of the storm and hide. Cover your tracks. You wait for the storm to blow over, then come home. Got it?” 
 
    "I think it's already starting to die down," she leaned down and whispered. "I can see your new house across the street…we couldn't do that earlier." 
 
    The old man closed his eyes and nodded. "Good…maybe it's finally moving on. When the storm clears and the dust begins to settle, things are going to get rough around here. I'll cover for you with your grandmother. Just make sure you find your brother, and if you have to, stay hidden until you can make it back here. You think you know the way?" 
 
    "I know the way," Becca said with more confidence than she felt. All the houses in the neighborhood looked the same, but she remembered seeing the big radio antenna sticking up in the backyard from the Wrights’ house. Even if she got lost, that radio antenna would bring her back. 
 
    "Be brave, darlin’. You can do this." Milton stared up at her. "I have faith in you." 
 
    She squeezed her grandfather’s shoulder, then stood and moved to the door. "Keep moving—if you get outside fast enough, they won’t be able to stop you." 
 
    "I'll find him," she said with a whisper, then unlatched and opened the door. The wind immediately howled and blew sand into the foyer, alerting the others. She ignored their protests, slipped outside, and disappeared into the storm. 
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    Becca shut the door behind her, then secured her facemask and shield. By the time she made it down the driveway to the street, hunched over in the wind, she was as protected as possible. She couldn't put the nitrile gloves back on her injured hand, so instead kept her bandaged hand under her shirt. 
 
    She staggered down the street, back to the place where Riley had saved her and Fiona from the looter with the shotgun. As she approached the spot and found dust-covered blood on the ground, she realized that the storm was indeed letting up. She turned and looked back toward the Wrights’ house. Not only could she clearly see it down the street, but she could see further. 
 
    Cold fear gripped her chest. She'd never felt so exposed in all her life. 
 
    Gunshots continued to pop and echo down the streets. Were they more frequent, now? 
 
    Becca began to sweat. She desperately looked for a place to hide. If someone came around the corner of the house, she'd be caught dead to rights in the middle of the road, too far to race back to her grandmother's or the Wrights’ house. Without the cover of the storm, she couldn't just disappear. 
 
    Shouting and loud voices echoed down the street to her left in the opposite direction of the Wrights’ house. The dust wasn't even that bad in the air. Either the storm was breaking up rapidly, or she was in a lucky pocket of clear air.  
 
    The bulky full-face mask became a hindrance, so she ripped it off and sprinted toward the house directly across the street from her. The front door had been smashed open, so she hoped that since looters had already visited the residence, they wouldn't be back anytime soon. 
 
    Following her grandfather's advice, she ducked inside the door and made herself a small as possible to avoid detection from the street. 
 
    The first thing she noticed, other than the overpowering odor of stale air and dust, was a scent that reminded her more of bathroom facilities at a rustic campground than what she would've expected to find in an old person's home. Wasn't it supposed to smell like mothballs or something? 
 
    Fearing that she'd picked perhaps the worst house on the street to break into—had the power outage caused the toilets to overflow?—Becca flinched as gunshots rattled down the street. They sounded right outside the front door. 
 
    Then she heard someone's voice call out clear as day: “Check that one!” 
 
    Spurred by fear, Becca moved deeper into the house. The latrine stench grew stronger as she moved toward the back of the house, following the same layout as her grandparents’—and the Wrights’—own house.  
 
    The master bedroom was on her left, at the end of the hallway. Directly opposite was a bathroom. Becca swallowed. Judging by the smell, she didn't want to go in the bathroom, so she left the door shut and quickly scurried into the master bedroom, keeping herself as low to the ground as possible because she fully expected to find a set of windows exactly like her grandmother's house. The last thing she needed was to rush into a room and be discovered by somebody lurking outside. 
 
    More gunshots popped, and other voices shouted from across the street. The booming sound of a shotgun answered the pistols, and excited voices chattered outside. It sounded like someone was fighting back. 
 
    Becca moved her way to the window and took a peek outside. The backyard was deserted—filled with overturned lawn furniture and sand from the storm, but deserted, nonetheless. However, when she turned away from the window, she found the bedroom wasn't deserted. 
 
    The owner of the house lay sprawled across the bed, an elderly woman a little older than Becca's own grandmother. Someone had shot her point blank with a big weapon, judging by the amount of blood and gore splattered across the wall and headboard. The blankets had turned brown with soaked, partially dried blood. 
 
    The nightstand next to the bed stood open, and a small revolver lay just within reach. The old woman had tried to defend herself and paid the ultimate price for her insolence. 
 
    The rest of the room looked ransacked, but the details blurred as quickly as Becca's vision. She doubled over and threw up all over the blood splattered carpet. Shaking, Becca wiped her mouth with the back of her good hand and crawled away from the door. For a split second she forgot all about her injured hand and put it down on the carpet, then shrieked in pain and fell over on her side. 
 
    That was when she noticed the silence outside. 
 
    The talking—some in Spanish and some in English—had stopped. Gunshots still echoed in the distance, but the immediate vicinity of the house was clear. Either whoever had been outside left, or they'd heard her scream in pain. 
 
    Becca's heart raced. She had to get out. Now. She scrambled to her feet, ignoring the threat from the windows, and ran through the house to the back door. There was no way she could make it out the front without being seen—judging by the sounds from the street. They definitely knew she was in there. 
 
    "…you said you took care of the old woman…" drifted through the open front door. 
 
    “I did!” was the shouted response. 
 
    "Crap, crap, crap," Becca muttered to herself as she stumbled through the debris-strewn house and tripped over a stand mixer someone had carelessly dropped on the kitchen floor. She made it to the back door, took a breath, then unlatched it and carefully slid it open.  
 
    Following her grandfather's advice, she stepped outside, closed the door as quietly as she could, then stayed next to the building itself as she made her way to the far corner. She'd noticed that the porch was covered in sand, so any step further than about a foot and a half away from the patio door would've left clear imprints in the soft, flour-like dust. Anyone walking through the kitchen would've easily seen where she'd gone. 
 
    Becca reached the corner, slipped around the back of the house and paused, her back pressed tight against the cool stucco siding as she attempted to slow her breathing and calm her heart. She had to get out of the yard, that much was clear.  
 
    She stared at the adobe wall just a few feet away. It was only about four feet high, just like the rest of the “fences” in the neighborhood. She glanced down at her injured hand. She’d have to use both hands and her legs to get over that wall.  
 
    As Becca debated how to proceed, an angry shout from the front of the house propelled her forward. She raced across the open space, ignoring the footprints she left in her wake, and launched herself at the wall. Being only 13, she wasn't exactly the tallest person in the world, so she hit the top of the wall with the button on her jeans, then her torso slammed painfully onto the other side. She didn't have time to gasp or shout or anything before her momentum lifted her legs up and over the wall and she flipped, landing on her back in the sand-covered yard opposite the house she’d just escaped from.  
 
    Becca lay there for a long moment, forcing herself to breathe again. Her eyes watered and she wanted nothing more than to scream, but eventually her lungs started working again and she took in a deep breath. 
 
    Movement from the corner of the house in front of her made her scramble to her feet. She didn't take the chance of waiting around to see who it was, she turned and sprinted for the front of the new house. As she ran past the near corner, she saw someone emerge from the far side of the house—it was only the barest glimpse of a person. But they were big.  
 
    That was all the motivation Becca needed to pour on the speed and race for the front yard. The arm that caught her across the chest as she reached the front corner of the house took her completely by surprise, but the hand that clamped over her mouth as she screamed iced the cake. With no recourse and an injured hand, Becca bit down. Hard. 
 
    Her brother growled as he pushed her away. "Really?" he hissed, massaging his hand. "I stop you from getting caught by those looters out front and you bite my fingers off?" 
 
    Becca blinked and looked up at him from the dust covered driveway. "Riley? Riley!" she said a little too loud as she jumped to her feet and embraced him. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her, but he didn't return the embrace. Instead, he smashed her face into his chest to silence her. "Be quiet," he hissed. "This place is crawling with those guys…they're still mad at me for the car accident. I thought these guys would have given up by now, but they just keep coming!" 
 
    "The looters?" Becca was careful to whisper. 
 
    "No…the freaking Druids…" Riley whispered as he looked away and scanned the surrounding area. "Come on, we can't stay here…we gotta keep moving." 
 
    "They followed me into the house on the other side," Becca said as she pointed back the way she'd come. "My tracks," she groaned as she saw the clear footprints she'd left in her headlong sprint down the side of the house. 
 
    "There's nothing we can do about that—come on," Riley said as he pulled her toward the street. "If we’re lucky, we can get out into the road—" 
 
    "Over there!" A voice called out in the distance. 
 
    "Can you run?" Riley asked as he took off down the street in the opposite direction of the Wrights’ house. 
 
    Becca easily caught up—her brother limped, and she had always been a fast runner. "We’re going the wrong way—the Wrights and Grandma and Grandpa are back that way," she said as she pointed behind them. 
 
    “So are the Druids!" Riley said, already out of breath. "There," he gasped a moment later as he pointed to the left. They rounded the block and found a house that still appeared untouched. 
 
    "How do you know there's not somebody in there?" Becca asked. 
 
    "See the clear spot on the driveway?" Riley explained as they approached the house and slowed. "There's a big clear spot here where somebody's car used to be. And the tire tracks are only one way—they were here, but they left in the storm. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like anyone came back, then,” Becca said. 
 
    “Right—I don't see footprints anywhere," Riley said. He was careful to stay on bare pavement and thus avoid leaving tracks. 
 
    Becca focused on where Riley placed his feet and did likewise. When they reached the front porch, she turned back and smiled. "We didn't leave any tracks…look at that, they stop way out there, back at the intersection." 
 
    "Yeah, there's only two ways we could've gone, this way, or that way," Riley said as he pointed down the street on the other side of the intersection where the road had been relatively cleared of dust by the wind. "It’s a 50-50 chance that they'll find us. Come on, let's get inside.” 
 
    It took them far longer to get inside than Becca would've liked, as the front door was locked securely and Riley didn't want to risk breaking glass and alerting their pursuers where they'd gone. They crept carefully, staying as close to the house as possible to avoid leaving prints, and made their way to the back, where Riley found the bedroom window.  
 
    He peered inside. "This should work. We just have to get inside." 
 
    "What do you think the chances are they left the window open for us?" 
 
    Riley tried to window, but it didn't budge. "Pretty slim." They moved around the rear of the house, and Riley had an idea. "You know how mom and dad always leave a key under the flower pot on the back porch for us?" 
 
    "Yeah…" Becca said slowly as she scanned the dust-covered porch. "I don't see any flowerpots or anything, just some stupid gnomes." 
 
    “Yeah," Riley said. "there's plenty of decorations out here. Come on, help me turn these things over. Maybe there's a key underneath we can use to get in the back door?" 
 
    Becca walked over to the edge of the porch and looked down at the stupid garden gnome wearing sunglasses and a shirt emblazoned with a stylized alligator head. It was dressed all in gaudy oranges and blues, completely unlike the other garden gnomes that looked more like…gnomes. She picked it up, but there wasn’t a key, so she was about to put it back when she heard Riley hiss that someone was coming.  
 
    With nowhere else to go, Becca slipped around the closest air conditioner unit and crouched, her trembling hand still holding the heavy lawn decoration. 
 
    "Well, well, well," a snarky voice said.  
 
    The oil-slick voice dripped with disdain. Becca could almost see the sneer on the man's face. Becca put her injured hand over her mouth to silence herself. 
 
    "You again!" Riley yelled, unnecessarily loud. "Why won’t you people just leave us alone?" 
 
    "Why won’t we leave you alone? Because you killed several of our brethren, embarrassed me personally, and caused all kinds of irritation and disruption to my organization. The Grove will not take this lightly. And neither do I." 
 
    "What are you gonna do, kill me?"  
 
    "I hadn't decided yet…" the man said.  
 
    Becca listened to footsteps as her brother and the man spoke and shifted their positions on the dusty porch. She moved as close as she dared to the edge of the air conditioner unit and was able to see through the ventilated grill.  
 
    A short man, a head shorter than her brother, wearing a ridiculously long trench coat covered in yellow dust, stood opposite her brother. What was Riley doing? He shifted himself so she could see him clearly. But only the back of the attacker. 
 
    "No,” the attacker said slowly. “I don't think so!" the man said as he flipped the coat to the side like a gunslinger out of the old west, and exposed a holstered pistol. He drew the sidearm, but kept it pointed at the ground. Becca held her breath. 
 
    "I see that look in your eye…the same look that you had for me when we first met at Cassandra's house.” 
 
    “Is she okay? What have you done with her?” her brother demanded. 
 
    “Dear Cassandra’s fine, never you worry. I’ll deal with her in good time. But you…you have no respect for me whatsoever, and think that you could probably take me in a fair fight." 
 
    "Well…yeah," her brother admitted. “Drop that gun and we’ll find out.” 
 
    Becca watched as the small bald man in the trench coat—she could see how red the exposed skin of his smooth head was—stared up at her brother. She held her breath and froze in place. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the shorter man said. “Grove punishment can be a fate worse than death,” he proclaimed with the sneer in his voice again, “but if you do something foolish and force my hand…” 
 
    Becca glanced down and smiled. She gripped the gnome in her hand. The man had given her an idea. She paused. Riley would hate it if she stood up and attacked. She smiled again—all the more reason to do it. 
 
    She tensed her legs and shifted position like a cat, ready to pounce. She rotated the pointy-headed gnome in her hands so his base would swing out like a club. She didn’t want to kill the man, just knock him out—or distract him enough for Riley to knock him out. Either way, the bald guy was in for a headache. 
 
    Riley narrowed his eyes. It was like he knew what she was thinking. The man with the trench coat backed up. Becca waited. He’d said they’d met before…had they fought? Is that why he seemed so…afraid wasn’t quite the word. But the man in the trench coat was definitely wary of her big brother. 
 
    Becca grinned. He was going to be scared of her, too. She took a deep breath and launched herself around the air conditioner. Riley didn’t even have time to react before the gnome was already swinging over her head and coming down. The man in the trench coat wasn’t much taller than her—which helped, because she wasn’t nearly as strong as Riley. The bald man took the impact of the heavy lawn ornament about as she’d expected. 
 
    With the crunch of plaster on bone and a grunt of pain, the gun fell from his hand and his knees buckled. The trench coat flared out like a dress, and he crumpled to the ground in an unconscious heap. 
 
    The shock of the impact traveled up Becca’s arm, and the brightly colored gnome hit the ground next to their attacker. Becca stood there, staring at the body on the ground and felt her gorge rise. “Did I…did…is he…?” 
 
    Riley rushed over, eyes wide, and snatched the gnome off the ground. “Who cares—he deserves everything he gets. Here,” he said with a lopsided grin. “Keep this. You’re pretty good with a semi-auto gnome.” He turned her away from the man on the ground, then went back and took the fancy, gold-inlaid gun from the ground. “I’m taking this, you piece of—” 
 
    Shouts from the street spurred Becca into action. “Come on,” she hissed. 
 
    They ran. 
 
    Riley led them around to the front of the house, in the opposite direction the man in the trench coat had come. “That was Nico,” he explained. “He’s some mafia boss. He’s the one who attacked us at Grandpa’s house yesterday. He’s one of the Druids.” 
 
    Becca slapped him when he paused at the corner of the house, and a cloud of dust erupted from his shoulder. “You’re fighting with the mob?” She frowned at him. “Mom is going to kill you!” 
 
    Riley flashed his famous scoundrel grin. “Not if these crazy Druids do first. Come on, it looks clear. If we can make it across the street, we can go through the backyards to reach the Wrights’ house. Think you can get over a half dozen more walls like the one back there?” he asked with a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    Becca shivered. “Um, no. I almost killed myself on the first one.” 
 
    “Nico!” a voice called from the other side of the house. “Where are you?” 
 
    “That’s our cue…let’s go!” Riley said. They raced across the street.  
 
    As Becca ran, she noticed Riley looking over his shoulder and kept the gun in his hand up, like a soldier or something. “Where’d you learn that?” 
 
    “The war came to us,” was all he said. “Here—around this house—get to the back, I’ll cover you.” 
 
    Becca ran while he stayed at the corner and watched the street. When she reached the back corner of the dust-covered house, she noticed a patch of blue sky in the distance. “The storm is ending…” she muttered to herself. 
 
    Satisfied the yard was clear, she hissed back to Riley and waited for him to limp-jog down the length of the ranch house. 
 
    “Okay…from here,” he said, trying to catch his breath as they ducked around the corner into the backyard proper, “we just need to go that way.” 
 
    Becca looked where he pointed. “Are you sure? Everything looks the same…I’m totally lost.” 
 
    He frowned. “I think so.” 
 
    They’d only gone three houses—Becca fell over each wall just as gracefully as the first one—when an old man in tactical gear stood up and leveled the biggest, scariest black rifle she’d ever seen right at them. She skidded to a stop in the sand and raised her hands. “We surrender!” 
 
    “Drop the gun, sonny,” the grizzled old man said, ignoring her completely. “Don’t try it. You ain’t that fast.” 
 
    Riley sighed and dropped Nico’s gun into the dust at his feet with a muffled thunk. “Please, mister…we’re just trying to get home.” 
 
    The old man stared at them impassively through wrap-around reflective sunglasses. He touched his ear. “Yeah, got a couple kids running through here…okay, go ahead.” The rifle lowered. “You two got names? The truth, now.” 
 
    “I’m Riley Stagg, and this is my sister—” 
 
    “Becca. Rebecca—sir.” 
 
    The old man relayed the message, then grinned at the response. “Yup, I’ve got them. Okay, tell Denny I’m sendin’ them through.” He paused, then nodded, and the rifle lowered behind the wall, out of sight. “Roger that.”  
 
    “What’s going on?” Riley demanded, as he lowered his arms. 
 
    The old man flashed a smile of white teeth behind his white beard. “Your grandmother is worried sick about you. Go on home now—you’re only a couple houses away. But…you might want to try using the gates,” he said toward Becca with a smile. 
 
    Riley scooped up Nico’s gun and limped away. “Come on, runt.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Northeast of Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Isabel woke with a start. She turned and rubbed her arm. "Did you have to poke me that hard?" 
 
    "Sorry," Kathy said in a ragged, exhausted voice. "You weren’t waking up…you scared me there for a second." 
 
    "What's going on?" Isabel said with a yawn as she stretched in the front seat, then groaned in pain. While the ibuprofen at the clinic in Cedarburg certainly took the edge off the pain in her knee, the dull ache was ever present. 
 
    "I have to get out and stretch soon…I don't how much longer I can keep my leg bent like this," she said through clenched teeth as she gently massaged her injured knee. She paused and looked down in the gloom. "Good grief, my knee’s like the size of a grapefruit…" 
 
    "We're coming up on a town…best I can figure, we’re about halfway to Santa Fe." 
 
    Isabel looked up. "Have we…wait—is that the sun?" She glanced at Kathy. "You’ve been driving all night?" 
 
    "Didn’t see there was much of a choice. I couldn't get you to wake up, so I figured it was best just to let you sleep." 
 
    "And you weren't worried that I had a concussion or something?" Isabel stared at Kathy. "The nurse said we weren't supposed to fall asleep." 
 
    "Nah," Kathy replied nonchalantly. “I think she was mostly talking to me," Kathy grumbled, barely awake. "I would kill somebody for a cup of coffee right about now, though…" 
 
    "Don't say that—it's not like we have the FBI chasing us or anything…" Isabel retorted. 
 
    "Truth," Kathy grunted. "Look, I think this is a good exit…" 
 
    They approached the offramp, and Kathy slowed down to a crawl before exiting the highway. The access road had significantly more dust on it than the highway, so Kathy fishtailed through the intersection despite their slow speed. "I don't see any lights anywhere…" 
 
    "It's almost 6 o'clock in the morning…” Isabel said after a glance at the dashboard clock. “If someone was going to be open it would probably be…" Isabel pointed out the window. "Over there! Looks like a diner!" 
 
    Kathy rubbed her face and turned the wheel. "I hope you’re right…it looks like…wait a minute, there's no lights on in the building.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Isabel confirmed. “I see some cars over there. They're all pointed at the restaurant. All the lights are on—there's people inside!" 
 
    "Maybe they’re open?" Kathy asked, hope hanging in the air in her voice. 
 
    "Only one way to find out," Isabel said as Kathy pulled them into the parking lot and rolled to a stop at the end of the line of cars. The engine coughed and sputtered before she shut it off. "I don’t know how much farther this thing’s going to get us." 
 
    "As long as it gets us to Santa Fe, then we can use one of my family’s vehicles. Milton and Gladys have a couple cars and Riley took Derek's truck to help move. We'll figure out a way to get to Arizona. I promise." 
 
    Kathy nodded and pulled the double layers of facemask up over her face. "I sure hope you're right," she said, her voice muffled through the thin fabric. She adjusted the exam glasses on her face and looked at Isabel. "You ready?" 
 
    "Let's do this," Isabel said, similarly prepared. They open their doors and stepped out into the storm, ignoring the blast of sand and dust that billowed into the car. 
 
    Bent over against the wind, they struggled and limped their way along the length of the diner to the front door. A man held open the door and urged them forward. 
 
    "Come on! You’re almost here!" 
 
    As they struggled past him, he slammed the door, and several people gathered around with curious expressions on friendly faces. 
 
    "My goodness!" A large man in a denim shirt and matching jeans said. He called over his shoulder toward the kitchen. "Myrtle! Get up here and bring a pot of coffee!" 
 
    "Where you two come from?” asked one of the other men. 
 
    “What happened to you ladies?” asked another. 
 
    A short, skinny man with a trucker hat and a belt buckle almost as big as his face moved forward. "You two look like something the cat dragged in. Where’d you come from?" 
 
    Kathy and Isabel tried to answer, but the questions continued to flow one on top of the other as more people from inside the restaurant gathered around them in the foyer. 
 
    Eventually, the man who’d called out for coffee bulled his way forward and ordered silence. "Folks, folks! Just settle down…let these two ladies catch their breath, for goodness’ sake." 
 
    The strength of the man's character was enough to move people out of the way. 
 
    A harried, older woman with hair just this side of purple bustled up with a cigarette dangling from her mouth and placed thick coffee mugs on the counter next to Isabel. "Here you go, girls. Drink up—it's on the house," she said with a sly grin. She poured black, steaming coffee into the two mugs from a metal carafe, dented with age and use. 
 
    "Myrtle, can I get another piece of that pie?" a man farther down the counter called out with a raised hand. 
 
    "Carl, I ain't never seen you eat so much except when it's free!" Myrtle replied as she turned to fetch the pie. Several of the men at the counter laughed as she moved away. 
 
    "I apologize about that rude welcome," the big man said to Kathy and Isabel as he grabbed the coffee cups off the counter. He handed them over, and Kathy groaned as she took a sip. 
 
    Isabel held hers and inhaled the aroma first. "It's okay…things are kinda crazy anyway," she said. 
 
    "This is about the best coffee I've ever had," Kathy said, her eyes still closed as she took another drink. 
 
    "You hear that, Myrtle?" one of the men still gathered around them said. “Best coffee she’s ever had!” 
 
    The others laughed. "She must not get out much!" the second said to renewed laughter in the small group. 
 
    The big man who'd given them coffee ushered the others away then returned to Kathy and Isabel and made sure they had comfortable seats at the long, food-stained counter. "Let's try this again. My name is Harland Pyne. I'm the mayor here in Pyne Flats." 
 
    Kathy and Isabel looked at each other. "I don’t think this place was on the map…" Kathy admitted 
 
    "That's because it's not," the mayor said with a chagrined smile. "Try as we might, nobody wants to let anyone know we’re here." He turned and looked at the locals gathered at the far end of the counter. "I daresay there's probably more than half down there that like it that way." 
 
    "Well, my thanks just the same," Kathy reiterated. She leaned her elbows on the counter and sighed. 
 
    "How do you have fresh coffee? You guys have power here?" Isabel asked. 
 
    The mayor laughed. "Did you notice the cars out there? That's how we get light. Power went out yesterday. I convinced Myrtle and Paul— they own this greasy spoon," he said as he pointed to the harried waitress and a large, overweight man in the kitchen. The cook waved and Harland raised his hand in greeting.  
 
    "Yep, they’ve run this place for going on 35 years. I told ‘em the power ain’t coming back anytime soon, so they may as well cook the food they got in storage and give it away. Not like anybody can pay anyway…" 
 
    "Why not?" Kathy asked over the rim of her mug. 
 
    "Well, the power’s out, so the bank—we only got the one, see—it’s shut down until further notice. What with everything we've been hearing on the radio…" He shook his head sadly. “I think this is the big one.” 
 
    “Big one?” 
 
    Harland sighed. “The big disaster that finally does the nation in. A lot of folks think it’ll be an EMP or nuclear war or something…I always said ol’ Ma Nature would be the one to do us in.” 
 
    Isabel looked at Kathy, then back to Harland. "We caught something on the way in about power being out to three quarters of the country?" 
 
    Harland nodded sadly. He reached a thick arm over the counter and grabbed another coffee mug for himself off a drying rack. "It's a crying shame what happened. Most decent folks think it's terrorists," he said as he poured himself a cup of the strong, jet black coffee. "I'm inclined to believe it was something a little more mundane." 
 
    Kathy nodded. "I work for the Department of Emergency Management in Arizona—that's where we’re headed. It wasn't terrorism. Everything indicates that dust got inside the control computers and overloaded a power plant in Tucson. That set off a chain reaction that knocked out power generation across most of Arizona." 
 
    The mayor took this in and nodded. "That would explain why the power went out so quickly. It spread from Arizona and affected most of the Western states, then jumped across the Mississippi and…” He spread his hands. “Poof.” 
 
    Isabel took a sip of her coffee and nodded along. "That doesn't explain all the rioting that we’ve heard about. Have you heard that, too?" 
 
    The mayor frowned. "Unfortunately, yes. And I think it does explain a lot. If the power plants blew up," he said with a nod toward Kathy, "then there's probably a good chance that we’re not getting power restored any time soon. Couple nuclear plants had to go into emergency shutdown…from what I heard." 
 
    “Oh, that’s not good,” Kathy muttered. 
 
    Harland shook his head. "It's like the end of the world out there. People are going crazy." 
 
    Kathy and Isabel looked at each other. "So, it's true." 
 
    "I'm afraid so," Harland said as he looked down at his coffee. "Normally, these folks would probably be out building a barricade to block off the town and keep outsiders…out. Lotta self-reliant, very independent folks here in Pyne Flats," he said proudly. "Can't say I blame ‘em either. Listening to all the chaos in the big cities…makes a man think the whole world is in fire.” 
 
    “We haven’t heard anything about the rest of the world,” Isabel said to Harland. 
 
    He shrugged one beefy shoulder. “Only a matter of time before people start fleeing places like Santa Fe—and they’ll head in every direction like rats on a sinking ship. Some will stumble here eventually, but this dust storm has got everybody hunkered down for the time being, so we got a little more time to take care of ourselves." 
 
    "Like giving away food to the locals?" Kathy asked as she gestured with her coffee mug to the waitress. Myrtle smiled and waved. 
 
    "Absolutely!" Harland beamed. 
 
    Another set of headlights illuminated the diner, and a moment later, a heavyset man staggered through the door with a small portable radio pinned to his ear. He nodded at the mayor, and after giving Kathy and Isabella a long, curious look, he waddled down the aisle and took his place among the locals amid much backslapping. 
 
    "Words gettin’ out that we’re cooking up everything. I told Myrtle and Paul that if things do come back on, I’ll make sure the town gives them full payment for everything they doled out. Despite it bein’ their Christian duty," he said with a chuckle. 
 
    Myrtle the waitress emerged from the kitchen with two steaming plates of eggs, toast, and bacon. She dropped both of them with practiced ease and slid them down the counter to stop exactly in front of Kathy and Isabel. "On the house, girls! You both look like you could eat the smelly end off a dead rhinoceros…” 
 
    Isabel and Kathy didn't have to be told twice before they tucked into the steaming plate of food. Kathy groaned in ecstasy. "This is so good…" she said around a mouthful of eggs. 
 
    Harland chuckled and poured himself another cup of coffee. "Compliments of the good folks of Pyne Flats," he said with a campaign smile. 
 
    Isabel shoveled fork after fork of eggs in her mouth, then snapped the crispy bacon and popped that in as well. She mumbled her thanks and smiled when the waitress laughed.  
 
    "Ain't never seen someone take to Paul’s cooking that fast before!" Myrtle exclaimed 
 
    Several of the locals leaned over the counter to see what was so funny. Then they all broke out in laughter. "I see how it is," one of them called out. "They saved the good stuff for strangers!" 
 
    "No, I saved the good stuff for the pretty ones!" Paul, the cook, yelled from the kitchen to another round of riotous laughter. 
 
    As Kathy and Isabel smiled and scraped the last morsels of their breakfast from their plates and leaned back, Harland turned serious. 
 
    "I sure hope this isn’t too forward, but you two mind telling me where you been, and what you seen out there?” He glanced down at the counter. The others pretended not to listen, but the effort was obvious. “The news that we've been getting over ham radios…there's a few pirate stations operating out there in the desert somewhere, but we haven't gotten any official word yet…" 
 
    Kathy and Isabel looked at each other. "We've been driving all night from Cedarburg." 
 
    "Cedarburg," Harland repeated thoughtfully. 
 
    "It's up in the Oklahoma Panhandle?" Isabel prompted. 
 
    "Oh, yeah,” Harland said with a sad smile. “I know where it's at. We haven't heard anything from that direction in quite some time. I was hoping you came up from the south, maybe Roswell. My daughter lives there…" 
 
    "I’m sorry…” Kathy said.  
 
    “We were trying to cut across the northern part of the state to Santa Fe," Isabel added. 
 
    The mayor shook his head. "Why in the world would you want to go there? Last thing we heard was that it’s almost as bad as Albuquerque. People robbin’ and shooting each other in broad daylight." 
 
    Isabel gripped her coffee mug so hard she worried that she might break it. Kathy saw her tense and put a calming hand on her arm. "My friend's family is in Santa Fe. We’re trying to get her kids." 
 
    "I thought you said you were going to Arizona?" Harland asked. 
 
    "We are, but her kids are with her in-laws in Santa Fe. We can't—" 
 
    "I'm not leaving my kids," Isabel said with a determined voice as she gestured toward the storm outside. 
 
    The mayor nodded. "I see. Well, I can't blame you, though I would advise you to at least wait a little longer before you head out of town. I can't imagine driving all night was the safest thing you could have done." 
 
    “Well, we weren’t going very fast," Kathy said cynically. 
 
    "No," the mayor laughed sadly, "no, I don't suppose you were." He took another drink of coffee and looked at Isabel and Kathy. "You two look like you've been through the wringer. Mind me asking what happened? I certainly hope Cedarburg hasn't gone downhill like Albuquerque…" 
 
    "No, nothing like that…” Isabel said. “We talked with the chief of police—" 
 
    "How’s Lucy doing?" Harland asked. 
 
    Kathy smiled. "She was fine—they had some trouble with a couple guys that decided to shoot up the town and do some looting," Kathy said. "They ambushed us on the road into town and took almost everything we had." 
 
    The mayor shook his head sadly. "I sure am sorry to hear that." 
 
    "Not as sorry as we were," Isabel said. “Not after the day we had." 
 
    "So did these miscreants rough you up?" Harland asked quietly. 
 
    "No, the plane crash did this," Isabel said. 
 
    The idle chatter and laughter at the far end of the countertop stopped. 
 
    Harland looked at her sharply. "Plane crash?" The mayor said as he leaned in. "You two just get more and more interesting by the second." 
 
    Isabel leaned around the bulk of the mayor and glanced down at the counter as he asked Kathy what the road conditions were like outside of town. Several of the locals looked at her, and the others stared at the man with the radio at his ear who’d arrived recently. He got to his feet and pointed down at the end of the counter, whispering urgently to the others. 
 
    Isabel dropped her hand under the counter and gently touched Kathy on the leg. She cleared her throat and nodded toward the local who stood up. 
 
    When one of the men at the other end of the counter approached the mayor and drew his attention, Kathy looked at Isabel. "What is it?" she whispered. 
 
    "I don't like the way those guys are looking at us down there…something's not right." 
 
    "You can say that again," Harland said as he looked back at them. "One of the boys down there says they just heard over the police scanner that two women escaped custody in Cedarburg. The FBI's looking for them." He narrowed his eyes at Kathy and Isabel. "Said they were pretty banged up. You two wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?" 
 
    "It's them!" the heavy man with the radio said. "There's a Volvo out there that matches the description of the stolen car from Cedarburg!" he said as he pointed out the windows, the mobile scanner he held in his sausage-like hand. 
 
    Harland glanced at Kathy and Isabel. "That true?" 
 
    Kathy sighed. "Yes, sir, it's true—we were in the plane crash, and so was the Governor of Arizona," Kathy responded quickly. "We didn’t have anything to do with it, but we've got to get back to Arizona. Millions of people there are counting on me—and her family is—" 
 
    Harland narrowed his eyes. "What's this about the FBI?" 
 
    "They’re wanted?" asked one of the locals. 
 
    "And we gave them free food?"  
 
    Voices rose in anger and more questions were thrown at the mayor, who kept his back turned to his upset constituents. He looked at Kathy. "I don't know how long I can hold them. You two seem like a good sort, and I trust my instincts when I'm reading folks. Might be best if you cleared on out of here." 
 
    "But I don't know if we have enough gas to get the Santa Fe," Kathy said. 
 
    "What?" Isabel asked, panic rising in her voice as she watched the locals. 
 
    "It took us so long to get here…" Kathy explained. 
 
    The voices grew louder as the citizens of Pyne Flats gathered their courage and began to march toward the mayor. 
 
    Harland nodded. "Count yourself lucky that you're going to get out of here in one piece. I can hold them off for a few minutes, but you need to go—now." 
 
    "Hey, Vince?" a voice called out at the end of the counter. A man held a portable CB unit to his mouth. "Yeah, it's Carl. I’m at the Greasy Spoon. You hear about them two ladies the FBI's looking for?" 
 
    “Yeah, what about ‘em?” a scratchy voice said over the unit’s speaker. 
 
    "Now is not the time for hesitation," Harland whispered as he shifted in his seat to face his townspeople. 
 
    “Well listen, they're right here! I'm looking right at them! Harland has ‘em cornered!” 
 
    Kathy slid off the seat and helped Isabel to her feet. "Let's go," she said. 
 
    “Thank you, Harland,” Isabel muttered quietly. 
 
    "Wait! Harland! Don't let them go!” Carl yelled. 
 
    "Now folks, let's just settle down here for a second," Harland said as he stood and placed his body between Kathy, Isabel, and the citizens of Pyne Flats. 
 
    "They're getting away! Turn around!" one of the men shouted. 
 
    The angry voices faded into the storm as Kathy slammed her shoulder into the front door and pulled Isabel out into the raging storm. They struggled through the wind and made it to the car in time to see flashing blue lights emerge from the gloom at the far end of the street. 
 
    “Get us out of here!" Isabel cried as she saw the police car. 
 
    Kathy left the lights off and hit the gas, throwing up gravel in the parking lot. "That was some good coffee!" she said with a grin. "Hang on!" 
 
    She pulled around the corner of the building and hit the gas, barreling toward the highway and Santa Fe. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    J. Edgar Hoover Building 
 
    Washington, D.C. 
 
      
 
    Hank frowned at the report in his hands. He dropped the paper on his desk and sighed. No matter how many times he read it, the words were still the same. Agent Dana Sinclair was on the trail of the two plane crash survivors. She’d chased them into the teeth of one of the dust storms spiraling up in the Oklahoma Panhandle.  
 
    Then she’d gone comms dark.  
 
    He slowly spun his chair around and looked out the only window in his office. His new office, he reminded himself. Deputy Director Martin rewarded loyalty handsomely. Now instead of sweating in a coffin-like room with faulty AC, he got to enjoy a luxurious corner office in the Hoover Building.  
 
    His momentary excitement faded as he watched the dust fall outside. It was still a spectacle. People in the streets paused to look up at the sky, take pictures with cell phones, and laugh as they were coated in an ultra-fine layer of dust. Dust that had been ripped off the parched ground a thousand miles away and carried by the jet stream clear across the country. 
 
    The lights flickered. He looked down at the floor. Whatever had caused the power outages out west forced the entire grid to stumble. All afternoon, as he’d watch the world grow just slightly dimmer thanks to the dust in the air, he’d also watched the reports of power stations west of the Appalachians fall like dominos. He figured it was only a matter of time before the east coast plunged into darkness, like much of the rest of the nation. The only question was would it be minutes or hours before the power went out? 
 
    His phone rang, and he snatched it on the second ring.  
 
    “Hank Bellasconi.” 
 
    “Hank,” said the Deputy Director of the FBI. “How are you liking your new office?” 
 
    “It’s great, sir.” 
 
    “Do you have any updates for me?” 
 
    “About what, sir? The dust storms?” 
 
    “I already called NOAA about that, and I’ve sat in on the president’s briefings—three so far. No, I’m talking about our friend.” 
 
    “Agent Sinclair?” 
 
    Jerry sighed. “Yes. I’ve got some important people breathing down my neck on this one, Hank. Give me some good news. Is she off the case?” 
 
    Hank rubbed the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “Yes, sir, she’s off the case. She’s in pursuit of the two survivors from the plane crash in Boise City.” 
 
    “Location?” 
 
    “Last contact was…” Hank looked at the paper, though he’d memorized the details long ago. “Yesterday around 10pm Eastern. She’d tracked down the survivors—” 
 
    “There are quite a few people that consider these two women to be domestic terrorists, you know.” 
 
    “I know. But until I have some shred of evidence to suggest that’s the case, I’m not going with what some politician wants to put out on the news and score a few PR points. I’m sticking to the facts, Jerry,” Hank snarled, “and so far the facts are telling me that we’ve got two innocent survivors that are just trying to get home.” 
 
    Jerry was silent for a long moment. “Well.” 
 
    “Well, indeed,” Hank replied sourly. “Things are really bad out there. Have you been getting briefings on the conditions in Albuquerque?” 
 
    Another long pause. “I have. Along with Los Angeles and Las Vegas, Phoenix, and half a dozen cities that seem to be coming apart at the seams. Portland is burning right now.” 
 
    “Then you’ll understand my concern,” Hank said, “that I’ve just sent one of my best investigative field agents right into the heart of that mess.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be fine—she’s still out there near Boise City—” 
 
    “No, Jerry—last contact was a ping off her sat phone. She’s headed into Santa Fe. One of the suspects, Isabel Stagg, has relatives that live there—her in-laws.” 
 
    “Have you spoken to her?” 
 
    “No, all comms are down. Can’t even get through on the sat phone. Conditions on the ground are about as bad as they can get.” Hank shook his head. “This was a bad idea, Jerry. I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” 
 
    “There was no talking, Hank. It was an order—from higher, clearer air than you and I will ever see.” After a deep sigh, the voice of Hank’s old friend from Quantico returned. “Hank…I know it looks bleak right now, but this might be for the best.” 
 
    “Sending an agent to a rapidly collapsing civil unrest situation to track down two women that on the surface pose no threat—” 
 
    “Our benefactors aren’t completely convinced that’s the case.” 
 
    Hank rolled his eyes and shifted the handset to his other ear. “Jerry, I told you I don’t care about the politicians—” 
 
    “You should,” his boss snapped. “They cut your paycheck. Who do you think got you that office?” 
 
    Hank felt sick. “Trust me, I know. I’m still in shock I sold out so easily.” 
 
    “Sold out? What are you talking about? This is a game of survival, Hank. You’re in the big leagues, now. You have some very important people watching your career with interest. You helped them out, and they’re just looking for a way to help you out.” 
 
    “If anything happens to Dana…Jerry, I don’t want her blood on my hands.” 
 
    “Don’t be so melodramatic.” 
 
    “We’ve lost all communications with every agent west of the Mississippi. Several of our biggest cities not on the coast are just…gone…there’s riots and open gang wars taking place all up and down the border…and you’re telling me don’t be melodramatic…” 
 
    After another long pause, the Deputy Director spoke. “Hank,” he said quietly, in a voice full of warning, “you need to get your priorities straight. You’re either with us—” 
 
    The lights went out, and the line crackled, as if filled with static. “Jerry?” Hank looked at the receiver in the dim light from the window. “Jerry, you there?” After getting no answer, he hung up the phone and looked outside again. 
 
    The few people still on the sidewalks had stopped taking pictures. The dust came down harder, more like a gentle snowstorm than wispy flurries. Dust clouds, barely there but making the air opaque, rolled down the street and briefly blocked his partial view of the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History to the south. Traffic lights were completely out, or blinked a sullen red.  
 
    The few cars on the road came to a stop and waited a long moment before a handful of brave drivers moved through the intersection. Horns honked and the pedestrians scattered. 
 
    “Hank?” a voice from outside in the darkened hallway called. 
 
    “Yeah, Mary Beth—I’m in here.” 
 
    The admin assistant for the floor stepped through the open door, holding a cell phone like a flashlight. She frowned. “The lights are out, and the emergency lights don’t do a good job at this end of the building. You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. Lost a connection to Jerry,” he said with a nod toward the phone on his desk. 
 
    “What do you think we should do?” She glanced nervously at the window. “It’s getting dark out there…is this it?” 
 
    Hank looked out the window. “I think it is, Mary Beth.” He turned to his loyal assistant who had come with him from the Annex Building. “Go on home, okay? Be careful.” 
 
    She turned to go then paused in the doorway again. “When do you think the lights will come back? I don’t know what to believe…the news is so…scary.” 
 
    Hank nodded. “It is. I don’t know when the lights will be back…but when they do come back, we’re going to have a big mess to clean up.” He stood and pulled his suit jacket off the back of his executive chair. He swung it over his shoulders and straightened the collar.  
 
    “You leaving, too?” she asked. 
 
    Hank took a look at the paper-strewn desk. He’d been reading the reports about how bad things had already gotten out west. “Yeah, right behind you. Let’s do a sweep of the floor. I want everyone on their way home before it gets any worse.” 
 
    Steph looked out the window one last time. “This is so eerie. Do you think there’s going to be violence here like there is out west?” 
 
    Hank’s face was grim. “I think the whole country’s going to be pretty violent, pretty soon.” He looked down at the paper on his desk that registered Dana’s last whereabouts.  
 
    Good luck, Dana. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Isabel carefully drove them around and through dust-covered, stalled cars on the outskirts of Santa Fe. "Look at this…it's like people just abandon them out here…" 
 
    Kathy stirred in the passenger seat and rubbed her eyes. "Where are we?"  
 
    Isabel smiled. “Welcome to Santa Fe.”  
 
    "We made it?" Kathy asked, instantly alert. 
 
    "Sort of," Isabel replied, already focusing on the road again as the wind rocked the car and dust blew across the headlights like red–yellow snow. Another shadow loomed up in front of them. Isabel let off the gas, slowly pulled into the other lane, and maneuvered around the abandoned car. 
 
    "Look at that…" muttered Kathy. "It's like a sand dune, only on one side…" 
 
    "You notice something else?" Isabel asked as the car sputtered and coughed. 
 
    "Has it been doing that long?" Kathy asked, with a frown for the dashboard. 
 
    "Pretty much the whole way…ever since I took over." She pointed out Kathy's window. "Look at all the cars…they’re all late models." 
 
    Kathy took a hard look for a long moment as they passed several more cars on their way through downtown Santa Fe. She counted a dozen electric cars before she stopped. "You know, you're right. I don't see any cars that look like they're more than 10 or 15 years old…" 
 
    "Probably have too many electronics," Isabel said. She grinned and patted the dashboard affectionately. "This old girl just doesn't have anything too fancy." 
 
    "So we’re immune from…what exactly?" 
 
    “I wouldn’t say immune…but less effected. The static electrical charge these storms can generate is incredible. There were all kinds of reports back in the 30s that the storms themselves—just the static electric charge of all the dust particles flying through the air—was enough to short out cars and trucks back in the Dust Bowl." 
 
    "Well, I don't know how to say this, but even this old clunker has a lot more electronics on board than those cars did back in the ‘30s." 
 
    "That probably explains why it's struggling." 
 
    Kathy looked at Isabel. "You sure seem chipper about all this…any second now the car could die." 
 
    "But we’re only a mile or two away from my in-law's place,” Isabel said with a smile. “All we have to do is get through Old Town Santa Fe, and their retirement community is just on the outskirts of town." 
 
    Kathy nodded. "I can't believe how long it's taken to get here…" 
 
    Isabel snorted. "Yeah, well, the last two hours, we've been averaging about 20 miles an hour." 
 
    "How's the leg?" Kathy asked. 
 
    Isabel shrugged one shoulder. "I'll live. Going slow, it's not a hard drive with my left foot anyway…" She took a quick look at Kathy. "How's your head?” 
 
    "Yeah…concussion or not, I needed that…” She yawned. “Actually, it doesn't hurt too bad. Still a little tender," Kathy said as she gently probed the back of her head with her fingers. "And good grief, do I need to wash my hair," she said with a laugh. 
 
    "No arguments there…I feel like I haven't taken a shower in a month." 
 
    Kathy sniffed the air and made a face. "You smell like it, too.”  
 
    Isabel didn't reply to the barb. Her eyes were locked on something glowing in the distance through the dust. "Hey…hey, what's that?"  
 
    “Huh…it looks like a fire…” Kathy murmured. 
 
    Isabel shook her head. “But it's up in the air. How…?” 
 
    Kathy leaned forward and stared at the object for a moment. "I think you're right…it is in the air. I don't understand how it's floating like that…” 
 
    As they continued forward, a sudden break in the wind cleared visibility a good way down the highway. Isabel gasped. "It's not in the air! That building is on fire!" 
 
    The surface road along which they drove skirted the southern edge of the city, and the bulk of I-25 blocked out the brunt of the wind. For a long stretch, they drove in silence, watching as downtown Santa Fe emerged from the dust storm. 
 
    "Fire…in a storm like this?" Kathy marveled. "I would think the sand would end up putting it out almost as fast as a fire extinguisher." 
 
    Isabel shook her head. "You'd think…but the fire must be burning inside the buildings. Look, there's more, now that we can see…" 
 
    "My God—half of Santa Fe's on fire!" Kathy breathed. 
 
    Isabel's heart beat faster. Unconsciously, she pushed down on the accelerator. 
 
    "Whoa…slow down,” Kathy warned. “There's still a lot of sand on the road to go this fast…” 
 
    Isabel gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles and stared straight ahead. Her imagination ran wild with vivid scenes of fire sweeping through neighborhoods. "So close…" she muttered. "Hang on babies, I'm coming…" 
 
    "Isabel, we don't know what's going on where your kids are…but it won't do them any good if we get killed in an accident on the way there. Please…" Kathy said, as she placed a gentle hand on Isabel's arm. "Please…slow down just a little." 
 
    Isabel tore her eyes from the sand that rolled over the windshield and glanced at the speedometer. "Oh," she muttered as she took her foot off the accelerator. "I didn't mean to get us up to 60…" 
 
    "That's okay," Kathy said in a tight voice. "These fires are kinda freaking me out too," she said as she took her hand off Isabel's arm and looked out the window again. "I wonder how many were started by transformers blowing when the power went out…?" 
 
    "It wouldn’t take much to start one—if somebody drops a cigarette or a candle or something," Isabel said with a shake of her head. “The dust storm practically sucks all the moisture out of the atmosphere as it rolls along, and the static electric charge doesn't help." 
 
    "I can’t imagine being trapped in one of those buildings right now…" Kathy said. "All those people…" 
 
    Isabel was about to respond when she heard what sounded like fireworks. "You hear that?" she asked as she took her foot off the gas and let the car slow on the road. "It sounds like…is somebody shooting off fireworks?" 
 
    "No!" Kathy yelled as she placed one hand on the passenger window. "Don't stop! Go, go, go!" 
 
    "What?" asked Isabel as she put her foot back on the gas. 
 
    "You got the shooting part right, but it's not fireworks! There's a gunfight down that street. I can see the muzzle flashes—get us out of here before they notice us!" 
 
    Isabel instinctively ducked her head and used her left foot to accelerate the car. Something pinged off the back of the vehicle. "Did they shoot us?" Isabel cried. 
 
    "Stay low!" Kathy said as she tried to make herself as small a target as possible. 
 
    Several more gunshots rang out, but thankfully, none hit the car. Isabel fishtailed dangerously through an intersection on the drifting, and then they were gone. 
 
    "Has the whole world gone crazy?" Isabel demanded. 
 
    Kathy sat up in her seat a little more. "I don't know what the heck that was all about…but if things are this bad in Santa Fe, it makes me want to get back to Arizona all the more. It's only been a couple days and things are already falling apart." 
 
    "How many meals did you say it would take for people to miss before things went south?" Isabel asked as she focused on the road and slowly crept around a looted tractor-trailer. She couldn't tell what the truck had been carrying, but there were dozens of boxes scattered across the road, all of them covered in dust and sand. She took a quick glance inside the trailer and was sorry she did. "Was that…?" 
 
    "Probably the driver…" Kathy said as she stared out the window. "I can't believe things have gone this far. Where's the local law enforcement? Shouldn't the National Guard be deployed by now?" 
 
    "How many cops do they have in Santa Fe? How many people are in this city?" Isabel asked. She shook her head. "They had the same discussions during the Dust Bowl years. Storms didn't get this bad—but our society wasn't as addicted to convenient electricity on demand, either. In a lot of the small towns most affected by the dust storms, they were only just beginning to get electric service for things like streetlights and telephones." 
 
    “Not to mention most of them were farmers," Kathy added. 
 
    Isabel nodded. "A lot of self-sufficiency back in the ‘30s and ‘40s. Not so much now." 
 
    "I doubt whatever's in that tractor-trailer was worth that man's life," Kathy said quietly. 
 
    "How do you figure?" Isabel asked as she carefully navigated between two stalled vehicles. 
 
    "Because of all the boxes left on the road back there. If it was food, I don’t think anything would be left." 
 
    Isabel's mood darkened. "I never realized people could be so evil." 
 
    "I don't think it's a matter of being evil or not, it's just the level of desperation someone reaches. Think about it, what would you do if your children were starving?" 
 
    "Well, first off, I wouldn't be in that position," Isabel began defensively. "My husband and I have more than 24 hours with the food in our—" 
 
    Kathy held up her hand. "No need to convince me. I'm just playing devil’s advocate here. If you were in their position, and you’re used to going out and getting as much food as you needed when you needed it, and therefore only had enough on hand for maybe two days…and you watched as the city shut down, lost power, and all your food vanished…what would you do on day three or four when your kids were crying because they hadn't had anything to eat in 24 hours?" 
 
    Isabel was quiet for a long moment. "Anything I had to." 
 
    Kathy remained quiet as well. "Exactly. And I think we've reached the tipping point. If people are willing to kill that truck driver back there on the off chance that he might have had food in that truck…" She shook her head. "Things will get worse real fast from this point on." 
 
    "How can you be so sure?" Isabel asked, dread in her voice. 
 
    Kathy sighed. "Because it's my job to know." 
 
    After another long moment of silence, Isabel slowed their car to a stop. 
 
    Kathy perked up. "What…? What are we stopping for?” 
 
    "I just… I just need a second to clear my head. The interstate up there is coming down to our level…or maybe we’re going up to its level, I don't know—but the shelter we've been getting from the storm for the last mile is about to end. I just…I just want to make sure I'm in the right headspace before we get to the Valley Village." 
 
    "Isabel, I'm sure everything's fine," Kathy said quietly. 
 
    "I know, but if I go in there, all hyped up and nervous, I might make a mistake." She looked at Kathy. "We were shot at back there…I slowed down back there because I was curious, I wasn't thinking of all the possible dangers. This is a whole new world for me—I don't normally think about the apocalypse…" 
 
    "This isn’t the apocalypse," Kathy said. "At least it better not be. The United States has weathered some pretty rough patches in the past. I have faith we’ll come through this one, too." 
 
    "Have you ever seen people fighting in the streets in broad daylight like that before?" 
 
    Kathy was silent for a moment. "No…not this side of Yemen." 
 
    Isabel nodded. "Have you ever seen cities like Santa Fe, Albuquerque, Phoenix…all of them going without power, food and water for several days in a row?" 
 
    "Well, we've had big hurricanes hit the East Coast before…" 
 
    "Yeah,” Isabel said, “and they've affected one or two major cities, like Miami or New Orleans. Nothing to laugh at, but we’re talking tens of millions of people now without power, food, or any hope of rescue in the immediate future." She glanced at Kathy. "At least in hurricanes, they moved through in a day or so and you can airlift supplies in and get people out with helicopters, right?" 
 
    Kathy nodded. "Even if the storm moves on, there's going to be so much dust in the air we won’t be able to get helicopters flying for a while. Not after what we went through…"  
 
    Isabel grimaced and forced herself not to think about the plane crash in Oklahoma. "And when we went down, the skies were clear as far as we could see…" 
 
    "It's like a volcano," Kathy said. "Like when that Icelandic volcano erupted in Europe a few years back," she said a little louder. "Half of Europe shut down its air travel because the fine volcanic ash was ruining jet engines thousands of miles away from the volcano. It'll be the same here…only dust instead of ash." 
 
    Isabel nodded. "By now, the dust is probably in New York. It’s probably falling from the sky like snow." 
 
    "That's not going to help anybody get the power restored anytime soon, and once the East Coast goes dark…" 
 
    "If the whole country is this bad," Isabel prompted. 
 
    "Okay, so maybe it is the apocalypse…" 
 
    Isabel put her foot down on the accelerator. The car lurched forward into the storm, coughed, then settled out again. 
 
    "Now we need to go fast?" Kathy said as she gripped the door. 
 
    "No—there's a pair of headlights back there that I thought I saw a while ago. Now I'm sure they’re back there. Somebody's following us." 
 
    Kathy craned her neck over the seat. "Son of a…" She sat back in her seat and looked at Isabel. "When did you see them?" 
 
    "About an hour after you fell asleep. I thought I was seeing things…like a mirage, you know?" Isabel said as she took a quick glance at Kathy. "I didn't say anything because it seemed silly. We’re the only car out here, other than the ones that are abandoned." 
 
    Kathy peered in the side view mirror. "Well, not anymore. And they're gaining on us." 
 
    "What do I do?" Isabel asked as her grip tightened on the steering wheel. 
 
    "Go faster," Kathy urged. "Go faster and get to your kids." 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Dana leaned over the steering wheel. "Is that them?" she muttered. Her eyes narrowed at the pair of taillights in the distance. The dust storm swirled around her car, and every few seconds the lights appeared, then vanished again, lost in the sand. 
 
    It had to be Powell and Stagg. She hadn’t seen a single other car on the road since she’d left Pyne Flats just after dawn. Dana pushed harder on the accelerator. They weren’t getting away from her again. The good people of Pyne Plats had provided her with food and coffee while they told the harrowing tale of how the two fugitives had visited the diner and stolen a free meal, then ran once the Mayor knew who they were. 
 
    At the time, Dana didn’t think much of the story. Mayor Pyne looked like the mischievous sort and likely helped the two women. But she wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth, so she’d accepted their hospitality and got back on the road, hot on the trail. Again. 
 
    Three hours of hard driving through the storm later, and she’d seen her first glimpse of brake lights in the distance. She glanced at her service pistol on the seat next to her. Dana preferred not to go in, guns blazing, but if Powell and Stagg refused to pull over, she was prepared to elevate her response.  
 
    As she drove through the dusty ruins of downtown Santa Fe, Dana crept closer and closer to her prey, pushing her speed to catch the fugitives. By the time she was close enough to actually see their car, they sped up to pull away. 
 
    Dana smirked. “Got you.” There was no reason in the world for people to speed away from someone coming up behind—when they were in the only two cars on the road—unless they were trying to escape. 
 
    “You know I’m close,” she muttered to the twinkling red brake lights in the distance. The target car swerved around yet another abandoned vehicle. The RPMs on the dashboard showed that despite her low speed, Dana’s engine was working way too hard. "I hope wherever they're going is close…” she muttered. “I don't know how much longer this thing can handle the dust…" 
 
    Suddenly Dana gained on the fugitives. Their car slowed to make a turn, and she poured on the speed to close the gap. They’d left the burning buildings of Santa Fe behind and headed into the western suburbs. 
 
    Dana pushed her foot down on the gas a little harder. "You're not getting away…" she muttered to the pair of taillights that turned and disappeared to the right. 
 
    She approached the intersection where Powell and Stagg had turned, and noticed the Valley Village sign. Turning the wheel, she pulled in after the fugitives. Then she heard the first gunshot. 
 
    Dana shifted her foot to the brake pedal, but it was too late. Several bullets peppered the car, and Dana slammed on the brakes by instinct. The back end of the heavy sedan fishtailed, and she lost control. The rear bumper swung through an intersection, and she spotted a billboard beyond the windshield as the world swiveled around her. The sign had taken damage from a previous accident. Dana was able to see that much before it vanished out of sight and her car slammed into a decorative retaining wall. 
 
    Dana groaned as she lifted herself off the deployed driver’s airbag. She coughed and pushed the already deflating safety device out of her line of sight. The windshield was a mess of spiderwebbed cracks and what she could see of the hood looked like an accordion. 
 
    She blinked, then the air rushed out of her lungs in a low groan as pain from the airbag’s impact made itself felt. The whole front half of her body ached like she'd hit…a brick wall. 
 
    Dana coughed in the white powder that floated in the air. She moved an aching, already stiffening arm down to unlatch her safety belt and breathed a sigh of relief as the belt released its constriction across her chest. "Thank goodness I was only going 30 miles an hour…" 
 
    She checked her body for broken bones, and finding none, masked up and prepared to exit her vehicle. She was running out of time—if Powell and Stagg managed to give her the slip again, she’d scream. 
 
    Dana felt around on the floor until she found her pistol, then pushed open the bent door and staggered into the dust storm. The skin on her wrists and neck lit up with stinging pain almost immediately. She carefully worked her way around the wrecked sedan, testing her body for injuries. 
 
    She stood by the rear bumper and peered into the storm. She scanned the first pair of roads connecting with the main entrance and looked left and right. She couldn’t see any cars or houses or anything—just swirling sand and shadows. 
 
    Turning in a slow circle, Dana finally picked out a pair of blinking amber lights in the distance. They looked like hazard lights. She kept her Sig at the ready and tried to shield her face with her free hand as she worked her way toward the other car. 
 
    Several gunshots rang out. 
 
    Dana scrambled over to the sidewalk and took a knee, her weapon up and trained on the car in front of her that had impaled itself on the adobe wall across the next intersection. It looked like a big Cadillac. 
 
    More gunshots rang out, this time to the right. Dana cleanly swiveled her aim down the side street. She spotted movement in the distance. The person raised a weapon and fired, the muzzle flash briefly illuminating them in the dust. 
 
    Dana looked over her shoulder and spotted another shape running across the street. On the left side of the street, two more shots fired from the open doorway of a darkened house. 
 
    She got to her feet and hunched low to crouch-walk across the street. She had to find cover. With a gunfight all around her, she was a sitting duck. 
 
    "What the hell did I just stumble into?" she muttered as she crouched behind the car that had crashed into the wall. Shooters popped up all around her—it was like a free-for-all in the middle of a neighborhood. 
 
    Whatever they were fighting over, she had no issue with them, other than the fact that they’d started a gun battle in a residential zone. She had no hope of stopping the fight—there were at least four, maybe five active shooters and only one of her. 
 
    Dana closed her eyes. “Okay, so I’m a little outgunned…" She looked back the way she’d come as a pair of headlights careened around the corner. The car wavered as its headlights illuminated her, then turned to the right before skidding to a stop, kitty-corner to her.  
 
    A second vehicle—a big van, by the size of it—skidded around the corner, clipped the back end of the car that had parked in the intersection, and slid forward on the dusty road to smash into the adobe wall of the house across the street. The van's momentum and the driver’s ineptitude didn't bring it to a stop, though—the back end swung out, hit a fire hydrant, and fell over on its side. 
 
    Dana kept her weapon aimed at the car, but she watched the van out of the corner of her eye. The car had lit her up like the 4th of July—she knew they’d seen her. What were they waiting for? 
 
    Her hands grew slick with sweat, then instantly grimy with sand on the pistol grip. "I don't like this…" Dana said as she squinted at the mystery car. It was an old Volvo wagon, blocky and dented, but recognizable just the same. 
 
    Dana rushed to the vehicle. "Federal Agent!” she yelled into the wind. “Let me see your hands!" 
 
    The driver’s door opened and Dana sidestepped around it to bring her pistol to bear on the driver.  
 
    “We didn’t do anything!” the woman in the front seat said around the driver. 
 
    "Don't care!” Dana yelled into the wind. “Get out of the vehicle with your hands up! You're under arrest!" 
 
    The driver shook her head, but kept her hands up as she started to exit the vehicle. Dana readjusted her aim to cover the passenger, too. “Let’s go, get out of the car with your hands up,” she yelled. 
 
    "They were shooting at us!" the driver complained. 
 
    Gunshots rang out to her right over the violence of the storm, and the passenger window next to Dana exploded in shattered glass. The women in the car screamed, and Dana dropped to one knee and fired blindly at the upturned van. "Take cover!" 
 
    The driver dove back into the car, but the passenger got out and took up a similar position to Dana, but didn’t have a firearm. It was either very brave or very stupid, Dana couldn’t decide which. 
 
    A figure, little more than a shadow, emerged from the ruined front end of the van. They fired a shot, and it deflected off the Volvo with a whining scream. Dana shifted her grip and fired. 
 
    It wasn't the smoothest arrest she'd ever made. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Dana shouted over the dust and the gunfire. "Get out of here!" she said as she tried to wave off the two women in the car. A bullet sparked against the hood, and Dana rolled to the right through the dusty street. 
 
    "We can't!" the driver yelled. "The car stalled out! Too much dust!" 
 
    "Then run!" Dana replied as she fired off another shot and drove the attacker behind the van. 
 
    "They'll just follow us!" the woman on the other side of the car yelled. "We may have run over one of their friends when they were trying to rob a house back there," she added. 
 
    Dana spotted headlights down the street. "I think they may have more friends coming to the party!" she took aim and fired another shot that caused sparks to fly from the van's bumper. 
 
    "We need to find cover!" Dana yelled as she scrambled back behind the car. "You can't stay in the vehicle—get out, get back here by me!" 
 
    The driver attempted to follow her command, but the passenger window shattered when a bullet struck it. She screamed and retreated back inside the car. The passenger calmly slipped around the rear of the car and joined Dana.  
 
    "Are you armed?” 
 
    The dusty woman shook her head. “The cops in Cedarburg took the only gun we had.” 
 
    “Stay down," Dana ordered. She popped up, fired a shot over the top of the Volvo, then dropped down again. 
 
    "I'm not getting arrested!" the driver yelled. “I have to get my kids!” She slammed the door, turn the engine again, and this time the vehicle coughed and sputtered to life. Dana looked at the brake lights in front of her and scrambled back, hoping the woman didn't throw the vehicle in reverse.  
 
    “That’s my cue!” the passenger said. She saluted Dana while still in a crouch, and grinned, then scrambled around the car and dove into the passenger seat. 
 
    Tires squealed and dust flew in the air as the driver hit the gas and the vehicle jumped forward. The two attackers who’d moved around the van instantly found themselves in a bad situation.  
 
    Dana watched as the driver panicked, spun the wheel hard to the left and the back end of the car fishtailed around. With a grinding crunch, the two men were flung through the air and smashed against the underside of their van. Neither one got up.  
 
    She got one quick look at the driver, a panicked expression on her face, but grim determination in the set of her jaw. She gave the briefest of nods, then spun the wheel hard to the right, pulled around the van and tore down the street. Dana got to her feet and jogged forward, intent on checking the status of the two attackers.  
 
    She kept a wary eye on the retreating suspects as they went head-on toward a new vehicle racing down the street. The first man she came to behind the van was clearly dead, the back of his head a wet mess on the dusty pavement. The second man groaned, then reached for a weapon.  
 
    Dana aimed her pistol and leaned forward. "Freeze—FBI!" 
 
    The man glanced at her with one bloody eye, laughed, choked on his own blood, then lunged for the weapon just the same. She fired and put one bullet square in his chest. He flopped over and lay still. 
 
    Tires squealing down the street drew Dana's attention back to the escaping suspects. She pulled herself around the van in time to see her two fugitives swerve to the left while the oncoming truck swerved around them at the last second. Dana squinted. The storm had slackened—she easily watched the vehicular drama unfold where moments earlier she would have been hard pressed to see more than a few houses away.  
 
    Where the two fleeing suspects continued down the road, the truck careened out of control into one of the ubiquitous walls around the little ranch houses and came to a crashing, sudden stop. A person unfortunate enough to ride in the bed of the truck catapulted through the air and impacted against the side of the house, followed by a mountain of presumably looted items that cascaded over the front of the truck and into the yard. 
 
    Dana stepped out into the road and watched as the stolen Volvo slowed at the end of the block, then turned to the left and disappeared into the weakening storm. 
 
    She turned in a slow circle and took in the carnage around her. The flipped over van and two bodies behind it paled in comparison to the pair of cars in the intersection behind her, several bodies behind the Cadillac, and a trail of blood leading away from the vehicle in the middle of the intersection toward the house on the far side of the road.  
 
    She pushed a stray lock of hair out of her face. "What in the world is happening here?" The mask did a great job protecting her face, but her hands burned with a thousand stings by the innumerable bits of sand and dust that constantly bombarded her. She had to find shelter. 
 
    Dana turned and jogged across the street in the direction that Stagg and Powell had gone. They were somewhere in the retirement community, and until she determined otherwise, they hadn't left yet. She knew Stagg had a family somewhere nearby, so her next mission was to find out where. 
 
    "You're not getting away from me…" 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor’s car coughed, sputtered, and struggled the last half-mile toward the outskirts of Santa Fe. He'd seen a second abandoned car and bodies half-buried in the sand during his slow commute from where he'd dispatched the coward. Eventually he came across the Valley Village Retirement Community, which he’d ignored on his way out to Acolyte Lavoy’s house. 
 
    It was hard to miss. Just on the western outskirts of Santa Fe, the Valley Village took up an enormous area—most of it was still under construction—but a small core of what looked like a new city had been established. There was no getting into Santa Fe from the west without driving past the main entrance to the Valley Village. 
 
    As he approached the entrance, an overburdened pickup truck careened through. A man hung out the passenger window and slapped the side of the truck with glee. The vehicle fishtailed into the street, spilled a few items from the back, and disappeared into the monstrous dust storm. 
 
    The Inquisitor turned past a damaged sign that welcomed him to the friendliest place for seniors in the Southwest. A small gatehouse sat across the main entrance, both its wooden arms—that under normal circumstances would block the ingress of vehicles into the gated community—lay shattered on the dust-covered pavement. An older man in a uniform lay face down in front of the gatehouse. 
 
    The Inquisitor ignored the body and its dark stain of blood and rolled into the neighborhood, seeking information. The houses that lined the streets all looked similar and were clearly modeled after one of several ranch house designs. Most were either white or yellow—or some pastel version of what passed as adobe.  
 
    All of them had expensive Spanish tiled roofs and instead of fences were bordered by adobe walls about four feet tall. The neighborhood had a distinctly Spanish flare, and each house was its own micro-hacienda. 
 
    Several sets of headlights shined out from each street as he passed. Some people had decided to abandon their homes in the middle of the storm and left. Others, he saw, were clearly taking advantage of the situation and ransacked houses at will.  
 
    Several homes he passed stood open and desecrated—front doors kicked in, and treasured items strewn about collecting dust in the front yard as the storm provided criminals with cover. He idly wondered how long it took the looters to realize the retirement community was a gold mine of opportunity.  
 
    Without any sign of local law enforcement, the Inquisitor predicted a rough evening for the residents of the Southwest's friendliest neighborhood. 
 
    Gunshots crackled ahead, so the Inquisitor pulled to the side of the road and hunched behind the wheel. Flashing lights blinked at him through a gap in the storm clouds, as he realized a car had smashed into one of the low walls of a nearby house and lay partially off the street. Its hazard lights blinked lazily, casting an eerie glow around the crash site.  
 
    Another car, smaller, with broken windows, appeared stuck in the intersection, the front end resembling an accordion. It didn't take much to convince the Inquisitor that the two vehicles had collided. He squinted his eyes. It looked like a body lay in the street, but the bright flash that erupted from the rear of the smaller car was unmistakable: a gunshot. The report of the weapon cut through the storm and confirmed his suspicions a heartbeat later. 
 
    The fight raged back and forth for several seconds as whoever shot from the small car had to ultimately take cover behind the vehicle when several people opened fire from behind the larger car on the sidewalk. 
 
    Getting involved in a shootout in the middle of an unfamiliar town was the last thing the Inquisitor wanted or needed. He was checking his mirrors to see if there was a way to go around the fight when a stray bullet cracked his windshield.  
 
    He ducked, shifted into reverse, and blindly backed his own car toward the guard house at the end of the road. He spun the wheel and turned off onto a side road as more gunshots crackled down the street.  
 
    Once safely hidden from view, he sat up in his seat and adjusted his vest. The Valley Village was decidedly not as friendly as the billboard out front made it appear. Before he could shift the car into drive and attempt to find another route, the engine coughed, gave one final shudder, and died. His attempts to restart the vehicle met with failure—it had succumbed to the storm. 
 
    Resigning himself to the fate of the gods, he affixed his safety goggles over his face, adjusted his heavy-duty mask, grabbed the pistol from the front seat, and exited the dead vehicle. He had no intention of being trapped during the storm, so he retrieved his brief case and crept to the corner of the nearest house wall. Gunshots continued to rattle back and forth down the street, and muzzle flashes sparkled on the far side of the road.  
 
    Though he found it surprising that retired people would be so quick to join in a gunfight, it was America, after all. He supposed everyone had firearms. 
 
    He waited patiently for an opening in the fighting to provide him with an escape path. As he waited. he spotted a hunched over form shuffle across the yard toward his position. 
 
    "You get on outta here!" a grizzled voice said over the storm.  
 
    "Please!” he said in his best American accent. “I'm just trying to get home! I don't even know what's going on!" 
 
    "Sure you do! I bet you're one of them looters! I’ll give you three seconds to get out of here before I pump your gut full of lead!" the old man yelled with an emphatic shake of his shotgun. 
 
    Hopelessly outgunned and exposed, the Inquisitor held up one hand—while keeping his pistol out of sight—and quickly moved around the corner. As the old man extolled him to keep moving, he found no option but to head toward the gunfight further down the street. 
 
    More and more of the southwest's friendliest seniors emerged from their homes, and several were obviously armed. The Inquisitor kept low and tried to keep his body beneath the walls that surrounded the houses along the street. He didn't want to be caught sneaking around, nor did he want to just walk casually down the street and make himself an easy target. He passed the corner property at the next street, now only half a block away from the gunfight, and froze when a voice rang out in the storm. 
 
    "Freeze! Yeah, you—get over here!" 
 
    The Inquisitor turned and looked at the dust-covered man who'd yelled at him. He was small, and wore a long trench coat, complete with shoulder flaps, that he seemed to remember someone calling it a duster. 
 
    How appropriate. 
 
    He slipped the pistol into his waistband at the small of his back as he turned and raised his free hand. As he approached with his free hand up, he noticed his captor was bald and had dried blood over a goose-egg only partially visible on the back of his head. 
 
    "What are you doing out here?” the short man yelled. “Get behind the wall before you get shot." 
 
    The Inquisitor feigned his fear and stumbled forward. "W-what’s going on?" he asked again in his American accent as he crouched next to the wall. 
 
    His short captor adjusted his grip on a revolver that seemed far too large for his hand. He also seemed far too young, and far too unsavory to be a resident of the Valley Village. 
 
    “It's a gunfight, can't you see that? What are you, stupid or something? Get out of my way so I can see," he said as he reached out a dusty arm and forcibly shoved the Inquisitor to the side. 
 
    He was about to break the man's arm when a shadow fell over him. He looked up and saw the largest man he'd ever seen loom over them both. 
 
    The giant took a look at the Inquisitor and sized him up as a potential threat. The Inquisitor flinched and shrunk into himself, and the giant turned to the man in the trench coat, dismissing him. 
 
    "Nico, the house is open," the giant rumbled. 
 
    The Inquisitor's eyes flew open behind his goggles and he turned his head at the short bald man. "You're Nico?" 
 
    Nico's eyes flared wide behind his dusty swimming goggles. He stumbled back. "What's it to you?" he demanded. "You know what, never mind—Ricky, get rid of this idiot." 
 
    The giant moved forward without a second thought. Despite the raging gun battle around the corner, the big man appeared indifferent to how big a target he made himself by not crouching. 
 
    The Inquisitor stood as well and frowned at the fact that the big man was still a good foot taller than him. His arms looked like the Inquisitor’s thighs. 
 
    “I have no quarrel with you," he said to defuse the situation, but the big man moved fast. Ricky's fist flew out like the strike of a snake. 
 
    The Inquisitor barely managed to dodge the haymaker and winced as two knuckles grazed his shoulder with enough force to spin him around against the adobe wall. He gathered himself and was ready for the next punch. When it predictably came, he sidestepped the blow and the big man’s momentum carried the cinder block of a fist right into the wall with a satisfying crunch. 
 
    The Inquisitor stepped forward and threw three quick jabs—underneath the man's arm into his exposed rib cage, up underneath his chin at the soft area of his throat, and again to the solar plexus. The big man staggered back, his hand bleeding from its impact against the wall, and choked with bulging eyes. 
 
    The Inquisitor adjusted his vest. "As I said, I have no quarrel with you” He gave a slight nod, the acknowledgment of one fighter to a worthy adversary. It'd been a long, long time since anyone had managed to land a blow on him. If nothing else, he respected his giant opponent enough to not kill him outright.  
 
    "Who are you?" Nico demanded as he peered around his large bodyguard’s sagging frame. 
 
    "You may call me Inquisitor." 
 
    Nico coughed in surprise and fell back. As he did so, he tugged on the big man's coat, which threw them both off balance. 
 
    The Inquisitor paused and listened. The gunfight behind him had evidently come to a conclusion. He desperately wanted to turn and look in the direction of the two vehicles, but his eyes never left the red-faced, gasping Ricky, whom Nico used as a human shield. 
 
    “I will only say this once more,” he said to Ricky, who seemed to have gathered himself and stood up once more, his face a mask of glowering rage. “I have no wish to harm you. Stand aside and let me—" 
 
    "You're lying! I don't know what he’s talking about, Ricky—kill this guy so we can get out of here!" 
 
    The big man didn't hesitate. He took one step forward, mouth pulled into a silent rictus of fury, but it was as far as he got. The Inquisitor turned sideways, slipped his hand behind his back, and drew his pistol. He took aim and fired a snap shot all in the blink of an eye, like he had done hundreds—thousands—of times before in training. 
 
    His bullet split the difference between Ricky's small eyes and the giant fell forward at the Inquisitor’s feet, a modern-day Goliath that shook the sidewalk. Before the body had even stopped twitching, the Inquisitor stepped over the corpse and stood before Nico. 
 
    "Nicholas Grainger, you stand in taint of high crimes and misdemeanors before the High Druid." 
 
    "What? You can't be serious—not now! They’re right there!" Nico said as he leaned over the wall and pointed desperately at the two vehicles in the street. "I've got them right there. We need to attack!" 
 
    The Inquisitor turned and watched one of the people from the car in the street limp away and disappear into the storm. 
 
    "You're letting them get away!" Nico wailed. 
 
    “No," the Inquisitor said as he turned back to Nico. “You and I are going to go into this house," he said as he gestured at the building behind Nico with his pistol. "And we’re going to see what unfolds. I don't know what your connection is with these people, but I intend to find out." 
 
    "You're making a mistake! These people are dangerous! Dangerous to the Grove!" 
 
    The Inquisitor turned and looked at Nico. "And so am I. Step inside the house, if you please. I have some questions." 
 
    The Inquisitor smiled at the look of abject terror on Nico's face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Volunteer Fire Station 
 
    Sedona, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek looked at the keys in his hands. "You're sure about this?" he asked Harry. 
 
    He got a nod in return. "Sure as I've ever been. I'll never be able to drive it again…and you helped me get to my wife," he said as he put a loving arm around Carmen. “I hope the old girl gets you where you need to be. To your family.” 
 
    "And I want you to take whatever you can, supplies food, medical gear… Anything you want,” Carmen added with a smile. The expression looked forced on her weathered face, but her eyes sparkled with emotion. “Things are going downhill fast, and there's no way I would've been able to get to Harry and bring him here if it hadn't been for you." 
 
    Derek looked at the emergency dispatcher. "You're sure…? Because with conditions the way they are, we might need a fair amount of stuff to get us to New Mexico…" 
 
    "Trust me, even with the handful of people who’ve shown up here since the storm started, this place is stocked for months. It'll only get easier as more of the firefighters trickle in." 
 
    "Have any made it back yet?" Derek asked in the darkened fire station lobby. Refugees from the storm had begun trickling in and helped with the disposal of the bodies of the two looters. The lobby had become the unofficial gathering room. 
 
    Carmen shook her head. "No…not yet," she said softly. 
 
    "Have you heard from anyone yet?" asked Lisa in a gentle voice. 
 
    "A few," Carmen said, hope brightening her eyes. "A couple said they'd shelter in place. The fire truck can withstand just about anything—I mean, the engine won't start, but it's not like the sand can break the thing open like a tin can, right? The others…" She shrugged. "I have their last known locations plotted on a map upstairs, but without radio contact, I have no idea if they stayed put or wandered off in the storm." She looked down at the floor. "I hate being blind like this." 
 
    "Look at it this way,” Derek said. “The storm can't last forever…” 
 
    "I know," Carmen agreed, and nodded. "That's why I want you to take one of these radios." She held her hand up to stop Derek's argument. "No arguing…just do it, please? It's not like I have anybody to give them to, anyway. You can relay what things look like out there…at least for a few miles." 
 
    "Why can't the firefighters do that?" 
 
    "These handheld units are affected by the sand and dust as much as the high-power unit we have hooked into the building," she replied. “The digital transmission requires steady power on both ends for it to work, and we just don’t have that right now. But the old, unencrypted units are a lot simpler, if less secure.” 
 
    “That makes this all the more valuable,” Derek said as he held up the radio she’d given him. “Carmen, I can’t take it—I’m not coming back…” 
 
    She nodded. "We actually haven't used them in any real capacity for a while," she said as she disentangled herself from her husband and put her hands on her hips. "These things are scheduled to be decommissioned and returned to…I don't know what the chief plans on doing with them—maybe sell them or something.” She shrugged. “Anyway, we don't use them anymore now that we got the new-fangled digital rig up on the roof." 
 
    Derek opened his mouth to reply, but Carmen held up her hand. She touched a button on the little box at her hip and began to speak. "Mike? Is that you? I can barely hear you…” 
 
    Her eyes moved as if she were reading a letter, then she nodded. "Copy that. What’s your 20?" She waited for a moment, as everyone in the lobby held their collective breath. "How bad is it? Can you walk? Okay…" Carmen’s eyes darted around the lobby, then rested on Derek and the keys in his hand. "Wait one." She killed the mic and looked at Derek. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    Carmen grimaced. "I know you're trying to get home to your family, but we just got word that one of our firefighters is injured…he responded to an accident on the far side of town, is there any way—" 
 
    "Just tell me where. I'm on my way," Derek said, already heading toward the garage. 
 
    "You know your way around town?" Carmen called. 
 
    "Probably not well, probably not as well as your firefighters, but if you can give me some major roads, I know those. I've been to the NWS station enough, and my family likes to vacation here." 
 
    "That’ll have to do—Mike's partner, Tommy—good kid—he got hurt. Lots of blood loss, but they got a tourniquet on him, so he’s at least stable. There's no way Mike can get him here through the storm." 
 
    "Where?" Lisa asked, pen and paper ready. Carmen told her, then Lisa scribbled down the address on a notebook, tore off the page, and handed it to Derek. "There's too much gear in the Jeep, I won’t be able to fit." 
 
    Derek took the paper and read the address. "Maybe. We can offload the bigger boxes real quick.” He looked up at Carmen, then down at the slip of paper. “Is this over near Badger Drive?" 
 
    Carmen nodded. “Behind the Methodist Church. Hurry! We can patch him up here until we get hold of a doctor or the hospital, but he can't stay out there in this mess for long." 
 
    "Tell them I'm on my way," Derek said. 
 
    The first thing Derek noticed as he got behind the wheel of the Jeep and pulled away from the fire station was a definite weakening of the storm. The sky wasn't as dark and foreboding as it was earlier—the upper layer of dust and clouds had shifted. He paused in the first intersection and waited for the Jeep to rock in the crosswinds. He noticed immediately the vehicle didn't move as much as it did earlier. He pulled out the radio, made his turn, and pressed the transmit button as he cleared the intersection. "Carmen, you read me?" 
 
    "Roger that, five by five. Where are you?" 
 
    "About a block away from the fire station…just wanted to relay some good news. Looks like the storm might be letting up. The sky’s definitely a lot lighter than it was and windspeeds are way down." 
 
    "That's the best thing I've heard in the last two days!” Carmen replied. “Now go get my firefighter." 
 
    "On it," Derek said, as he dropped the handheld radio into the front passenger seat. The going was definitely easier, and the old Jeep—though it coughed and sputtered every now and then—plowed through the almost three inches of dust and sand on the road with ease. The only thing that worried him was every time the engine coughed, the headlights dimmed, and the swirling dust seemed to encase the vehicle like an ever-shifting tomb. 
 
    "It's almost over…" he muttered to himself. Without Lisa in the front seat to talk to, he had only his thoughts for company and the constant whistling of the wind. Bits of dust and sand trickled in around the edges of the soft-top. But Derek paid them no mind as he watched the street signs.  
 
    He saw more and more people out and about, hunched over and braving the remnants of the storm in front yards or along sidewalks and in the street. Only twice did people step out in the road and try to slow him, stop him, or get his attention. Derek didn't know what they wanted and didn't care. Any person he stopped to help would lessen the chance that he’d find the firefighter in time.  
 
    Every delay meant it would take him that much longer to reach his children. Derek focused on the road and ignored the shouts from people along the street as he progressed further through Sedona. 
 
    With every block he drove, the sky seemed to lighten, and the winds seemed to slacken. Derek grinned. The storm was weakening quickly, but not quickly enough to make his going easy. He still had to swerve around vehicles abandoned in the middle of the road, and as he approached the location of the injured firefighter, he began to wonder how he would find them. He picked up the radio. "Carmen, can you still read me?" 
 
    After several seconds, the radio chirped, and a scratchy, static-filled voice replied. "We still got you…breakin’ up a little…understand you. What's the situation?" 
 
    “I'm approaching the address you gave me—where am I gonna find this firefighter?" 
 
    "You…see the truck…they had…shelter in a house…street…ambulance.” 
 
    Derek slowed until he rounded a corner and saw flashing strobe lights. He hit the transmit button. "Okay, I got the ambulance! Pulling up to the house now.” 
 
    As he parked in the driveway, a random thought entered his mind. Did he leave the Jeep running for fear of being unable to start it again thanks to the dust in the intake? Or did he shut it off and take the keys for fear one of the people he'd seen on the streets might steal it? 
 
    In the end, he chose caution over expediency. It wouldn’t do his children any good if someone stole the Jeep, and he was left stranded on the far side of Sedona from the fire station. 
 
    Derek killed the engine, removed the keys, and pulled down his full-face mask. He exited the Jeep and looked around. For the first time in a long time, he wasn't forced to bend over in the wind. The sand that hit the back of his exposed neck didn't sting quite as much. He took all these good signs in stride and jogged forward through sand drifts to the front door.  
 
    Before he could even put a hand out to knock, the door flew open, and a man dressed in paramedic blues and a facemask stepped out. "It's about time!" He ushered Derek in. "Carmen warned us you were coming. Who’d you bring?" 
 
    A bedraggled woman appeared behind the firefighter. “Oh, thank goodness—did you bring us any supplies?” 
 
    "Uh…Just me…and the Jeep," Derek said to the firefighter as he jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “You’re Mike?” he asked the firefighter, who nodded brusquely. Derek turned to the woman. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    "What? This is her house," the firefighter said dismissively, pulling Derek into the house to shut the door. "We gotta get Tommy out of here! I need a stretcher…" 
 
    “I let you come into my house—” began the woman. 
 
    “I know, I know! And I thank you for that,” Mike said, his voice trembling. The man looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. “I just need to think…” 
 
    “Well, my kids are starving, and I don’t even know if my husband is still alive or not,” the woman said, her pleading voice taking a hard edge. She looked at Derek. “Nothing’s open and the powers out and…and people are shooting guns in the street—” 
 
    “Mommy?” asked a small voice from down the hallway. “My tummy hurts…” 
 
    Derek’s chest tightened as the woman cried silent tears, turned, and ran to her child. He couldn’t listen to that little voice and not think of his own children. He’d want someone to help them… 
 
    “Hang in there, buddy, we’re getting you out of here in just a second,” Mike said to Tommy, who stared at the ceiling. Derek wouldn’t know the man was still alive except for the rise of his chest with each slow breath. He swallowed as he glanced at the prone form on the ground, pale and sweaty. The bloody bandages all over the room were a testament to the fight it took to stabilize the young man. 
 
    “I think I have a solution,” Derek announced quietly. 
 
    Mike jumped up from the floor. “What?” 
 
    “Help me unload the Jeep. We’ll leave my supplies here for this woman and her kids, and that’ll free up space in the Jeep to bring your partner back to the station.” 
 
    Mike latched onto the idea and grabbed his mask. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    The first load of food and water they brought into the house made the woman drop to her knees and cry. She hugged her three small children as they started to split up the food and carry it into the kitchen. “Thank you!” she blubbered, hugging Derek and planting kisses all over his face. “Thank you, you’ve saved my babies!” 
 
    When Derek had finished removing himself from her—and her kids—he turned to see Mike glaring at him. “You said you came to help us…but all these supplies are from the station, aren’t they? Did you steal all this stuff?” 
 
    Derek frowned. “Why would I come here if I stole it? Carmen told me to take it.” 
 
    Mike stared at him. “I’ll see about that when we get back to the station.” 
 
    Derek threw his arms up. “Why would I steal this stuff, then give it away and risk my neck to come out here and help you and…” Derek said, gesturing at the man on the floor. 
 
    “Tommy,” Mike offered, his tone softening. 
 
    “Tommy,” Derek repeated. “Look. I’m trying to get to my own family in New Mexico. I got stuck out here, same as you. I helped Carmen at the station…I killed two people,” Derek admitted, and felt his stomach clench. He blinked away the vision of the woman’s sightless eyes after he’d shot her. “Now, are you going to help me or not?” 
 
    “Tommy needs a stretcher…” 
 
    Derek frowned. “Unless that ambulance can run, we’re not taking your partner anywhere on a stretcher…the Jeep is the only option." 
 
    “I’m still going to talk with Carmen when we get back.” 
 
    “Fine!” Derek said, exasperated. “But can we get a move on, please? I’d like to head home.” 
 
    It took them another fifteen minutes to clear enough space in the Jeep that they could fit Tommy in the back—and pack enough cushions from furniture in the house to keep him stable on the trip back to the fire station—but at last they were ready to depart. 
 
    Derek left the firefighter to say his goodbyes to the homeowner, still overjoyed at the prospect of food for her children. She wouldn’t stop weeping and thanking them both, and it took more effort that he’d have imagined to make their escape. 
 
    But at last, they were on the road back to the station. Mike spent the entire drive twisted in the front seat, holding Tommy’s hand and making sure the young man was comfortable and stable in the back. Derek, for his part, drove as fast as he could while keeping the ride smooth and steady. It was a stressful thirty minutes before they saw the fire station in the distance, and Derek’s shoulders burned with the tension of the sandy drive. 
 
    “Carmen, you read me?” he called on the radio. 
 
    “Loud and clear! We see you, too!” 
 
    “Yeah, the storm’s really slacked off,” Derek said, as they approached the final intersection. “That should help a lot with the cleanup and recovery. We’re coming in hot, so get ready to have someone open the front doors, will you?” 
 
    “Tell her we need a stretcher,” Mike added. 
 
    “And we’ll need a stretcher.” 
 
    “You got it—already got a couple helpers getting into position. One of them is a nurse!” 
 
    Mike sighed and sat back in his seat. “Well, that helps.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Derek said as he pulled them carefully into the station’s driveway, right into the thick tracks he’d left earlier.  
 
    “There’s a lot of people in this town that are gonna be looking for help right about now,” Mike said from the passenger seat. “Look, I’m sorry about what I said—how I acted—back there…you didn’t have to help at all, but I don’t think Tommy would have made it without you. I’m sorry—” 
 
    Derek shifted into park and flashed a grin. “Don’t worry about it. Let’s just get him inside and taken care of, okay? Come on.” 
 
    By the time Derek got his door open, several people he’d never seen rushed up with a bright orange spineboard, led by a young man with a stethoscope draped around his neck. “Where is he?” he called out as he ran through the dust. 
 
    “This side!” Mike yelled from the other side of the Jeep. The entourage raced around and in a few moments, they’d strewn pillows and couch cushions on the ground and transferred Tommy to the stretcher. 
 
    “Easy now…lift together…that’s it. Keep him steady—we’ve got to keep his neck stable,” the nurse barked as he directed his volunteer staff.  
 
    Derek stood by the Jeep and watched as Mike and two others, all filthy and covered in sweat and dust, carefully carried Tommy on the makeshift litter back through the front doors. He took a long, deep breath and exhaled, then wiped the sweat and dust from his face. He glanced up at the sky and smiled. For the first time in days, he saw blue. 
 
    It was the dawn of a new day. Hope swelled in his chest for the first time since he’d nearly fallen off the equipment tower at the weather station. He patted the Jeep. “Well, we’re almost ready to go. Again.” 
 
    Lisa limped out of the fire station and blinked in the sunlight. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “Isn’t it great?” asked Derek, as he lifted his face to the sun and closed his eyes. 
 
    “No…not the sun—that’s great…but look at that.” 
 
    Derek opened his eyes and saw she was pointing west, behind him. With a sense of rising dread, he turned. The horizon looked black as night. A wall of churning brown and red rose up in the far distance. 
 
    Another dust storm was on the way. 
 
    “No…” he whispered. “No, it’s not fair…” 
 
    Lisa limped over to him and looked in the Jeep. “Where’d all the supplies go?” She stared at him. “Derek, you have to go now, while you’ve got a gap between the storms. The system stalled out, remember? It’s going to keep training cells on us until the wind patterns shift and the center of circulation moves on. After this next storm, there will probably be another…” 
 
    “I need to leave. Now,” he said, nodding in agreement with her but unable to take his eyes off the storm on the horizon. “That one looks worse…” 
 
    “Come on, let’s see if we can grab a few more supplies for you,” she said, already limping back toward the front door. “You don’t have much time!” 
 
    Derek broke the spell the storm held over him and shook himself. His kids were waiting for him. He had to move. Now. “No rest for the weary,” he muttered. But he couldn’t help but grin despite the menace on the horizon and churning fear in his gut. 
 
    He was finally going home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” Kathy yelled from the passenger seat. 
 
    “I see them, but I can’t stop!” Isabel yelled. “Hold on!” She jammed her foot down on the brake, but the car didn’t slow fast enough. The man in the street, hunched over a cane, turned and tried to shield someone on the ground. 
 
    Isabel closed her eyes—she was about to run over an old man and his wife in the middle of the road. But the front tires found traction in the sand and the car suddenly jerked—hard—to the left. To the sound of squealing tires and the screams of Kathy in the front seat, they juked around the old couple and careened up the driveway of a house. 
 
    Isabel shrieked and spun the wheel to the right. The car missed the house but plowed through one of the adobe walls in a shower of bricks, stucco, and rebar. Spiderweb cracks raced across the windshield turning it opaque as it buckled, and the hood folded up, blinding her. 
 
    The Volvo jerked and shuddered in its death throes as it came to a stop in a cloud of dust and steam from the ruined engine. Isabel flopped back into her seat and cried out in pain as her injured knee smashed into the steering wheel. 
 
    Next to her, Kathy groaned weakly, and her chin touched her chest. Through tears that refused to stop, Isabel reached out a hand. “Kathy? Kathy, come on, wake up…we need to get out of here.”  
 
    She brushed some sweaty hair from Kathy’s face, and her head lolled to the side. “No…Kathy, no…” Isabel looked up and through the diminishing dust outside. “Kathy, come on,” she said as she shook her friend’s shoulder. “They’ll see us out here…we have to—” 
 
    She gasped as a tall man in a three-piece suit and a short man in a trench coat appeared out of the storm almost on top of her. The tall man, handsome as he was, aimed a pistol right at Isabel and went from a potential savior to a demon in the course of a heartbeat. 
 
    Isabel braced both hands on the crumpled dash. “No! Don’t shoot!” she screamed. 
 
    The tall man made the shorter one open the door. Isabel realized he wasn’t aiming the gun at her any longer, but at his bald prisoner. “What?” Isabel blurted as Baldy ripped open the driver’s door. 
 
    “Get out!” he yelled; his bloodshot eyes locked on hers. 
 
    “Please, you have to help us—my friend—” 
 
    “Check her,” the tall man ordered in a British accent. 
 
    The bald one yanked Isabel out of the car with surprising strength for such a small man. She screamed in agony as her knee hit the ground. The bald man ignored her and leaned into the car. 
 
    “She looks dead.” 
 
    “No!” Isabel yelled. 
 
    The tall man looked down at her like someone looking at a bug on the sidewalk. She saw then in that cold, heartless stare that he wouldn’t hesitate to kill her. But why? What was she to him? 
 
    “Who are you? What are you doing out in the storm?” demanded the tall man. 
 
    “Please, my name is Isabel Stagg—I’m just trying to get to my children. My in-laws live near here…please…you can leave, I don’t know who you are—I just want to see my children…” 
 
    “Stagg?” blurted the short bald man. “Are you related to Milton Stagg?” 
 
    Isabel blinked. “I—he’s my father-in-law. Is there something wrong? Is he okay?” she cried. 
 
    The bald man turned and looked at the tall one. He lowered his gun. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Isabel,” he said, his voice dripping propriety. “I truly wish it weren’t under such dreadful circumstances. But…your fortuitous discovery may have just saved this man’s life,” he said with a nod toward his shorter prisoner. 
 
    The bald man leaned over and grabbed Isabel with hands that felt like claws. He hauled her roughly to her feet, ignoring her cry of pain. “You’re hurting me!” she wailed as he flung her against the car. 
 
    “Shut up!” he snarled. 
 
    The tall man backhanded the bald one and drove the smaller man to the ground. “I will not have you mistreating women in my presence. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, eminence,” the man on the ground said immediately. 
 
    “Eminence? Who are you?” Isabel asked as she wiped at her face with one shaking hand. 
 
    “My dear, let’s get you out of this storm. Come, my associate and I were about to go inside this house when you…” he glanced at the remains of the Volvo. “I was about to say ran into us, but by the grace of the gods, that didn’t happen.” He smiled—it looked forced and awkward and did nothing at all to settle the raging butterflies in Isabel’s stomach.  
 
    “W-what? You’re going to break into this house?” 
 
    “As I do not currently have the key…” the man said as he glanced over his shoulder at the house. “Yes,” he said with that unnerving smile again. “Won’t you join us?” 
 
    “What? No! I’m not leaving my friend—let go of me!” She struggled as the smaller man tried to grab her again. The wind kicked dust off his trench coat into her face, but one of her hands connected with his cheek. The slap sounded like a clap of thunder and forced him back. 
 
    “You have spirit,” the tall man observed coldly. “I admire that. Perhaps you are fated to be reunited with your children after all.” 
 
    “What?” Isabel yelled. “What have you done with my children?” she roared. 
 
    The man blinked at her behind safety goggles. “Why, nothing? I haven’t the foggiest idea where they are. Come along then or I’ll be forced to shoot you.” 
 
    “But—you said…you told him not to mistreat me!” Isabel cried, grasping at anything to keep the man talking rather than kidnapping her. 
 
    He laughed—he actually laughed. “My dear, I said he wasn’t to mistreat you. Evidently you are of some value to him—which makes you at least a curiosity to me…until I can determine your value to the Grove.” 
 
    “The Grove? What?” 
 
    His face turned hard. “Bring her. We’ve wasted quite enough time on this little distraction.” He leaned over and glanced into the car. “Pity about your friend. She’s quite attractive.” 
 
    He led her in slow motion away from the car, through the dust and sand toward the side of the house. The short man had to physically wrap his arms around Isabel and drag her down the side yard toward a gate that led behind the house. She screamed and clawed and kicked with her good leg. Every step took her away from Kathy, still slumped over in the passenger seat. Every step took her away from her children. 
 
    She had been so close. 
 
    “Do be careful, Nico. We don’t want it obvious that we dragged someone from the car around the back of the house,” ordered the Englishman. “Would rather defeat the whole purpose of not drawing attention to ourselves, no?” 
 
    Strength flowed through her broken body as she thought of Riley and Becca…somewhere nearby, just a few houses away. She was dragged, kicking and screaming, through the dust-covered back yard to the rear door of the house. At the last second, before she was pulled inside, her hands found purchase on the open doorframe. Try as he might, the small man couldn’t dislodge her. Isabel roared in anger and pulled, slowly dragging him out of the house. 
 
    Then she felt, more than saw, the tall man walk up behind her. A shattering pain that felt like her skull had split open took her breath away. The world flashed white, then everything went black. 
 
    Isabel felt herself falling, slowly, like a leaf on an autumn morning, lazily drifting toward the ground. The blackness swallowed her, and the spark of her consciousness was snuffed out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    A funeral, while about the only thing anyone could think to do for the old lady Becca had discovered in the looted house—Mrs. McIntyre—still seemed out of place. Becca stood next to her grandparents and remained silent, out of respect for the dead woman. 
 
    She looked around. The whole world looked…not quite dead, but changed. The storm remained as an ever-present wall of yellow on the horizon that seemed to hang around like smog. The air over the Valley Village was clear once more, with just a trace of the dusty smell. 
 
    Most folks hadn’t started digging out and clearing the sand from porches or steps when Rondell had put out the call for a Neighborhood Watch to form—officially. 
 
    As she watched, the murdered widow’s friends and neighbors—those who remained in the neighborhood and could be found on short notice—placed rocks on the burial cairn erected in the widow’s backyard. 
 
    Becca suppressed a shudder as she looked at the bedroom window. The same window she’d looked at from the other side, just before she’d found the body. She closed her eyes, and images flooded her mind. The blood, the gore…the gun just out of reach where the 81-year-old had tried to defend herself. 
 
    A comforting arm wrapped around her shoulders. “It’ll be alright, dear,” her grandmother whispered. “You being here would make her smile, I know it.” 
 
    “She would,” Wanda added as another rock was placed carefully on the pile by a palsied, liver-spotted hand. “Nancy was a special person. She was here to welcome us when we moved in, oh, ten years ago.” 
 
    “Eleven,” Rondell corrected with a wink. He stood next to his wife in a hodgepodge of tactical gear, some black, some desert tan, some his, some borrowed. His rifle remained at his side, like the others of the Watch. 
 
    Becca hid her smile behind her bandaged hand. Mr. Wright—Rondell—and the other old men looked like a bunch of angry grandpas playing soldier. She thought anyone who saw them up close might laugh more than be scared. Her eyes looked at the grim faces of the other men of the Watch, and her opinion shifted. The determination in their faces was nothing to laugh at without consequences. 
 
    “Your turn, dear.” 
 
    Becca blinked in the light and looked up at her grandmother. “What?” 
 
    “They saved the last rock for you, sweetie. You found her. Go on, take the rock and place it on the pile.” 
 
    “But…I didn’t know her…” Becca protested quietly as Riley pushed her forward with a not-quite-gentle shove between the shoulder blades. She staggered forward, caught herself, and adjusted her shirt. “Oh…um…thanks,” she said as she took a rough, yellowish rock from the outstretched hand of an old man dressed all in black. 
 
    “Are you a priest?” she asked. 
 
    He folded his hands in front of his ample waist and smiled at her. His big bushy white beard made him look like Santa. “No, child. I live right there,” he said, with a nod toward the house next door. 
 
    “Oh.” Becca stepped forward with the rock and looked around. There were only about 15 people there besides the 7-man Watch, but all eyes were on her. Except three men from the Watch, who all had their backs to the proceedings and watched the streets. A gunshot cracked in the distance and several people flinched, but not Becca. She looked at Not-Santa. “Am I supposed to say something?” 
 
    “A few others have…it’s your choice.” 
 
    She nodded and turned the rock over in her hands. When she placed it on the pile, the cairn would be complete. Not an actual grave, per se, just a loosely shaped pile of rocks to cover the body from predators. No one could dig through the hard packed dirt under all the sand. Not even Riley. 
 
    “I didn’t know Mrs. McIntyre,” Becca said in a shaky voice. Several of the people watching nodded, their gray-topped heads bobbing along with her admission. “But…from what a few of you have told me, she was…nice.” 
 
    “Amen,” muttered someone. 
 
    “And I don’t know why things are as crazy as they are,” Becca said quickly, “but I think this world needs more nice people.” She reached forward and placed the rock on the pile. “Like Mrs. McIntyre.  I’m sorry,” she added in a whisper, then stepped back to her grandmother’s embrace. 
 
    Not-Santa cleared his throat. “Let none of us forget what has happened here—” he paused as a gunshot rang out on the far side of the neighborhood, a pale echo to the recent violence. “What’s still happening.” He shook his head. “When I was in the army, things were different. We knew who the enemy was, we knew what we needed to do, and we did it.” 
 
    “Hooah!” one of the men of the Watch said with a fist pump. 
 
    Not-Santa nodded. “When I retired and moved here, I thought I’d get some peace…that I could finally walk away from the violence and death of my profession.” He seemed lost in thought for a moment as he stared at Mrs. McIntyre’s cairn. “I never wanted to fight again.” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Grandpa Milton said as he leaned heavily on his cane, “you don’t get to choose your fights.” 
 
    “Sometimes the war comes to you,” Riley said, his voice strong and clear in contrast to the older men. All heads turned to him, but to his credit, he didn’t back down, didn’t blush, and stared right back. Grandpa Milton patted him on the back with a bandaged hand. 
 
    “Indeed, it does,” Not-Santa agreed with a sad smile to Riley. He looked around. “We are old, tired, worn out—retired. We’re no match for the vigor and youth of the people that are ransacking our community. Not only here, but in town, and in Albuquerque, as well.” 
 
    “All over,” someone said. More heads nodded. 
 
    “Folks, we have a decision to make,” Not-Santa continued. “Do we hide in fear and wait for a fate like Nancy,” he said with a gesture of one large, scarred hand at the cairn, “or do we stand and fight? Do we dust off the cobwebs and take up arms once more to defend what’s ours—our homes, our families, our friends?” 
 
    “We’re with you, general!” the grizzled man who’d stopped Riley and Becca in their escape called out. He was dressed in the same tactical gear and wore the same sunglasses, but the rifle he’d carried earlier hung from his back. 
 
    Several men with weapons voiced their approval. The others looked around and most nodded, but Becca noticed a few who stared straight ahead, as if afraid or unable to comprehend what took place around them. 
 
    “General?” whispered Riley. 
 
    “Alex Deckert—he was a two-star back in the day,” Rondell muttered over Becca’s head. “Retired after some political crap got men under his command killed.” 
 
    “So, what are we to do?” Deckert asked.  
 
    “We organize!” someone said. 
 
    “We fight back!” another shouted. 
 
    “How?” cried a third, an older woman with short, gray hair and thick sunglasses on the far side of the cairn. “My husband gave his life for this country and look what’s happening now. It’s all falling apart—he died for nothing!” 
 
    “Maybe we can save a part of it here,” Deckert suggested. “We can make his sacrifice and that of all those that came before mean something.” 
 
    The old woman sneered. “From what I’ve seen, it’s better to let it die. This country, this world isn’t ours anymore, general. It’s passed us by.” 
 
    “It hasn’t passed me by,” Becca said, suddenly motivated to speak. Riley stepped back as she spoke, and everyone had a clear view of her as she stood there and blushed. “I mean,” she muttered, “this is my world, too, right?” 
 
    “And mine,” Riley added in his strong voice. 
 
    “And mine,” Fiona said from her chair next to Riley. She reached up and took his hand in hers. 
 
    Becca took strength from their support. “And we think it’s worth saving.” She saw several smiles among the armed men. “I…I don’t know how to shoot a gun or do soldier stuff…but I can do other things—I can fight in other ways. But I do want to fight. I don’t want people like…” she looked at Riley. “What did you call them?” she whispered. “The mafia guys?” 
 
    “The Druids,” he replied. 
 
    One of the old men spat. “Bunch of blue-painted thugs, you ask me.” 
 
    “Those idiots don’t know nothin’,” a man in big sunglasses, with a thick east coast accent said quietly.  
 
    “Harvey?” asked a surprised man next to him. “What happened to your voice?” 
 
    He grinned and flashed a gold tooth back in his mouth. “This is my voice, Denny.” He shrugged. “Now that things,” he said, pronouncing it tings, “is fallin’ apart, I don’t gotta play by the rules. I can play by our rules,” he said with a nod toward the general. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Denny said, his brows lowered in confusion. 
 
    “These guys call themselves the mafia…back in my day, La Cosa Nostra woulda wiped the floor with ‘em,” he said, then spat on the ground at his feet. He said something quickly in what sounded like Italian. “Hey,” he said as he pointed a thick finger at General Deckert, “you need some help. You let me know, okay? I been here almost twenty years—this is my home, too,” he said as he slapped his chest, then looked at Becca. His gaze, hidden by gold rimmed sunglasses, turned her blood to ice. “I’ll fight with you.” 
 
    Becca looked around. One ex-mobster, seven ex-soldiers, and a retired general. It didn’t look like much compared to the violence and chaos the Druids had managed to bring into the Villages in one day. 
 
    “Don’t let her fool you. She can fight, too,” Riley said as he looked at her. “I saw her take down one of their bosses with a garden gnome. She saved my life.” 
 
    Becca was surprised the heat from her cheeks didn’t start a fire, like the ones burning themselves out on the other side of the neighborhood. 
 
    The general smiled again, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “So, we’re in agreement. We’re not going to give in, to Druids or looters—” 
 
    “Or kidnappers,” Milton said in a strong voice. “The Druids took a woman that’s dear to my wife and me, and mother to this girl here,” he added as he looked at Fiona. “She sacrificed herself so we could escape. I aim to get her back.” 
 
    Fiona smiled through her tears. “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Sounds like we’ve got a lot of work ahead of us,” Rondell said. “I’ll be happy to help.” 
 
    “So will I,” said the grizzled vet across the cairn in the wrap-around sunglasses. More of the men chimed in to offer their support and in seconds the entire group of retirees was in agreement. 
 
    The general raised his hands for quiet. “The first thing we need to do is regroup, organize, and plan. The Druids are gone for now,” he said, “and they took their wounded and dead with them. But there are still looters out there,” he said as he gestured at the smoke in the sky down the street, “and fires just looking to spread. I fear there will be more of both in the coming days as things get worse in the big cities.” 
 
    “It’s like this all over the country now,” Rondell spoke up. “HAMs are getting back online now that the storm is moving on—well, this storm,” he said as he looked toward the horizon. “Word is spreading about how bad it’s getting. The east coast is just starting to go down the drain. Out here, we’re well on our way.” 
 
    “Will things ever get back to normal?” Becca asked, fearing the answer. 
 
    “I certainly hope not,” the former gangster said with a laugh. “The Feds can stick that protective custody—” 
 
    “Maybe,” the general said, cutting off the ex-mobster. “We don’t know.” He turned back to the crowd. “But if we’re willing to stand together, maybe we can come through this and help rebuild. Someone has to help, and who better to teach the next generation than us? We’ve lived through the good times and bad, and we still know what’s right and what’s wrong.” 
 
    “Grandpa, what’s happening?” Becca asked in a whisper. “It’s like he’s talking about rebuilding the country…but—” 
 
    “Watch and listen, child,” Milton said softly. “You’re watching the birth of something great…something that hasn’t been seen maybe since a bunch of men got together in a tavern in the 1770s.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s the cue,” Rondell said into a mic on his vest. 
 
    “When I was a young man, I was taught,” the general said, “that if someone flew the Stars and Stripes upside down, it was an internationally recognized sign of urgent need, dire distress, and lost hope. If someone saw that flag, they need to come running, because someone needed help. Right away.”   
 
    Several people in the audience mumbled. 
 
    “But when I was in the army, I was taught by some of the greatest warriors this country ever produced, men of honor and iron resolve that our colors don’t run. Ever. Even in the face of insurmountable odds, we don’t retreat, we push forward, we push through, we endure,” he said, raising his voice, “we overcome, and we achieve victory.” 
 
    He pointed, and everyone looked across the street. A massive Betsy Ross American flag flew from the radio tower behind the Wright’s house. It unfurled in the gentle breeze and stretched out like a great big middle-finger to the forces of chaos all around them. 
 
    “They’ll know where we are!” someone gasped. 
 
    “Let them come,” the general said, his voice like iron. “We will hold this ground.” 
 
    Rondell raised his rifle into the air and held it while the other armed men did likewise. When they spoke, they spoke in unison, with strong, clear voices that belied their age. Becca felt a chill of excitement race down her spine as they repeated the words of General Deckert and the phrase became more than just a simple promise. It became a battle cry. 
 
    “We will hold this ground!” 
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