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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Alfie’s Quick Mart 
 
    New York City, New York 
 
      
 
    Nate Tindall stood in line at the local bodega, just a block and a half from his Brooklyn apartment. He’d been waiting patiently for an hour, grateful that the Honduran shop owner decided to stay open during the emergency and accept cash for payments—every other store was closed and boarded up. 
 
    Nate wasn't thrilled that the prices seemed to go up by the minute, but he'd arrived early and managed to gather the food he needed to get by the next couple of days until the power came back on. All things considered; he was feeling pretty good about his situation. He didn’t have a girlfriend or a roommate, so he only had to worry about himself, and he could easily live off Raman noodles for a week if needed. He’d much rather a fancier meal—the gourmet grilled cheese sandwich he had planned for dinner would be the perfect comfort food, even if things were a little tense until the power came back on.  
 
    At least he hoped the power would return. He and everyone on his floor assumed it was no more than another in a long string of mid-summer power outages. The news—at least what he saw before the lights went out the day before—claimed the troubles plaguing New York were the result of a massive dust storm out west. Nate was no meteorologist—he was a community activist and had no use for the news outside his small neighborhood in Brooklyn—he had no idea if a dust storm a thousand miles away could knock out power in New York. There were plenty of people out west to deal with the power outage. He didn't understand how a little dust in the air could knock out power on the other side of the country. 
 
    Someone coughed behind him. Okay, maybe it was more than just a little dust in the air.  
 
    He adjusted the paper facemask over his own mouth and nose. His friend Jorge had been instrumental in securing a case of paper masks from the local clinic. They’d been distributed late the previous night to the nearby homeless population, and though Nate still felt guilty for taking one for himself, Jorge had insisted. He’d warned Nate to gather whatever food he could, because he saw the writing on the wall. 
 
    "This is bad, man,” Jorge had said as they closed up the night before. He’d never seen the normally unflinchingly positive Jorge look so…scared. “Way worse than anything we've seen before." 
 
    "How do you know?" Nate had asked. “It’s just a little dust.” 
 
    As he stood in line, a slight shiver went down Nate’s spine as he remembered the look on his friend’s face.  
 
    "I told you I came from Argentina, right?" Jorge had asked as they prepared the empty boxes of masks for recycling. 
 
    Nate remembered well his friend’s story. He’d commented on Jorge’s bravery and courage to escape the South American chaos and make a new life in America, whether his crossing was strictly legal or not—details like that didn't matter to Nate. 
 
    "I'm telling you, brother,” Jorge continued, “I've seen this before. This is the kind of power outage that doesn't come back. It's just like in Argentina when I was growing up—things are about to get really bad. You need to take care of yourself. Make sure you have plenty of food on hand. And get yourself a gun." 
 
    Get yourself a gun. 
 
    The way he’d so casually spoken those vile words made Nate frown. The line shifted forward, and he shuffled a step, his arms loaded with bread, a gallon jug of water, and some fresh greens, and plenty of fine cheese. He had a few other items at home, and Nate figured even with his dwindling supply of Ramen, he could last until the power came back on.  
 
    He shook his head at the absurdity of Jorge's fear mongering. He’d sounded like one of those tinfoil conspiracy theorists they were always joking about and arguing with on protest marches. Nate smiled to himself. No, there was no sense getting worked up and panicking—like so many other millions of people.  
 
    Nate would simply go about his life, hunkered down for a few days, and make sure to check on the homeless. They were the ones who would suffer the most, he was sure of it. 
 
    The commotion outside — over the usual noise of busy New York streets—drew his attention to the bodega’s big, bar-lined plate-glass windows. He peered over the next aisle and watched the crowds in the street for a moment while the shopkeeper argued with a customer.  
 
    Thousands of people, more than he could count, streamed past the little bodega in a silent shuffle that had started sometime after the power had first gone out. The last time Nate had seen anything near the current river of humanity was September 11th. Manhattan was an island and normally inhabited by close to 4 million people during the workday. But only a little over a million actually lived on the island. Anytime there was a major power outage, like the one in 2003, everybody who could leave the island did so—as fast as possible. 
 
    Once the news spread that the power would likely not return anytime soon—despite cops and anyone in authority saying the exact opposite—a mass exodus began, the likes of which no one had seen since that fateful morning in September 2001. Millions of people streamed on foot or in cars…where the cars could actually move…to get off the island and home to the mainland.  
 
    Nate, born and raised in Jersey and without a car, had nowhere to go other than his crappy, over-priced economy apartment. Not that he could have made it home to Paterson anyway, with all the grid locked traffic. So, he stood in line with the other tired people at the bodega and watched the drama unfold outside.  
 
    A cop car had been parked in the intersection for the past two hours, the blue lights swirling and illuminating the interior of the bodega with nauseating regularity. As the crowds streamed around the beleaguered officer, they mostly ignored his pleas to clear the intersection for emergency traffic. His voice had long since grown hoarse, then silent as he merely stood and uselessly waved his arms to direct traffic.  
 
    Nate looked out the window and saw wall-to-wall people—a true sea of heads—all moving along with the current amid a rumbling undertone of voices. Nate snorted as he watched people staring at useless phones. The cell networks crashed in the early hours of the morning, so the only way to get any news was over a radio. Most people in the street simply shuffled forward with their heads down, trying to avoid attention and escape the island unscathed. 
 
    He truly pitied those people who thought they were too good to stay in the city one more day and wondered how far they had to travel to get home. He wished them luck and shuffled forward as the shopkeeper called out for the next person to step up to the counter. 
 
    Nate had just turned away from the scene outside when a single gunshot cut through the muted roar of thousands of voices like a clap of thunder. Instead of a panicked stampede, everyone in the bodega and in the street froze. For the span of three heartbeats, no one said a word.  
 
    Then a man climbed on top of the cop car and raised a pistol into the air. He screamed something unintelligible, then fired the gun twice into the sky.  
 
    All hell broke loose. 
 
    The people in the streets panicked. What was once a gentle rumble of background noise turned into a rising tsunami of sound. People fled in every direction. A human stampede ensued, and Nate watched in horror as several people near the bodega vanished in the crowd, presumably trampled upon in the mad rush to escape the immediate vicinity. In seconds, the plate-glass window shattered as two bodies flew through it, pressed forward by the surge of humanity in the streets. 
 
    Then it was time for the people in the shop to scream. Customers in line ran for cover while those at the back simply turned and sprinted for the door with their unpaid groceries. Nate yelled for them to stop, but his voice was lost in the cacophony outside. 
 
    "Stop, thieves!" the shopkeeper yelled.  
 
    Nate turned back to explain that he fully intended to pay, but the Honduran emerged from behind the counter with a shotgun and leveled it at him. "You're no paying, you no get to keep it!" he said as he racked the slide with a thunderous cha-chak. 
 
    Nate panicked, raised his hands in submission, and dropped all of his merchandise on the floor. The water jug split and flew everywhere, splashing up into the face of the owner. Nate fled as soon as the owner turned away to wipe his face, cursing in Spanish. 
 
    It only took three steps, and the press of people exiting the bodega swept him outside into the greater current. It was all Nate could do to keep his feet under him. He pushed forward, felt several people push him back, and then he was in the stream and all but carried south. 
 
    "No—no, this is the wrong way," he grunted as bodies continued to press on him from all sides. “My home is that way…” 
 
    He took a short breath, then realized he couldn't take a full breath, as a woman smashed into him on his left. Two more people pressed into him from the right. Everyone was grunting and pushing and sweating. No one could breathe. The woman that collided with him on his left gasped, then shrieked and vanished. Nate had time to glance down and see a pale hand reach out before a shoe stomped on it and a man took her place, pressing up against his side, his eyes wild. 
 
    Nate tried to scream, but he couldn't take a deep enough breath—the press of flesh around him was too much. As his vision began to darken, and he feared he'd pass out, Nate found himself pushed further and further from the main flow of people racing away from where the cop had been murdered.  
 
    How had it come to this? Had it only been a day since the power went out? Were the conspiracy theories true? Was this the end of civilization? How had he been so stupid? 
 
    It was just a power outage. 
 
    Nate latched onto these thoughts as he pushed and struggled against those pushing and struggling against him. He found himself forcibly shoved further and further out of the crowd, and at first was upset that he could no longer control his own direction. Then he tripped. Someone bumped into him from behind and saved him from falling to the ground, and he spun, reaching out with his hands for support. He grabbed the back of a man's jacket, who pulled forward and swatted angrily at him. That movement spun Nate around, face-first against a cold brick wall. 
 
    He closed his eyes, held his breath, and pressed himself as tight to the wall as he could. He let the people stream past him. More gunshots rang out further up the street, back where the cop had been gunned down. The people around him froze again, and for a split second, the tide stopped. Surrounded by a pocket of empty space, Nate opened his eyes, flipped over to his back, and made a beeline for the closest alley.  
 
    The opening, pitch black further down and shadowed at the entrance, was the closest thing to a safe harbor Nate could find. He stepped out of the flow of foot traffic, leaned against the wall, and breathed his first full breath since leaving the bodega. 
 
    Nate watched the flow of people continue to stream past his position. His heart broke at the unending tide of worried faces, crying eyes, and wailing people. A few women dragged along their children, several men had suitcases or briefcases, and most everyone wore backpacks—even the kids. About half the people rushing by wore bedraggled, stained, or torn business attire. The rest were in jeans or shorts and summer wear, and even pajamas.  
 
    Nate shook his head. It was as if the entire city had suddenly turned itself upside down and decided the only way to escape was on foot. He stood on his tiptoes and peered across the sea of faces. He couldn't see a single car. Yet he heard sirens in the distance and horns honking. Someone out there had a vehicle. 
 
    Only then did the gravity of the situation hit him like a ton of proverbial bricks. He’d been looking at the police officer mere seconds before the man had been executed by the criminal with the gun. He saw the stories of cops assassinated in recent years, but never had he actually seen it happen or been so close. To his knowledge, it had never happened in broad daylight, with so many witnesses.  
 
    For criminals to have been emboldened so fast, to act so brashly…Nate shook his head again. Maybe there was something to the conspiracy theories after all. Maybe this was the big one. The last thing he heard was that power would not be coming on anytime soon—that news had officially started the panicked exodus.  
 
    But now? If someone could execute cops at will, did that mean the law even existed anymore? 
 
    A cold wave of fear washed over Nate. Law and order were the only things keeping the thin veneer of civility stable. He saw it every day. Homeless people being treated like second-class citizens…even when there was a police presence to ensure their safety. Now that cops were fair game for the criminals?  
 
    Nate looked at the ground. The homeless wouldn't survive long. He looked up, determination filling his gaze. He had to find Jorge. They had to do something to protect the local indigenous population. If anyone was going to be trampled in the chaos out there, it would be those with no homes and no one to protect them. 
 
    He was suddenly aware that someone else had stepped up next to him and stared out at the passing flow of evacuees. "Never seen anything like it," the younger man said in awe. He was dressed in all black and a hooded sweatshirt pulled up over his head. He wore a simple red armband over his left bicep.  
 
    Nate narrowed his eyes at the newcomer. Was that a hammer and sickle patch on the armband? 
 
    He frowned. Besides the fashion faux pas, the young man clearly forgot which season it was. Nate looked down at his own Birkenstocks, pasty white legs, and Bermuda shorts. He was sweating through his slim-fit T-shirt. The young man next to him must be absolutely drenched.  
 
    "I don't think anyone's ever seen anything like it," Nate forced himself to say conversationally. 
 
    "I can't believe it finally happened…" the hooded man said, a tone of excitement in his voice. 
 
    "It didn't need to happen,” Nate countered. “This is all also scary…” 
 
    The younger man turned and looked at him, his hard face full of disdain. He narrowed his eyes. “Scary? What’s scary is the inequality, the consumerism, the capitalism eating this country’s soul from the inside.” He smiled suddenly. 
 
    Nate took a step back. The younger man’s eyes were cold, unfeeling…and crazy.  
 
    "You should be happy,” the hooded man said with a wide, shaky grin. “This is a day of reckoning. This is the day everything gets reset." 
 
    "W-what?" Nate stammered as he backed into the brick wall next to him. "What do you mean? What reset?" 
 
    The young man lifted up his sweatshirt and pulled out a black, ominous-looking pistol. Nate gasped. "I mean,” the youth said confidently, “this is the day when people like you and your expensive clothes will learn that people like me run things now." 
 
    "Wait…I shop at Goodwill, these aren’t—” Nate pleaded, plucking at his sweaty shirt. “T-there's no n-need for violence…please. Y-you can have whatever—take whatever you want…" he said as loosened his watch strap with trembling hands. 
 
    This seemed to anger the man in front of him. "You think I'm just some common crook?” He scoffed. “I don’t want your corrupted, capitalistic blood-treasure, man. Why would I want that sweaty watch your wearin’ when I can walk into any store now and just take what I want?" He threw his head back and laughed, drunk on power. 
 
    Nate dry swallowed. "You…y-you don't want to rob me?" 
 
    Instead of answering, the young man pistol whipped Nate with the weapon in his hand. Pain exploded through Nate’s his face, and he dropped to the ground with a whimper. Tears blurred his vision before he could even scream. His jaw felt like it had exploded. 
 
    "Why?" Nate wailed. It hurt more than anything he’d ever felt in his sheltered life. He looked up, and the last thing he ever saw was the barrel of the gun pointed at his face. A sneer of disdain and a flash of white teeth sealed Nate’s fate. 
 
    The man winked and pulled the trigger. "Why not?" 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Volunteer Fire Station 
 
    Sedona, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek Stagg wiped sweat from his brow and put the last cardboard box of supplies in the back seat of his borrowed Jeep. He glanced up at the clear-for-now skies and smiled at how blue the dome overhead looked. 
 
    For the past few days, his world had been swallowed by dust, the constant hiss of sand scraping across walls and windows, and the keening of tortured wind. The once-in-a-millennium storm that struck Arizona with a ferocity usually reserved for hurricane season in Florida had kick-started a rolling cascade of power outages that spanned the American continent. And then, as if secure in the damage it had wrought, the storm moved on. 
 
    “It’s just temporary, you know,” Lisa Kowalski, the only surviving meteorologist from Sedona’s National Weather Service station, said as she limped over to the dusty Jeep and smiled. Her face, red as if sunburned but really just raw from exposure to wind-driven dust, cracked into a sad smile. “The next wave is already on the way.” 
 
    Derek frowned. “How can you know that?” 
 
    She pointed over his shoulder, northwest, toward the epicenter of the upper-level circulation that powered the first monster dust storm.  
 
    Derek looked and grimaced. The sky at the horizon had taken on a sickly reddish-brown tint, like a purple bruise that stretched across the edge of the world. “I’m not ready for round two.” 
 
    “Nobody is—that’s the problem. Look,” she said, as her brows drew together in a frown, “I was just inside and heard Mike—” 
 
    Before she could finish, the firefighter Derek had rescued less than an hour earlier barreled through the open truck bay and kicked through the sand piled up at the entrance. “No way,” he said, pointing at Derek and the Jeep. “You can stop that right now, buddy.” 
 
    Derek put his hands on his hips and looked at the younger man. Mike was fit, the way most firefighters were, accustomed to hard work and little gratitude. Derek was probably ten years his senior, but a passionate rock climber, and carried a wiry strength that surprised most people. “Stop what, exactly?”  
 
    “Those supplies, they belong to the station,” Mike said as he approached, accusing finger pointed at the Jeep’s backseat. “And you just gave away a lot more than that!” 
 
    Derek sighed. “If you remember—I mean, you were there—I gave away those supplies to that woman for helping keep you and Tommy alive until I could get to you.” Derek frowned at the firefighter. “Or did you forget about the part where you barged into her house and set up shop…how she basically helped save Tommy’s life?” 
 
    Mike shook his head. “That’s—that doesn’t matter. I was there to help her.” 
 
    “And yet she was there to help Tommy, and I came to help you.” 
 
    “Guys,” Lisa began. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are—or who you think you are—but you can’t take any of these supplies,” Mike said, as he crossed his thick arms. 
 
    “Carmen promised him—” Lisa started again. 
 
    Mike rounded on her. “I don’t know who you are either, lady, but Carmen’s just a volunteer dispatcher. She doesn’t have any authority to do squat concerning the station’s supplies. Only the chief can do that—” 
 
    “And he dropped off the grid hours ago,” Derek observed. “Look, I’m not trying to steal anything—I did Carmen a favor and helped her husband…which in turn led me to help you and Tommy,” Derek said with a gesture at their meager supplies, “and this is my payment.” Before Mike could get a word in, he continued. 
 
    “I know you’re upset about the supplies we had to leave behind, but what’s more important? The supplies we left, or Tommy’s life? Or your own?” 
 
    Mike’s face went red. “I wasn’t in any danger—” 
 
    Derek snorted. “Yeah, you could’ve walked home just fine a few hours later—but what if the storm hadn’t broken when it did? What about Tommy?” 
 
    “If Derek hadn’t gotten him back here so his injuries could be stabilized, he would have died—you heard what they said,” Lisa added with a nod toward the station. 
 
    Mike waved off her comments. “I don’t care—those supplies were paid for by the city—by taxpayers—and this guy,” he snapped, jabbing a finger at Derek, “doesn’t have the right or the power to take them. Carmen certainly can’t give anything away!” 
 
    “And I suppose you can?” Lisa asked innocently. 
 
    Mike nodded. “I’m the senior firefighter now, so until the chief gets back…” 
 
    “So, you’re looking out for what’s best for the station, right?” Derek asked with a sneer. “How convenient.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not the one who gave away thousands of dollars of supplies to some lady on the other side of town,” Mike said with an innocent shrug. “And now that the power’s out and not coming back on any time soon, those supplies could mean the difference between life or death—” 
 
    “I know, for that woman and her son,” Derek interjected. 
 
    “—for people right here!” Mike shouted. 
 
    Lisa scoffed. “Who died and made you king?”  
 
    “The chief!” Mike roared. He reached into the Jeep and grabbed one of the three cardboard boxes, loosely packed with water bottles. Without another word, he turned and stormed off into the fire station. “Get the others, or I’ll get them myself,” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    Derek looked at Lisa. “Was it something I said?” he asked. 
 
    Lisa snorted. “Wonder who peed in his Cheerios?” 
 
    Derek had just entered the fire station behind Mike when he heard more shouting. He jogged the rest of the way to the lobby and found the young firefighter in a red-faced confrontation with Carmen. Her husband, Harry, too ill to stand, sat in a collapsible wheel chair off to the side. Several people who’d wondered in during the storm seeking shelter watched as the firefighter and the dispatcher went toe to toe. 
 
    “I told him he could have that—what are you doing?” Carmen demanded. 
 
    “My job!” Mike retorted. “You had no right to offer…whoever this guy is…any of our supplies! We’re going to need every—” 
 
    “I gave him my word!” 
 
    “I don’t care!” shouted Mike. He got up in her face. “You’re just a dispatcher—a volunteer, at that! You don’t risk your life—” 
 
    She dismissed him with a wave of her hand and let loose with a string of Spanish that made Derek blush though he couldn’t understand a word of it, not at the speed she spoke. “You don’t tell me what to do—” 
 
    “Well, someone needs to,” Mike began. “You—” 
 
    “Aaah,” Carmen groaned dismissively and rolled her eyes. She flipped her hand in his face and rattled off more Spanish. 
 
    “That’s enough!” barked Harry Davis, the retired firefighter Derek and Lisa had rescued and brought to the station. The two combatants fell silent and watched him rise from his wheelchair on wobbly knees. He leaned heavily on his cane but glared at Mike. “No one speaks to my wife like that, boy.” 
 
    Derek glanced at Lisa, then moved to Harry’s side in case the old man fell. Lisa limped quietly around the other side of the room toward the front desk, away from the confrontation. 
 
    Mike opened his mouth to say something further, but the retiree spoke first. “I was putting my life on the line before you were twinkle in your daddy’s eye and I did so longer than you’ve been alive, you ingrate.” He held up a palsied hand. “Shut your mouth and for once in your privileged life show a little respect to your betters.” He pointed at Derek. “This man not only risked his life to get me, but he did the same to get you and Tommy.” 
 
    “He didn’t risk—” Mike argued. 
 
    “Oh, so the bullet holes in my Jeep aren’t real?” Harry demanded. “I was in it when people shot at us!” 
 
    The spectators looked uncomfortable, but a few edged over to stand near Harry. A mother pulled her girl close and leveled a dark look at Mike. 
 
    He saw the writing on the wall. “You may be a decorated—” 
 
    Carmen stepped up, nostrils flaring, like a pug taking on a great Dane. “He’s the most decorated firefighter this station ever produced, and Chief Watkins will back me up on this.” she pointed a finger at him. “You know it.” 
 
    Derek stepped forward. “This is stupid guys,” he said. “I’ll just be on my way. I won’t take anything.” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” Harry said. “My Carmen promised you three days’ worth of supplies and that’s exactly what you’ll get. We owe you that much.” 
 
    “He already gave away three times that!” Mike complained, pleading to the audience. “Those were supplies we were going to share with you.” 
 
    More than one frown found its way toward Derek. He didn’t like where Mike was taking the crowd. “No, it’s cool, I’ll just get going—” 
 
    “No, you’re not taking that Jeep, either,” Mike said as he put out a hand to stop Derek from moving. 
 
    “Now you listen here,” Harry snapped. “That Jeep is mine to do with as I wish-” 
 
    “I need that to get to my family!” Derek blurted. 
 
    “As the senior firefighter in residence, I’m assuming command as acting chief,” Mike began, his face darkening with every word, “and I’ll be confiscating that vehicle as it’s the only thing running out there. This is an emergency—” 
 
    Everyone shouted at once. Even the newcomers threw in arguments for and against the turn of events. It sounded to Derek like most people were on the fence about his supplies, but they agreed that the Jeep was his. 
 
    The Jeep was more than a convenience—if Derek had any hope of making it to Santa Fe—to his kids—he had to have a vehicle. He balled his fists and stepped forward, feeling the heat of anger rise in his chest. “I’m taking that Jeep,” he said in a low, menacing voice. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Mike retorted. “If I have to drop you right here and now, I will.” He shifted his stance in a subtle way that told everyone he knew how to fight. 
 
    Derek didn’t back down. He wasn’t professionally trained, but the kid in front of him was trying to stop him from getting to his children. He wasn’t about to let that stand. 
 
    “What if more people show up at the station?” Mike asked the crowd over his shoulder without taking his eyes off Derek. 
 
    “They probably will,” someone in the audience admitted. 
 
    Mike nodded; eyes still fixed on Derek. “And if we need to rescue someone? How am I going to do that without a vehicle? That Jeep out there is priceless right now in this new world we’ve found ourselves in.” He looked around. “People, this is an opportunity we have…to do a tremendous amount of good. That Jeep means mobility—and mobility is power—” 
 
    “You know what else is power?” Lisa’s quiet voice called out from the front desk. She limped forward, leaning on the carved shillelagh given to her at the Chapel of the Holy Cross. In her other hand, she held a big, shiny revolver. 
 
    Derek’s breath caught in his throat. He’d used that revolver to kill a woman who’d attacked him—attacked Carmen. He glanced toward the corner. Right there. The blood had been washed away, but he could still see it. He looked down at his hands. They were red. 
 
    “This is power,” Lisa said in a trembling voice as she raised the gun. Several people gasped and backed away. Mike refused to flinch. 
 
    “So now you’re going to just threaten me—” 
 
    “She’s being forced to take what’s rightfully given,” Harry snapped. “If you would have just let the adults take care of things, that never would have had to come out. But ooooh no, you got some big britches on now, don’t you, boy?” he demanded. He pointed at Mike with an arthritic hand. “Shut your pie hole.” 
 
    Mike turned from Harry before the older man could finish his statement. He glared at Lisa. Derek took a half-step forward. “You two gonna pull a Bonnie and Clyde, huh? Steal from the community what we need most to survive?” He shook his head. “Nice try—but I can see it in her eyes. She doesn’t have the stones to pull the trigger.” 
 
    Derek saw a thin sheen of sweat break out on Lisa’s red face. She swallowed. 
 
    “Gimme that thing,” Carmen snapped, her accent thickening with every word. She rushed to Lisa’s side. “I’ll shoot this pendejo myself,” she snarled, then rattled off something more in Spanish. Derek held her back. The woman was small, but strong. 
 
    Mike licked his lips and his eyes flashed from the gun in Lisa’s hands to the fire in Carmen’s eyes. He held his hands up and stepped back. “Fine…if this is how you want to steal supplies from the community, then you go ahead. I’m a firefighter, not a cop.” He turned to the small crowd. “You see this? This is what we get for trying to help people in a crisis. The bad ones always find a way to steal.” 
 
    Carmen broke free of Derek and rushed to Lisa. “Both of you, go!” 
 
    Derek held a hand out for Lisa. “I think we’ve overstayed our welcome.” 
 
    “You’re not going to let them get away with this, are you?” one of the younger men in the group of refugees asked. 
 
    Lisa hobbled over to Derek, and he backed her down the hallway toward the garage bay. “Give me the gun,” he whispered. 
 
    “Gladly,” she breathed and handed over the heavy revolver. 
 
    Derek never took his eyes off the now-hostile crowd that filled the entrance of the hallway, forcing them further toward the garage. The weapon felt good in his hands. When one of the men rushed forward, intent on being the hero that stopped the thieves, Derek pushed Lisa back, stepped forward and thumbed the hammer back with a click that stopped the man in his tracks. 
 
    “You won’t shoot him,” Mike called from the crowd. 
 
    Derek stared at the man in front of him. “Big words for a brave man that let you run up and risk your life. Where’s Mike now, huh?” 
 
    The man paused, glanced over his shoulder, then looked back at Derek, false bravado written on his face in sweat. “You ain’t gonna shoot me,” he sneered. 
 
    Derek held his position, the weapon perfectly still in his hands, a far cry from Lisa’s trembling stance. “You’re trying to prevent me from getting to my children. I will burn this building down before I let that happen. Look into my eyes and tell me what you see.” He held the man’s gaze, unblinking. 
 
    The man slowly raised his hands and swallowed. He took a step back, then another. “You’re crazy…” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Mike demanded, still hidden in the group at the entrance to the hallway. 
 
    The man kept his eyes on Derek but called over his shoulder. “Shut up! This guy’s legit! He’ll blow me away if I get any closer. I can see it in his eyes, man!” 
 
    “So, you’re going to let him get away?” demanded a woman’s high-pitched voice. 
 
    “Shut up, Karen,” the man in front of Derek said. “Unless you want to come up here and get shot.” 
 
    “Derek, come on!” Lisa said. A second later, she opened the garage bay door behind him and flooded the hallway with light. Everyone except Derek—who had his back to the door—held up hands to shield their eyes from the sudden change in light. 
 
    Derek turned and sprinted for the door. He jumped through and Lisa slammed it after him. “Go!” he said to her, though she was already moving toward the Jeep as fast as she could. “We may not be the only ones with a gun!” 
 
    He was right. As they jumped in the Jeep and Derek turned the key, the others spilled out the door and flooded the garage. After a minor scuffle, one teenager forced his way to the front just as Derek threw the Jeep into reverse and hit the gas. 
 
    A bullet sparked off the hood when they made it to the street, and Derek shifted into first gear.  
 
    “They’re shooting at us!” Lisa screamed. 
 
    Derek hunched over the wheel and hit the gas, not bothering to shoot back. “Trust me, I know! Stay down!” He swerved, shifted gears, and swerved again as several more gunshots rang out behind them. The kid wasn’t a good shot, though, and after a few tense seconds, they’d cleared the block and turned through the sandy intersection. 
 
    Derek didn’t slow for three more blocks. When they were safely beyond any threat from the people at the fire station, he let the Jeep roll to a stop in the middle of the road and hit the brakes.  
 
    “What…what was that?” Lisa breathed, one hand on the dash, the other over her chest.   
 
    Derek closed his eyes for a second and let the sun warm his face. He took a deep, calming breath and when he opened his eyes, his focus was sharp, and the world was clear. “That was the collapse of our society in a nutshell. People who, just yesterday, would have put their lives on the line for complete strangers are today trying to become warlords in the new reality.” 
 
    “What?” Lisa asked, her eyes wide. “Mike sounded like he was just trying to keep the supplies for the station…” 
 
    “He sure did…but if he’s the top dog, how long do you think it’ll be before he decides they need more supplies…and he starts convincing people to go out and find those supplies, maybe in the houses around the station—whether people want to give them up or not? You heard him,” Derek said sadly. “He didn’t care at all that the supplies I gave away went to a young mother…he wanted them for himself. I saw the fear in his eyes. He’s scared.” 
 
    “We all are,” Lisa mumbled. 
 
    Derek shifted the Jeep into gear. “I don’t have the luxury to be scared. He looked at Lisa. “I know you didn’t want to come with me. I’m sorry you got caught up—” 
 
    She waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. I’d rather go along with you than stay back there.” 
 
    “Is there anywhere I can take you?” 
 
    Lisa wiped hair out of her face. “I hear Santa Fe is lovely this time of year.” 
 
    Derek grinned, then looked up at the dark wall of dust on the horizon. “Well, hold on, because that storm looks pretty close. We’re gonna race it east.” He turned at the next street and headed north. “But first we need to get out of Sedona, and that means getting closer to that,” he said as he pointed at the nascent storm. 
 
    Lisa looked up. “This soft top won’t do us much good when it hits…” 
 
    Derek grinned. “Good thing I kept those scuba tank things they gave us.” 
 
    Lisa stared at him as they headed north toward the interstate that would lead them east into New Mexico after passing through Flagstaff. “You didn’t.” 
 
    The smile faded from his face. “In one way, that punk Mike was right—I’ll lie, cheat, steal, and kill if I have to, in order to get to my kids.” 
 
    “Better than doing it just to make your life more comfortable,” Lisa replied. “He’s just a thug.” 
 
    Derek looked at her. “I’m glad you think that way. Buckle in—we need to go through Flagstaff to get to Santa Fe.” 
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    Isabel Stagg opened her eyes. Not only did she have no clue where she was, but she found herself tied to a bed. Her hands and ankles were bound with rough rope. Her heart raced and sweat broke out over her body. 
 
    Isabel lifted her head off the sweat-stained pillow. “What…what the—?” Her breath came in ragged gasps. “Help me!” she screamed; her voice hoarse. 
 
    The last thing she remembered…the car accident! Kathy—she’d been outside in the dust storm…they’d just crashed the car. Where was Kathy? Isabel closed her eyes and screamed for help again. 
 
    “Kathy!” she hollered. She bucked and strained at the ropes that bound her to the mattress. She frantically looked down at the filthy, ragged clothes she wore—at least she wasn’t naked. 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    The bedroom door opened, and a man stepped through with a concerned look on his face. “Oh, you’re awake.” 
 
    Isabel bared her teeth. “Don’t touch me!” 
 
    The man—well dressed, she noticed—held up his empty hands and stood still. “I assure you madam; I have no ill intent.” 
 
    “What?” she muttered, staring at him in confusion. His British accent took her completely by surprise, but her body tensed. “I know you—you were outside—with the gun. Kathy!” 
 
    He lowered his hands. “This will go a lot easier for the both of us if you’d kindly stop yelling. Your friend is quite unable to hear you, I’m sorry to say.” 
 
    “What…what did you do to her?” Isabel breathed. 
 
    He smiled, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes. He seemed…sad. “My dear, your friend did not survive the car accident. Do you remember that?” 
 
    “Kathy…” Isabel whispered as her vision blurred. 
 
    The man stepped further into the room and pulled a chair from the corner that Isabel hadn’t noticed. She stiffened again and tried to pull away from him. He looked down at her like someone examining a piece of meat on a tray, then pulled the chair within a foot of the bed and sat, taking care not to wrinkle his suit. 
 
    “Now then, I have some questions to ask you, should you feel up to the task. Do you feel up to it?” 
 
    “Who are you—where am I?” Isabel looked at her bound wrists. “Why am I tied up? What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    He frowned. “My dear, I said I had questions to ask.” 
 
    “Screw you and your questions!” Isabel spat. “Let me go!” 
 
    “Oh, I fully intend to—once I ascertain whether you pose a threat to me or yourself.” He pulled a small notepad from his inside coat pocket and produced a pen as he settled in the chair. “Let’s begin, shall we? Who are you?” 
 
    “I…what?” Isabel asked as she looked around the room for anything that might help her escape; any way out of the nightmare she’d woken into. “My children…where are my children?” 
 
    He looked at her sadly. “Madam, I haven’t the foggiest. I don’t even know who you are. So…?” he asked, pen hovering over the note pad. 
 
    Isabel closed her eyes, swallowed, and tried to get control of her racing heart. She opened her eyes and looked at him. The man had a curious bright blue swirling tattoo on one cheek. “You’re not going to hurt me?” 
 
    “I don’t want to, no.” 
 
    “And you’ll let me go if I answer your questions?” 
 
    He nodded. “You have my word.” He looked very serious. “In my line of work,” he continued in a solemn tone, “my word is my sacred honor. I cannot break it lest I imperil my very soul.” 
 
    Isabel blinked at him. “Okay.” 
 
    “Your name, therefore, is…?” 
 
    She sighed. “Isabel.” 
 
    “Very nice to meet you, Isabel,” he said as he jotted down her name, the pen scratching slightly on the paper. 
 
    “May I ask why you are here? In the retirement community, I mean. You appear—if you don’t mind me saying so—you appear far too young to be a resident.” 
 
    She smiled—almost—on instinct, then caught herself. He was good. She wanted to like him. “Did you tie me up?” 
 
    He sighed. “No. That would be my associate. Nico.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “As I’ve said, we had to ascertain whether—” 
 
    “I don’t hurt people,” Isabel protested weakly. 
 
    He nodded. “Of course not.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment. The way he sat in the chair, it was like he was a coiled spring, taut, strong, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice. He looked trim—athletic—under his impeccable suit. “You hurt people, though,” she whispered. 
 
    He stared at her and nodded. Slowly. “Sometimes.” He cracked a smile that made her shiver. “But I assure you, anyone I hurt most assuredly deserves it.” 
 
    “No one deserves to be hurt.” 
 
    He laughed. “I beg to differ. Regardless…please answer my question. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” she said. He frowned at her, and a chill swept down the backs of her legs. “But I won’t,” she added quickly. The frown faded. “I’m here to find my children. They’re with my in-laws.” 
 
    “So why is Nico so interested in you?” 
 
    “I don’t know who Nico is!” Isabel said, her voice rising. “Whatever he wants with me, he’s got the wrong person! I’ve never heard of Nico.” 
 
    “Do you know a woman named Cassandra Lavoy?” 
 
    Isabel opened her mouth to say no, then stopped. “Wait—Cassie? She’s…ah, she’s my in-laws’ neighbor. The daughter of their neighbor, I think. I don’t know her all that well…” 
 
    “Do you know why Nico is so interested in her?” 
 
    Isabel shook her head, forcing tears of frustration to spill down her cheeks as she stared at the ceiling. “I already told you, I don’t even know who Nico is—how would I know why he wants Cassie for anything? She’s like an artist or something…does that have anything to do with it?” 
 
    “You really don’t know, do you?” 
 
    Isabel closed her eyes and shook her head, spent. When he said nothing, she opened her eyes and lifted her head to look at him. 
 
    The man stared at her for a long moment, his eyes boring right through her. Eventually, he nodded. “I believe you.” He carefully put the pen and notepad down, then stood and adjusted his suit. 
 
    “What—what are you going to do to me?” 
 
    He unbuttoned his coat and smiled. “I’m going to untie you. If you remember, I did say I would.” 
 
    Isabel flinched as his fingers brushed the bruised, raw skin of her ankles while he untied the ropes that bound her. As soon as her legs were free, she pulled her knees up as close as she could to her stomach. He moved slowly to her hands. 
 
    “Easy there—I’m going to untie you, now—is that all right?” 
 
    She couldn’t speak. Instead, she kept her mouth pressed in a tight line and nodded. She held her breath as he leaned over her and untied her wrists. 
 
    As soon as he was finished, he backed away a respectful distance and buttoned his suit. “There. That’s better, yes?” 
 
    Isabel sat up and rubbed her wrists, wincing as her fingers touched the red welts where she’d injured herself trying to break free. “T-thank you…” 
 
    “I do have a few more questions, if you’re amenable?” 
 
    Isabel hugged her knees. “Okay.” 
 
    He sat again. “Who are your in-laws?” 
 
    “Milton and Gladys Stagg. They live…” her voice trailed off as she saw the recognition flash across his face. 
 
    “Did you say Stagg?” 
 
    Isabel scooched a little further away from him on the filthy, dusty mattress. “I…yes. Why?” 
 
    “Fascinating,” the man said as he made another note. “Would you happen to know if they live just west of Santa Fe…?” 
 
    Isabel nodded. “They do—they did. They just moved here, actually. That’s why my kids were helping them…to move. Do you know them? Where are my kids?” 
 
    He held up a hand. “I assure you, Isabel, I’ve never met your in-laws or your children. I’m not even looking for them—except to figure out why Nico is.” He wrote something and looked up at her again. “I’m beginning to understand what’s transpired, however.” 
 
    Isabel shook her head. “What are you talking about? Are they okay? Who is this Nico person and what does he want with me and my family?” 
 
    He stood. “That is something I intend to find out.” 
 
    “Wait!” Isabel said as he started to leave. “You said I could go…” 
 
    “I did. But I never said when.” He smiled the smile of a hunter. “I need to speak with my dear associate and find out exactly what he’s up to. Then, I promise, you may leave.” 
 
    “But—” The door shut behind him and the click of the lock engaging made her heart freeze. “No!” 
 
    Isabel leapt from the bed and fell, her legs weak from her confinement. She scrambled up from the floor and wiped stray hair out of her face. Her children were near—she had to escape. 
 
    She staggered forward and slammed into the door. It was locked, but that didn’t stop her from jerking on the handle and pounding on the door. “Let me out!” 
 
    She put her back to the door and looked around the room, her eyes lighting on a small desk, an open closet, a TV, a dresser…the chair the man had been sitting on…and the bed. In a panic, she searched again—there wasn’t a window. “No!” she screamed again, a raw, agonizing sound. She fell to her knees. “Nooooo!” 
 
    Her voice sounded hoarse—utterly foreign. “This…this isn’t happening…” 
 
    Isabel wiped the tears from her face and looked around again, her eyes clear for the first time since she’d woken. “Get a grip, girl. You’re not helping anyone trapped in here having a meltdown.” So far, her interrogator had kept his word—he’d untied her, unharmed. Why shouldn’t she believe he’d let her go—when he felt like it, of course. 
 
    She took a deep breath, held it, and exhaled. “Okay. Get up.” She stood and her legs didn’t feel as weak as they did a moment earlier. “There’s got to be a way out of here.” 
 
    Isabel looked in the closet and found a pile of clothes—clothes her mother might have worn—and realized that whoever owned the house had evacuated. The clothes at her feet were the hasty leavings of someone desperate to flee. Isabel frowned. Other than the garments on the floor and a few hangers still on the clothes rod, there was nothing she could use. She took another look at the rod.  
 
    “Maybe…” she muttered. Then she thought about how strong the man in the suit had looked. What hope did she have of hitting him with the rod and escaping? She imagined he would easily disarm her. 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and tilted her head back in exasperation. “I wish there was—” she froze as she looked up at the closet ceiling. An attic hatch made a neat rectangle in the popcorn ceiling. With the lights off, she hadn’t noticed it until she’d gone into the closet. 
 
    Isabel smiled. She grabbed the chair and dragged it closer, then climbed up and pushed on the hatch. It moved, so she pushed it out of the way and the hot air above forced its way into her face. 
 
    Isabel grabbed the edges of the opening and tensed her muscles. “I will not be a prisoner.” 
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    Rebecca Stagg watched the gathering of old men and women with a jaundiced eye. She was by far the youngest person in the retirement community—that they'd come across—and after the funeral of the woman she'd found while escaping psychopathic Druids, she'd largely been left to her own devices. The dust storm was ending, and there was no need to cower inside any longer. 
 
    So, Becca found her way outside, marveling at the dust that coated everything and gazing up at the hazy, murky sky. It wasn’t quite blue—thanks to the slight haze in the air after the storm passed—but it was better than seeing nothing but smoke and dust for over 24 hours. 
 
    She glanced up and down the dust covered street. Other than the occasional retiree who shuffled out into a front yard and gaped about, the world was deserted. The dust created drifts up the sides of houses and buried cars like snow. It was a different world—one where everyone had vanished.  
 
    Becca smirked. Like the zombie apocalypse without zombies. 
 
    "Oh, that's a good one…" she muttered. She sat down, slipped off her backpack, pulled out her notebook, and jotted down the thought. No one else seemed to care about recording the dust storm, but Becca did. Her keen interest in journalism had sustained her writing throughout even the worst of the storm. Her treasured notebook had kept her sane through most of the traumatic—real and imagined—events of her young life.  
 
    Someday, she figured, when the world put itself back together, her first-hand account would offer historians clues on what people went through during the storm that brought down the United States. 
 
    Becca jotted another note down. Any other countries affected? 
 
    Without power, there was no access to the Internet. She chewed on her pen. Did the Internet still exist? She'd have to talk with Mr. Wright as soon as he got free of the gaggle of old men plotting their future. Someone with a radio was about the only way to contact the outside world. That was her only way of seeing what else was going on out there. 
 
    She frowned. Canada or Mexico—or both—were probably touched by the dust storms, interconnected as they were with the United States…but surely the rest of the world must be carrying on just fine. 
 
    She swallowed. Another thought struck her: if the United States was suddenly crippled and taken off the grand stage of world politics, what did that mean? She looked around. Where was her brother when she needed him? Riley would probably know. He was almost a grown man and would have gone off to college if it weren’t for the storm.  
 
    She picked up her backpack and slung it over her shoulder again. If Dad were here, he would know. 
 
    Becca rounded the corner of the Wrights’ house—which was quickly growing into the impromptu headquarters of the Neighborhood Watch and found General Deckert. He was clustered with several men—including, surprisingly enough, her brother, and Mr. Wright—heads together near the base of Mr. Wright’s radio tower.  
 
    She glanced up at the tall, imposing metal structure that housed the only reliable link to the outside world. The huge Betsy Ross flag Mr. Wright had raised rippled in the weak breeze. 
 
    "…agreed then?" the retired general said as she approached. 
 
    The other men nodded or murmured their assent. 
 
    "Very good. Well, you all have your assignments. Let's get to it and meet back here, say…" The general rotated his wrist and glanced at his watch. "How about 1600 hours?" 
 
    “Sounds good,” someone said. The others voiced their agreement. 
 
    As the group broke up, Becca walked over to Mr. Wright. "Hi," she said with a smile. "I wanted to—" 
 
    The old man's fleshy face lit up, and he greeted her with a wide smile. "Rebecca! You’re exactly the person I was looking for." 
 
    She couldn't help but smile back. "Oh?" 
 
    Mr. Wright ushered her to the side as the others left, and a few men walked by carrying weapons. She saw her brother and offered a quick wave, but he fell in behind the scary looking man with the big white beard and wraparound sunglasses. The group of armed men disappeared around the house, and Becca was left alone with Mr. Wright toward the edge of the wall that surrounded his house.  
 
    He waved at his wife, who appeared out of a side door carrying a box of medical supplies, followed by Becca's grandmother and a few other women. "They're setting up a triage location on our back porch,” Mr. Wright said causally. “Did you see?" 
 
    Becca nodded. She’d visited with Fiona Lavoy to check to see how the twenty-something’s injuries were doing. Becca may have also been checking up to see if Fiona was a good match for her brother, as she'd seen obvious sparks fly between the two of them when they were together…but she’d never admit it.  
 
    "Yeah, I've seen it," Becca replied carefully. The last thing she wanted to do was find herself assigned to prep bandages or something with Fiona. Not that she had anything against the older girl but sitting around stuffing bandages into plastic bags was about the last thing she wanted to do. Ever. 
 
    The entire world had changed—Becca wanted to get out there and explore it, see what was going on, find out what was happening. She had to know. She had too much wound up anxiety over her parents to sit still and do nothing, let alone something mind-numbing like packing bandages. 
 
    "Good,” Mr. Wright said with a nod. “I have a favor to ask." 
 
    Becca exhaled. Here it comes. You're gonna want me to go work with Fiona… 
 
    "General Deckert wants to know if you’d mind working with me for the time being." 
 
    "Really?" Becca asked, perking up instantly. "Doing what?" 
 
    Mr. Wright took a deep breath and launched his spiel. "Seeing as I've got the only operating HAM rig that we've come across so far—though more people are coming in by the hour, it seems," he said as he squinted up at the giant American flag over his house. "That thing is acting like a beacon, you know?” He shook his head and looked at Becca. “Anyway, he put me in charge of communications for the group. Both internal, with handheld radios now that the storm is passed, and external, with my HAM gear.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s pretty cool,” Becca said, genuinely enthusiastic.  
 
    He nodded. “If there's any emergency messages that need to be relayed to the troops or to any of the survivors in the neighborhood, I'm the one in charge, I guess. I’ll admit, though, I’ll need help to do all this." He raised his eyebrows and waited for her answer. 
 
    "Yeah, of course I’ll help. Are you kidding me? This is awesome," Becca said, gripping the straps of her backpack tight. "That's exactly what I was going to come talk to you about! I can't wait to find out what's going on out there. I have so many questions—is the rest of the country like this? What about the rest of the world? What's going on with—” 
 
    Mr. Wright chuckled and raised a hand to stop her. "Easy there. I can answer some of those questions right now, if you want.” 
 
    “You can? How?” Becca asked, leaning in to hear the answer over the commotion around the house.  
 
    He grinned, and she saw the bags under his eyes for the first time. “I stayed up all night listening to the chatter as the storm passed. The rest of the country is in pretty bad shape—some of the bigger cities have already basically imploded. There's rioting and fighting in the streets all over the place.” 
 
    “That’s terrible!” Becca said. She had kind of expected that bit of news, but not so soon after the power went out.  
 
    “Yeah,” Mr. Wright said, his shoulders slumping. “New York City is a war zone right now, and no matter where you turn, cops are retreating and disappearing." 
 
    "Where are they going?" Becca asked as she waited for the old man to wipe his forehead with a handkerchief. 
 
    "For the most part, they see the writing on the wall and they’re bugging out in droves—all over the country it’s same the story. They got families too, you know." 
 
    Rebecca squinted in the sun. "So, you mean the cities are pretty much a free-for-all? Everybody's kind of on their own…?" 
 
    Mr. Wright grunted. "Looks that way—at least for the time being. Which means that even out here," he said with a gesture encompassing his backyard in the Valley Village Retirement Community, "we'll be in the same boat. We can’t rely on any county or state services whatsoever. And Santa Fe,” he added, “is already starting to see some of the fighting and craziness that Albuquerque’s been going through." 
 
    "Wow…that's…heavy," Becca said as she exhaled. 
 
    Mr. Wright nodded. "Yup. That's why my job is one of the more important ones. I’m glad I can count on you to help me out." 
 
    "Absolutely," Becca said immediately. She stood a little straighter. Her dad and mom would be so proud! "What can I do?" 
 
    "Well," Mr. Wright said as he squinted up at his house. He raised one hand and shielded his face from the sun. "For starters, I wanted to see if I can get you up on my roof." 
 
    Becca blinked and looked where he pointed. "On the roof? What for?" 
 
    “The general has a plan. We need to see what's going on in this neighborhood, before it shows up on our doorstep—whether that's looters or these crazy Druids that your brother, grandfather, and Ms. Fiona have been talking about." 
 
    Becca nodded. It made sense. "But how am I supposed to do that? Wouldn’t it be better to go up the radio tower?" 
 
    Mr. Wright shook his head. "Better get that idea out of your head, Rebecca. We don’t need anybody climbing up that thing. There's enough static electricity still in the air, that if you go monkeying around on that radio tower, it'll be bad news.” He shook his head as he looked at the tower. 
 
    “So, what are we doing then?” asked Becca. 
 
    “We've got an idea to set up a sniper hide, made up of sandbags, on the roof of my house. We’ll set up a shelter so that whoever's up there—I'm hoping it'll be you—will be protected from the elements and able to give a bird’s-eye view of the neighborhood…at least the surrounding few blocks. We’ll give you radio, binoculars, and water,” he said, pressing forward to forestall any arguments or questions. “You’d stay up there during the day and let us know what's going on by using the radio. Eventually, General Deckert wants to put a sharpshooter up there and set up another observation post on the house across the street from us. Then you’ll transition over there, and we’ll have two sets of eyes in the sky, so to speak." 
 
    "I don't understand…why go across the street?" Becca asked, instantly feeling a chill of apprehension. The Wrights’ house was like a fortress. Between the safe walls that surrounded it, and the activity of so many armed men, going across the street seemed like stepping outside a castle behind enemy lines. 
 
    "Oh, it'll still be perfectly safe,” Mr. Wright said. “The sharpshooter—Deckert calls him a sniper—will cover everything up and down the street. But…and we've already checked it out—from the roof of the house directly across the road, we’ll be able to see halfway across the neighborhood. Unless somebody sneaks up right to the base of the house—which would be covered by the sniper at my house—there's virtually no way someone could get close to us.” 
 
    Becca frowned. “Couldn’t someone climb the wall behind your house? The one that goes all the way around the neighborhood?” 
 
    Mr. Wright nodded. “They could, but there’s so many people here, there’s no way anyone could surprise us doing that.” 
 
    Becca put her hands on her hips and nodded. "Sounds good, then. When do I start?" 
 
    Mr. Wright smiled and clapped her on the shoulder. "I was hoping you'd say that. Caitlyn’s already working on your grandma—" 
 
    Becca shook her head. "Why? Because I'm thirteen?" 
 
    "Well…" Mr. Wright said, his face twisting into a grimace. "You are a little young, and we didn't really want to put you in harm's way without—" 
 
    "Mr. Wright, I think I've heard that ‘it's a new world we’re living in’ around here more than enough. The old way of doing things doesn’t make much sense to me anymore. If looters come tearing down the street, I could be shot dead if I'm sixteen just as fast as if I'm thirteen. Besides, does anybody else in this neighborhood have eyes as good as mine?" 
 
    Mr. Wright laughed. "Now you’re starting to sound like General Deckert.”  He pointed up at the flat roof of his house. "A couple of the guys are already setting up. Come on, I'll introduce you to the engineering team." 
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    The Inquisitor stared down at Nico in the dingy living room of the abandoned house. The smaller man sprawled on the couch like he owned it and looked up with an air of false bravado that made the Inquisitor’s mouth turn down. 
 
    “I would speak with you.” 
 
    Nico looked at him but didn’t move. “So? Speak.” 
 
    He unbuttoned his suit and sat across from Nico. “Why exactly do you have an interest in Cassandra Lavoy?” 
 
    Nico narrowed his eyes and smiled the smile of a predator. “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    The Inquisitor reached out and slapped Nico across the face. “Answer the question.” 
 
    Nico grunted and sat up straight. “Alright, alright. You don’t have to get so personal. Don’t see that it matters to you—” 
 
    The Inquisitor made to strike him again.  
 
    Nico flinched and held up his hands. “Okay!” He gathered what dignity he had left and settled himself on the couch. “She owes me—the Grove—a lot of money. And after the people she was with, the Staggs…shot up a couple of sworn brothers, she owes us a blood debt, too.” 
 
    The Inquisitor took his notes. “I see. And what makes you think Acolyte Lavoy owes you money?” 
 
    He smiled. “Hey, I said she owes the Grove money, man.” 
 
    The Inquisitor stared at Nico until the little bald man with the bruised face nodded. “Sir.” 
 
    “Sir,” Nico said, casually. He waved his wrist dismissively. “Right, you Europeans are always about titles and stuff, huh?” 
 
    The Inquisitor raised an eyebrow. “Well?” 
 
    Nico cleared his throat. “Well, okay…so I loaned her the money. That’s why I’m interested in getting it back.” 
 
    “It was the Grove’s money, though, no?” 
 
    “Well, you see—” 
 
    “Yes or no will suffice,” the Inquisitor said, looking at his notes. 
 
    “Well…yes…but—” 
 
    “So, you are either misappropriating Grove finances,” he said, looking up at last, “or you’re trying to set up a racket on the side to line your own pockets, tricking acolytes into thinking they’re borrowing from the Gove, and using Grove assets to collect your debts.” 
 
    Nico blinked. 
 
    “Does that about sum things up?” 
 
    When Nico didn’t respond, the Inquisitor continued. “I thought as much. Now then, what about this woman in the other room?” He glanced at his notes. “Isabel Stagg?” 
 
    Nico’s face darkened. “She’s the daughter of Milton Stagg, the guy who started a gunfight with me and—” 
 
    “She’s the daughter-in-law,” the Inquisitor corrected with a finger in the air. “And I have been to both the Lavoy and Stagg residences. I simply cannot believe that the amount of damage done to the houses was the result of them opening fire first.” 
 
    Nico’s smile returned. “Yeah, but you weren’t there, were you? Where were you when we were out putting our lives on the line for the honor of the Grove?” 
 
    The Inquisitor slapped him again. “The next time your insolent tongue denigrates the Grove, my hand will have a knife in it. Understood?” 
 
    Nico rubbed his face. “Man, why are you so serious? She’s just a dumb—” 
 
    “Of the women in question,” the Inquisitor interrupted, “one is an acolyte of your own Grove, you imbecile, and the other is an innocent caught up in your chicanery. I will not have either of them harmed, is that understood?” 
 
    “Fine. Whatever you say.” 
 
    The Inquisitor sighed. “What did you hope to gain from kidnapping Isabel Stagg? Other than infuriating an old man who apparently is more than a match for you?” 
 
    Nico’s face darkened again. “Because I needed leverage. I want payback on that old man and the two brats he’s got with him. Now I have his daughter-in-law, so he’ll have to come out. When he does,” Nico drew a finger across his throat. 
 
    “And how will this personal vendetta serve the Grove?” 
 
    Nico looked confused. “It’ll make us…uh…our reputation…people won’t mess with us…” 
 
    “Enlighten me, brother,” the Inquisitor said simply. “Who is it that threatens us—other than the papists?” 
 
    “You know…for street cred.” 
 
    “Street…cred?” asked the Inquisitor. “You have dragged the Grove into this personal quest for vengeance of yours to gain the respect of the creatures who roam the streets that are not worthy of our attention in the first place? You want respect among the street gangs, the drug dealers, and pimps? These are the people with which you would have the Grove associate?” 
 
    “Uh…yeah?”  
 
    The Inquisitor backhanded Nico, the strike like a gunshot in the empty house. “You have already caused us more harm than you will ever know. This little crusade of yours ends. Now.” 
 
    Nico made a face as he rubbed his cheek. “Fine. How long are we going to stay here? I’m hungry.” 
 
    The Inquisitor turned the page in his little notebook. “Where is Cassandra Lavoy right now?” 
 
    Nico grinned at him. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
 
    The Inquisitor sighed. He carefully put his notebook away, then drew his pistol from under his coat. 
 
    “Whoa!” Nico said and jumped to his feet. 
 
    The Inquisitor calmly aimed at Nico’s leg and fired. The bullet punched a neat hole through the edge of Nico’s pants, just grazing his left leg. Nico howled like he’d been shot in the stomach and flopped on the couch. 
 
    “Oh, do be quiet,” the Inquisitor complained as he holstered his sidearm and flapped his suit coat over the weapon once more. “You’re only embarrassing yourself.” 
 
    “You shot me!” Nico screamed. “You could have killed me!” 
 
    The Inquisitor smiled and Nico fell silent. “I assure you, brother, if I’d wished you dead, you’d have been sacrificed to Cernunnos hours ago.” 
 
    “You’re sick!” 
 
    The Inquisitor inclined his head and considered the fool in front of him. “You’re not worth my time. Where is Cassandra Lavoy?” 
 
    “Screw you!” 
 
    The Inquisitor drew his pistol again. 
 
    “Okay, okay! She’s here…in the neighborhood. I had Ricky stash her when we got into it with the Staggs. But that was before you killed him.” 
 
    The Inquisitor kept the pistol at the ready, his hand resting on the plush arm of his chair. “Where?” 
 
    “She’s…I don’t know the address…it’s like two blocks away. A purple house. You can’t miss it. On the south side of the road.” 
 
    The Inquisitor stood and holstered his weapon. “I shall retrieve her and bring her here. Isabel Stagg is not to be harmed; do you understand? Cross me and it will be the last thing you ever do in your pathetic excuse for a life.” 
 
    Nico nodded. 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, yes! Just don’t shoot me again!” he whined from the couch, hunched over his injured leg.  
 
    “Very well.” The Inquisitor frowned. “You will stay here and await my return. With your most helpful directions, I shan’t be long. Oh,” he said as he turned for the door, “do clean yourself up. You’re bleeding all over the furniture and I can’t abide a mess.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    The old man in the wrap-around sunglasses stood in front of his charges and frowned. “I can’t believe I’m the one stuck with this.” He shook his head. “This is really all we got?” he asked the general. 
 
    Deckert nodded without looking up from his clipboard. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Chuck. We’re lucky to have anyone volunteer.” He turned to leave, then stopped. “Don’t scare too many of ‘em off, okay?” 
 
    “Chuck” took a second look at his recruits as the general walked away, already deep in conversation with someone else. The Watch Headquarters—temporarily set up at the Wrights’ house—was a beehive of activity. People coming and going, bringing food and supplies, helping escort the wounded to the covered back patio where Caitlyn held court in the makeshift clinic, and others, like Riley Stagg, stood in the hot sun and waited for boot camp to start. 
 
    The old warrior put his hands on his hips and ignored the rifle strapped across his back. Riley couldn’t see his eyes, but his body language made it clear Chuck wasn’t too thrilled with the first volunteers. 
 
    “Listen up—in a former life, I was a Ranger in Panama—did a stint in the sandbox: Desert Storm. So, what you’re going to see and hear from me ain’t gonna be some sugar-coated woke summer camp, you understand? We’re going to put you through the paces and make sure you have what it takes to pick up arms and defend this community until…whatever this is,” he said gesturing at the dust covered homes around them, “blows over.” He looked at them for a moment. “If it blows over. I think this is the new normal, but we’ll all have to wait and see.” 
 
    “We’ll bounce back, Chuck,” one of the older men next to Riley said. “We always do.” 
 
    Chuck rounded on the speaker and stomped forward, each step producing a little cloud of dust. He leaned forward into the speaker’s face. “It’s that kind of attitude that got us where we are, mister!” Before the man could reply, Chuck stepped back and addressed the group of ten. 
 
    “Now listen up! First order of business is to see how well you all handle firearms.” 
 
    “We’re not going to do a physical fitness test or something?” another man asked, raising a wrinkled arm. 
 
    “We need men who can shoot, not run down the street and have a heart attack. If someone has to run or carry something, well, that’s what we got Ace here for,” Chuck replied as he pointed at Riley. The older men snickered but fell quiet under Chuck’s intimidating frown. “Knock that off! Alright, let’s get this dog and pony show on the road. Everyone, step over here to the table for weapons system introduction.”  
 
    They gathered around a folding table someone had thoughtfully set up. It was in the shade of the far wall behind the Wrights’ house, but they still stood in the sun. Chuck faced them with his back to the sun, so they had to squint to pay attention.  
 
    “Who here has held a firearm before? Been around them, shot them?” 
 
    A few hands went up. Riley raised his hand. 
 
    Chuck grunted. “Good, but not great. About half. Okay,” he said, with a sigh. “It is what it is. Who here has shot at something other than a target? Hunters?” 
 
    Of the five, two lowered their hands. “Been a long time,” one said. The others nodded. Except Riley. 
 
    “Any one of you three musketeers ever point a weapon at a person before?” 
 
    Riley and one other man kept their hands up. The others murmured. Chuck frowned. He pointed at the retired man to Riley’s right, his hand still in the air. “You been in the military?” 
 
    He lowered his hand. “No—but about ten years ago, some junkie broke into my house. Fired my shotty into the ceiling and scared him off.” 
 
    Chuck dismissed him with a look and turned to Riley. “What about you, Ace?” 
 
    Riley lowered his hand but didn’t say anything for a moment. “I’ve shot at people.” 
 
    The group fell silent. 
 
    “Go on, son. I know all about it, but they don’t,” Chuck said without the edge to his voice. “They need to hear it.” His voice took on a gentle tone. “You need to say it.” 
 
    Riley swallowed and looked at the others, all watching him. “Some of the same people who’ve been burning houses and looting this neighborhood tried to kill my grandfather, me, and a neighbor’s daughter. My grandfather had weapons, and we fought back.” He looked at Chuck. The old veteran nodded to continue. “I had to kill…people.” 
 
    Chuck put his hand on Riley’s shoulder. “You did the right thing, son.” He looked at the others. “Ace here has seen the elephant, men. Don’t let his age fool you. Wars are fought by men his age, not ours.” 
 
    “This war came to us,” Riley said. 
 
    The group was silent for a long moment. A gunshot cracked in the distance. 
 
    “It did, didn’t it?” Chuck said. “Alright, dry your eyes and face front,” he barked suddenly. “We don’t have enough weapons for everyone to get the same firearm. We’ve got an assortment. The General and I have picked over all the guns we have sufficient ammunition for and selected the easiest to operate—that’s what we’ve got here. Anyone have privately owned firearms?” 
 
    “I still got my shotty.” 
 
    Chuck nodded. “That’s a start. You’ll use that.” 
 
    “I’ve got my grandfather’s M1,” Riley added. 
 
    Chuck whistled. “That’ll put a hurtin’ on someone.” He turned serious. “For Wyatt Earp over there and Ace, this will be old hat, but the rest of you degenerates pay attention. This information might just save your life…” 
 
    Riley tried to pay attention, but as he had to carry the old Garand, learning how the handful of ARs and AKs—and a few bolt action hunting rifles—on the table operated wasn’t at the top of his list. Besides, his dad had shown him how to shoot an AR. He paid attention, but his focus was elsewhere. 
 
    His parents were both still out there…somewhere. He’d made up his mind that a trip to Flagstaff to check on the house and see if he could find his father was at the top of his list. What to do about his mother…somewhere between New Mexico and Kansas was still a question for which he didn’t have any answers.  
 
    Riley watched Chuck bark commands at the firearm neophytes. He made the others pick up the unloaded weapons, check the chambers, and practice keeping the muzzle pointed in a safe direction. 
 
    “Keep those fingers off them triggers till you’re ready to shoot!” 
 
    Riley hid his grin and remembered the weight of the M1 as he brought it to his shoulder. He remembered how much pressure he needed to put on the trigger to make it fire. 
 
    He wondered what mom would think of everything he’d been through. Riley frowned.  
 
    Mom. 
 
    She had been attending a conference in Kansas…where had it been? Something like New York. 
 
    Manhattan. He nodded to himself. That’s it. 
 
    “Oh, you agree, do you, Ace?” Chuck snapped. 
 
    Riley blinked. “What? No…sorry, I—” 
 
    Chuck rushed up to him and shouted like a drill instructor. “So, you weren’t paying attention? You think because you’ve shot at a man you can just ignore the safety instructions, huh?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “You think just because you squeezed the trigger and closed your eyes, you’re better than the rest of them, that it?” 
 
    Riley narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t close my eyes. Sir.” 
 
    Chuck leaned back and smiled. “Oh-ho! Lookie what we got, a real hard charger.” 
 
    Riley felt the heat rise in his cheeks. “I didn’t close my eyes. I watched that man’s neck explode all over the driveway. I saw.” 
 
    Chuck looked at the others but didn’t speak. He raised his hand, palm out. “Okay, son, I just—” 
 
    “I watched him twitch in the sand,” Riley said, the heat of his voice surprising everyone. “I watched the blood spurt out until he stopped moving. Just like I watched the others when they were shooting at us on the highway,” Riley said, his blood up and not bothering to indulge the old man when he tried to stop the outburst. “I watched those other men drop behind their car after I shot them. I felt the kick of the rifle and smelled the gunpowder.” Riley leaned into Chuck’s face. “So don’t tell me I don’t know—‘cause I do, and I’ve got the nightmares to prove it.” 
 
    Chuck held both hands up in submission. "Roger that, son, roger that." He lowered his hands and pointed at the others. "What are you looking at? Pick up your weapons, familiarize yourselves. Hey! Keep those grubby fingers off them triggers!" Chuck said as he dove back into hassling the others. 
 
    Riley watched for a moment, then stepped up next to the instructor. "So…what do want me to do?" 
 
    "You're beyond this," Chuck said as he gestured at the other weapons on the table. "You know how to shoot an AR?" 
 
    Riley nodded. "Yes, sir. My dad taught me." 
 
    “Good man.” Chuck snatched one of the weapons off the table, then handed it to him. "What do you think of this?" 
 
    Riley took the rifle, carefully aimed the barrel down and turned it sideways like his father had showed him and pulled back the charging bolt. The chamber was empty, so he released it, ejected the magazine, and checked that as well. It was also empty, so he took a second to make triple-sure there was nothing in the weapon, then turned to a space clear of other people and raised it to his shoulder. Riley aimed at a wall and examined the rifle. He was careful to keep his finger off the trigger before handing it back to Chuck. "Seems all right to me. A lot lighter than the M1 my grandfather has me carrying." 
 
    Chuck laughed. "You'll do all right." He put the rifle back on the table and pointed at one of the other recruits. "This one’s yours.” Chuck glanced at Riley. “While these rooks play with their new toys, you head over to HQ and see if there's anything they need you to do. I'll bring you back when it's time to start practicing drills." 
 
    Riley looked at him for a moment. "What kind of drills?" 
 
    Chuck grinned, teeth flashing through his gray beard. "The kind that traps, ambushes, or kills looters." 
 
    "So, what do we do with these?" one of the men at the table said as he held up a loaded AR magazine. 
 
    Chuck turned from Riley in a rage. "You put it back on the table where it belongs before I shove it up your—" 
 
    "I'll just head on over to the HQ then," Riley said as he turned and slipped away, leaving Chuck to his drill instructor shouting. 
 
    At the HQ—the Wrights’ house—Riley found General Deckert deep in conversation with several other men on the front porch. He stepped up and the old man smiled but didn't break off his conversation. 
 
    Before Riley could enter the house, his sister called from above. 
 
    "Riley! Are you doing anything?" 
 
    Riley backed off the porch and looked up, raising a hand to shield his eyes. "Becca? What are you doing on the roof?" 
 
    "I'm helping build the sniper nest up here…we could use your help." 
 
    "Sniper nest?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s great. Come on up!” 
 
    Riley shook his head. “Okaaay. Sure…but how did you get up there?" 
 
    "There's a ladder around the side. You'll see the guys." 
 
    Riley walked around the side of the house, chuckling to himself at Becca's casual use of the guys, referring to a collection of septuagenarian filling sandbags. 
 
    All of them were red-faced, and but they looked up and smiled at Riley as he joined them. "Please tell me that you're here to help us with that strong back of yours?" one of the men pleaded. 
 
    Riley smiled. "What do you need?" 
 
    "Well, we’re filling sandbags," began one of the men. 
 
    "No, no—we don't want him to do that—that’s the easy stuff. Have him haul ‘em up the ladder, right?" asked another. 
 
    "The smart thing would be to have him take the crane up. Then anybody can bring up the sand." 
 
    Riley held up one hand to stop all the arguing. "Crane?" 
 
    They showed him the awkward contraption, hastily built with two-by-fours, bolts, and a long section of thick rope attached to a gear mechanism. Riley pointed at the winch. "Did somebody take this off a boat trailer?" 
 
    "I haven't used the boat in years…” one of the men admitted as he pulled off a porkpie hat and wiped his bald, liver-spotted head. “Probably dry-rotted, anyway. It's the least I could do to support the cause," he added with a sheepish grin. 
 
    "So…uh…what do I do?" Riley asked, as he looked at the ungainly contraption. 
 
    "If you can get that thing up to the top,” the ringleader said with a sigh, “we’ll mount it up there. Then all anybody has to do is use the winch to lower the cable down. We can attach the sandbags and haul them up.” 
 
    Riley tested the weight of the device. "Doesn't seem too heavy…I think I can do it. It's just a little awkward because of the shape.” 
 
    "Careful there," the leader said. "There's a lazy Susan mounted on the base. Once we pulled the sandbags up, we’ll be able to swing the arm around over the roof to make unloading easy." 
 
    Riley nodded, lifted the contraption over one shoulder and mounted the ladder leaning against the wall. Becca's head appeared over the side of the roof and smiled down at him. "There's a really cool view of the whole neighborhood up here," she said. 
 
    Riley started up the ladder. "You guys thought of everything," he grunted. 
 
    "Well, we just threw this together at the last minute…” the one in the ridiculously little hat said with obvious pride.  
 
    “If we’d thought of everything, we would have had a really nice one made out of metal and ready to go…" one of the others called from the ground. 
 
    Riley soon had the contraption up on the roof, and one of the old men from below came up to join him. While the older man fussed with the contraption and mounted it to the Wrights’ roof, Riley embraced his sister. 
 
    "Haven't seen you since the funeral…how are you doing?" Riley asked as he stepped back. 
 
    Becca adjusted the reporter’s fedora on her head. "Well, it's hot and sweaty up here, but check it out," she said as she pointed to the far side of the roof. "I made a sniper nest!" 
 
    Riley laughed. "Well, you've got three walls of sandbags, that's for sure…" 
 
    "Yeah," Becca agreed. "It's not done yet, though. We’re working on putting another couple layers of sandbags up, then we’re going to bring up the roof and put that on." 
 
    Riley stared at the little redoubt. "Are you the sniper, too?" 
 
    Becca laughed. "No way…the general said he just wanted help building the sniper post first. He actually wants to put me across the street in an observation post." She beamed at the responsibility. “Another team is building that right now. See?” She pointed. 
 
    Riley frowned at the house across the street and the activity on its roof. "I don't know if I like the idea of you being over there by yourself." 
 
    "Relax, they're giving me a radio and binoculars. They want me to stay over there and keep an eye out from that side. You can't really see beyond that house from over here. But over there…the view’s awesome." 
 
    Riley raised his hand to shield his face from the sun and peered across the street. "I see what you mean. Somebody sitting up here can cover both sides of the street, but they can't really see over there." 
 
    Becca nodded. "Yeah, and if I'm over there, I can see what's coming from that direction and radio back to base. General Deckert says whoever's in the sniper nest can protect me, as long as I keep an eye on the ground on the far side of the house and nobody sneaks up on me." 
 
    "And you're okay with this?" Riley asked. 
 
    Becca squared her shoulders. "Yeah, I can do this, Riley. I'm not any good with guns, so this is my way of helping. Well, it was either this or help grandma and Mrs. Wright in the infirmary…and I don't like that kind of stuff," she said with a sour face. 
 
    Riley laughed and clapped his sister on the shoulder. “You’ll make a fine scout." 
 
    "Riley?" a voice called from the ground. 
 
    Riley stepped away from his sister and leaned over the roof. Chuck stood on the ground with his hands on his hips. "There you are! What are you doing up there? Nevermind—get down here, we’re ready to start drills." 
 
    "Roger that," Riley called. Chuck had already turned and walked back toward the gaggle of recruits. 
 
    "You gonna be okay up here now?" Riley asked the man at the crane. 
 
    "Oh yeah, it’ll be a piece a cake now. Check it out," he said as he swung the crane arm out over the side of the house and released the winch lock. The heavy rope dropped and coiled on the ground. Riley leaned over the edge and watched the men below attach the rope to a small mesh platform, then loaded sandbags onto the platform.  
 
    The man on the ground looked up and smiled. He tugged the rope twice. "All set!" 
 
    The man at the winch grinned. "This is a lot easier," he said as he manipulated the winch to a constant click-clack with every revolution of the handle, "than carrying these things up the ladder. Don't feel any weight at all!" 
 
    In a matter of seconds, the cargo of sandbags hung in empty space opposite Riley from the end of the crane. The operator pulled the crane arm back over the house, then carefully lowered the sandbags to the flat roof. "And Richard’s your uncle! Alright, Becca, let's get these bags in place." 
 
    Riley left his sister as she and the old man picked up sandbags and carried them to the nascent sniper hide. He climbed down the ladder and rejoined the volunteer guard unit. 
 
    "There you are," Chuck said as Riley joined them. "All right, what we’re going to discuss now is group infantry tactics." 
 
    One of the recruits raised a shaky hand. "Does that mean we’re in the Army?" 
 
    "You're in the only Army that counts. The Watch. Every one of you is going to be responsible for defending everyone inside the borders of the village. Now that it looks like society has broken down, we are the only thing that stands between those looters and a slow death through starvation. I’ll let that sink in for a minute," Chuck said as he positioned his troops.  
 
    "First thing we’re going to do is learn how to move as a unit. We have enough people to have three four-man fire teams. He pointed at Riley. “You’ll be leader number one." He pointed it at two others. "You will be the other leaders. Your group will be Alpha," he said as he pointed back at Riley. "Bravo, and Charlie," Chuck continued as he shifted to point at the other two. 
 
    He divvied up the rest of the recruits into the three teams. After they'd all introduced themselves, Chuck continued. “Alright—first, everyone takes one unloaded weapon. I want you all to keep your fingers off the triggers—treat it as if it were loaded, and make sure it isn't. During the course of this training, no one points any barrel of any weapon at any person. Am I understood? Keep the rifles pointed down while we practice maneuvers." Before anyone could say anything, he continued. "If I catch any of you Fudds pointing a weapon at someone, you're going to get a stick instead, got it?" 
 
    "Yes, sir," Riley snapped. 
 
    Chuck arched one eyebrow over his wraparound sunglasses as he waited for the rest of them to catch on. "Yes, sir!" the group said in a ragged chorus. Eventually. 
 
    Chuck shook his head. "Pathetic. We’re all going to be looter-bait before this is over. Alright,” he sighed, “Alpha leader, take your team to the corner, and wait there. Bravo leader, take yours to the back corner. And Charlie, take yours to the other front corner. Go, go, go, I want to see how you move." 
 
    Riley looked at his team. Three retired men look back at him and offered weak smiles. "Okay guys, I've a feeling I know what he's going to expect. Stay as low as you can next to the wall here," Riley said as he showed what he wanted and crouched. "Then just shuffle along until we reach the end. Pretend like there's looters on the other side. We want to get down there and get behind them, but we don't want them to see us." 
 
    "Easier said than done," said one of the men as he struggled to drop himself below the wall. His knees popped, and he winced. 
 
    Riley watched his team get into position and grimaced. "This is going to be a long day…" 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Sedona, Arizona 
 
      
 
    In the cold light of day, the destruction wrought by the dust storm set in. Derek and Lisa crept slowly north toward the interstate through southeast Sedona. Abandoned cars blocked the streets in front of homes, half buried in sand. Every now and then, they came across a body covered in sand and dust, some poor soul who’d risked exposure in the storm and lost the gamble.  
 
    Fifteen minutes after they left the fire station, Derek and Lisa came across more and more people out and about. Blinking like owls, the wandering survivors stared up at the blue sky. A few looked off in horror at the northwest horizon as another storm crept ever closer. Fires burned in the distance, somewhere on the other side of the interstate—Derek was happy to see that the road ahead remained relatively clear except for the accumulated sand and dust that covered the streets. It was still slow going, though, because there was just so much sand covering…everything.  
 
    The Jeep plowed through every obstacle without issue, and the engine only sputtered and coughed once. Derek's hopes rose the closer they drove to the interstate. 
 
    Lisa finally broke the silence and looked at Derek. "I can't believe that guy, Mike, back at the fire station. He seemed a little on edge as soon as you brought him in—but he wasn't just upset, he was obsessed with controlling everything at the fire station." 
 
    Derek shook his head, not taking his eyes off the road. "To some people, this dust storm is the end of the world. To others, it might be just another day of drudgery in an already bad life. To people like Mike, it's an opportunity, I guess.” Derek looked at her. “He's one of those people that considers every crisis a chance to better themselves." Derek frowned and glanced away. "I hated leaving the way we did." 
 
    She nodded and rubbed her hands together idly. "I know…it feels…wrong." 
 
    "It's not like we stole his stuff," Derek said as he looked over his shoulder at the two boxes of supplies in the back seat. 
 
    "I know, right?" Lisa commiserated. "I was standing right there when Carmen said that we could take it. And that was before we even knew Mike existed." She shook her head. "He’s going to have a real problem on his hands when the chief comes back." 
 
    "Is he, though?" Derek asked, thoughtful. "Hear me out…" he said, as he spotted the interstate in the distance. "If the chief never comes back—and the way it sounds like things are going, that's a real possibility," Derek said as he carefully navigated through one final intersection before the interstate on-ramp. 
 
    “Carmen thinks the chief will make it.” 
 
    Derek grunted. "If he takes more than a couple days to show up, Mike might have everybody at the fire station whipped into a frenzy. It might not even matter that a higher-ranking firefighter returns—they might just get kicked out. That would keep Mike in charge—did you see how fast he got the locals on his side?" 
 
    "It doesn't help that we’re both outsiders," Lisa said. "I mean, I have a long-term hotel room that I use in Sedona, but I'm not a permanent resident. Shoot, I spend more time at the weather station that I do in town…" 
 
    "How long have you been there?" 
 
    Lisa sighed. "Long enough to know that I don't want to stay there," she said bitterly. “Especially not now." 
 
    Derek nodded. "The whole us-versus-them thing was a little easier for the locals to stomach since we’re both outsiders. You did great with the gun, by the way," he said with a lopsided grin. 
 
    She shrugged. "I hate those things. You don't know how hard it was for me to pick that up and…aim at him." 
 
    "You did great," Derek repeated. "I know it might not seem like it, yet…or maybe after the fire station it does…but this world we live in just got a whole lot meaner and darker." 
 
    Lisa shook her head. "I still can't wrap my head around it. Those people back there…as we left…they looked like they were ready to tear us limb from limb. But just yesterday,” she said, gesturing in frustration with her hands, “everybody that we met was just happy to see somebody else walking around, to know that they weren't facing the storm alone.” 
 
    They remained silent as Derek approached the dust covered on-ramp. "A big crisis like this brings out the worst and the best in people," Derek said as he scanned the intersection for signs of an ambush. "And this is going to be closer to the actual apocalypse than a simple blackout. I don't think the entire country has ever gone without power before.” 
 
    “Not all at once,” Lisa said. "And this is just day three," she breathed, barely above a whisper. She stared out the window as the landscape slowly rolled by. "It's only going to get worse for the people who don't have food and water, isn't it?" 
 
    Derek accelerated—only a little, because there was still too much sand on the road—and merged onto what he thought was the interstate. It was impossible to see lane markings through all the sand. He did his best and tried to stay in the middle of the right-hand side of the wide road—he had no idea where any medians were, and he certainly didn't want to hit one at speed. 
 
    The interstate proved to be far clearer than the surface roads in Sedona. They rolled on, mile after mile, and soon left Sedona behind. Derek hoped Luke would be okay at the chapel and voiced his concern. 
 
    Lisa shifted in her seat. "I think he'll be fine…he's from Sedona. Did you know that? That's partly why he was so excited about getting the internship. It brought him back home. Most of his friends didn't go off to college, so he told me that he got to hang out with everybody in his down time." She looked at the curled shillelagh in her hand, a parting gift from Luke when they'd left the chapel. "I think he'll be fine," she said with a small smile. 
 
    "Well, at least one of us will be, then," Derek said. "I don't want to look a gift horse in the mouth, but we’re making pretty good time, even though I can't really go more than thirty-five miles an hour without risking an accident. At this rate, we’ll burn through our gas before nightfall," he added. 
 
    "Will we make it Santa Fe today, then?" 
 
    Derek shook his head. “If we were going seventy miles an hour—on clear roads, maybe. But we’re going barely half that, and the roads are sandy—it’s making the engine work harder." 
 
    “It seems to be moving just fine, though,” Lisa countered. 
 
    "On a good day,” Derek continued, “it might take us a little over six hours to get to Santa Fe. My record is about five and a half hours," Derek added. "But I was pushing my luck—it's a miracle I didn't get pulled over." 
 
    Lisa stared out the windshield. "Twelve hours then…it'll be dawn by the time we pull into Santa Fe." 
 
    "And that's assuming we can drive non-stop.” Derek checked the rearview mirror. Nothing but sandy wasteland greeted his eyes. “At some point, we’re gonna run out of gas and have to refuel. We have one can in the back. That should get us another couple hours’ drive time, but we’re still going to be short of Santa Fe. I think.” 
 
    "So, we’ll have to pull over at some point and find gas," Lisa surmised. She stared out the window for a long moment. "Once we get through Flagstaff, there's not a whole heck of a lot out there between here and Santa Fe. I mean, there's Winslow and a couple other small towns…" 
 
    "If you say something about standing on a corner, I'm gonna scream—I'm not in the mood," Derek growled. 
 
    Lisa snorted. "Well, I was thinking about it…but I guess I won’t say it." 
 
    "Depending on how bad it is in Flagstaff,” Derek said, changing the subject, “we can swing by my house. I've got plenty of supplies—assuming it hasn’t been looted yet—and my wife's car is still there, too."  
 
    Lisa was quiet for a moment. "She isn't there?" 
 
    Derek shook his head. "No,” he said, a lump forming in his throat. He coughed away the emotion. “She went to some science conference up in Kansas. I haven’t heard from her since everything hit the fan." 
 
    Lisa put a gentle hand on his tense shoulder. "I'm sure she's okay." 
 
    Derek looked down at the red, raw hand on his shoulder. The skin of Lisa's fingers looked like she'd rubbed them with sandpaper. He smiled at her. "To be honest, I probably should be more worried than I am. But she studies soils. She's kind of an expert on dust storms and the reasons behind them…if anybody could see this coming and know what to do when it hits, it would be Isabel." 
 
    Lisa glanced up at the sky. "It's amazing how blue the sky is…but there's still a faint haze up there." She glanced at Derek. "I hope your wife didn’t fly to this conference…" 
 
    Derek laughed. "Isabel? No way. She hates planes and flying in general. No, her group left from the UA by bus. The governor went with them, so they had an official motorcade." 
 
    Lisa nodded. "Good. Well, at least that's one less thing to worry about." 
 
    "Ain't that the truth," Derek said. 
 
    They passed the next hour in relative silence until Lisa perked up and pointed north. "What is that?" 
 
    Derek blinked. "I was hoping it was just a mirage. The dark smudge on the northern horizon?" 
 
    "Well, it's definitely not part of the dust storm.” She craned her neck to peer around Derek out the driver’s window. “The next storm is still a ways to the west. Plus, that's more of a reddish brown.” She leaned back. “Whatever that is in front of us is almost jet black. It looks more like…" Her words trailed off as Lisa looked at him. 
 
    "Smoke…" Derek breathed. 
 
    "It's Flagstaff on fire?" 
 
    Derek swallowed. "I certainly hope not…but it was kind of the epicenter of this whole mess. All the dust storms seem to be coming from this direction. They probably got hit harder than anybody." He glanced at Lisa. "I wouldn't be surprised if half the city caught fire with busted transformers and power surges…before the power went out." 
 
    "Does that mean we won't be able to get to your place?" 
 
    Derek shrugged. "I don't know. Our house is on the east side of town, south of the interstate. It backs up to a golf course, so we’re kind of on the outskirts." 
 
    Lisa sighed. "I guess the only thing we can do is wait and see…" 
 
    They didn't have long to wait, and Derek wished that he hadn't seen. The closer they drew to Flagstaff, the thicker the smoke became. By the time they reached the city limits at the southern end of town, the interstate was clogged with abandoned cars. Dust piled up like snow as far as they could see and fires raged downtown, angry orange lights in the distance. 
 
    "I can't see anything over there but smoke…and fire," Lisa worried. 
 
    "Then it’s a good thing we don't need to go toward downtown," Derek said tersely as he slowed to a crawl and picked his way through the maze of abandoned cars. Dozens of people wandered around with makeshift facemasks and strips of cloth covering their mouths and noses. Some scraped dust off cars, others stood in clumps talking, but they all stopped and turned their heads to watch the only moving vehicle on the road pick its way through the mother of all traffic jams. 
 
    "I got a bad feeling about this," Lisa murmured as she watched a group of people up ahead point at the Jeep and start toward them. 
 
    Derek paid them no mind and found a path on the right side of the road that put several lanes of traffic between them and the rag-tag survivors. As soon as they saw his maneuver, they ran for the Jeep, arms out and waving. 
 
    "What are they saying?" Lisa asked as she leaned forward to hear the muffled shouts of the half-dozen people racing through ankle deep sand. 
 
    "Don't know, don't care,” Derek said with a grimace. He gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles and dropped into second gear. “I'm not stopping for anything or anybody at this point.”  
 
    “But—” Lisa began. 
 
    “If we stop, we might never get going again.” 
 
    “Hey!” someone yelled, a wiry man that managed to break away from the pack and get closer to the Jeep than anyone else. 
 
    Derek risked a glanced at the man but didn't take his foot off the accelerator.  
 
    "Hey!” the man yelled again, then fell behind the Jeep. Others picked up the rallying cry and demanded that they stop and help. 
 
    "We need food!” 
 
    “Help us!” 
 
    “I have to get to my office!” 
 
    A particularly fast runner managed to draw even with Derek and pounded on the driver’s window as he ran. "You've got…to stop!"  
 
    Derek looked at him. "I'm sorry, but I can't!" 
 
    The man's face turned into a mask of anger. He pounded on the window. "You have to!" He lurched, grabbed onto the door handle, and braced a foot on the running board. His other hand quickly reached up and grabbed onto the roof rack. The people still giving chase shouted encouragement. 
 
    "Get off!" Derek shouted as he struggled with the suddenly unbalanced Jeep. It wanted to pull to the left, and the tires lost traction in the slippery sand. 
 
    "Get them off!" Lisa shouted. 
 
    "I'm trying," Derek replied through clenched teeth 
 
    The man continued to smack Derek's window. He shouted obscenities and demanded them to pull over. 
 
    Derek took his eyes off the road for a second and reached down by the gear shift, where he’d placed the silver revolver. He snatched up the big weapon and aimed at the man out the window. The man's eyes went wide, and Derek slammed on the brakes.  
 
    It was just enough to force the man to loosen his grip. He stumbled, fell off the Jeep, and landed in a cloud of dust. Derek hit the gas—kicked up even more sand and dust—and propelled them down the road. Behind them, someone threw a rock that hit the back of the Jeep and cracked the rear window. Lisa yelped in surprise and ducked lower in her seat. Derek picked up speed and decided to avoid the snarled traffic altogether. 
 
    "Hang on, the road’s going to get a little rougher, but we can’t afford another adventure like that.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Lisa asked as she latched onto the door and dash. 
 
    “I'm going to ride the shoulder and see how far we can get.” 
 
    For the most part, the shoulder was clear as the road snaked around the bulk of Flagstaff and curved gently east. 
 
    It was only when the city’s death plume sat squarely in the mirror that Derek exhaled and relaxed. "Okay…next exit is ours. All we have to do is leave the interstate and get to my house. Then we can take a breather, and…" 
 
    Lisa looked at Derek, followed his gaze, and looked out her window. "What…what is it? Oh, my—” 
 
    Derek sighed. “There're fires to the south, too…looks like the whole neighborhood is up in flames.” He smacked the steering wheel. “I was so wrapped up with those people trying to jump on the Jeep and watching Flagstaff that I didn't even see…there're fires everywhere…" 
 
    Lisa groaned. "It's like the whole state’s on fire. How…?" 
 
    The closer they got to Derek's exit, the more he worried. Entire neighborhoods hung under a pall of thick black smoke. In the distance, on a particularly large hilltop to the southeast, he spotted massive orange flames shooting up into the sky. "This is not good…" 
 
    "How far out are we?" Lisa asked as Derek gently maneuvered down the offramp and exited the interstate. 
 
    "Just a couple minutes…" He pointed straight ahead. "That's the golf course. We just need to take this access road here around the base of the hill and…” 
 
    Derek cut off his own words as he stood on the brakes. The Jeep fishtailed slightly in the soft sand but came to an abrupt stop, nonetheless. Blocking the road directly ahead was a massive pileup of cars. Derek couldn't tell if everyone had tried to exit or enter the interstate at once, but a snarl of abandoned cars completely blocked the road. 
 
    They sat there for a moment as Derek scanned the roadway. "I don't…I don't see a way around this…" 
 
    "Me either…" Lisa wailed. "How are we supposed to…what do we do?" 
 
    "Well…" Derek said. He switched on the headlights to cut through the thick black smoke that rolled across the streets. It didn’t help much. "This is ridiculous…this is almost as bad as the freaking dust storm." 
 
    "If people were panicked before, how bad are they going to be now that the entire neighborhood’s on fire?" 
 
    “We’re going to have to be real careful with about this…” Derek warned. “I don't see any other cars driving around. This Jeep is priceless." 
 
    "Is there any other way around?" Lisa asked as she craned her neck, attempting to see past the wreckage of cars that disappeared into the smoke. 
 
    Derek slammed his hand against the steering wheel. "No! There used to be…but when they built the golf course, they walled off the only other entrance. There’s been only one way in and one way out ever since. Stupid golf course…" Derek's words trailed off.  
 
    “Why would they wall off the access road?” 
 
    Derek shook his head, staring at the mess on the road. “Some teenagers were sneaking onto the greens late at night and causing problems. So, they walled in the whole south side. Now the only way in is through the main entrance, unless you want to run through…” He smiled and looked at Lisa. "I take that back. There is another way to into my neighborhood. Hang on!" 
 
    Derek turned the Jeep around, shifted gears, and headed for the fairways in a cloud of red dust and smoke. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    FBI Special Agent Dana Sinclair looked around at the devastation wrought by the storm and put her hands on her hips. Her suspects had gotten away in a cloud of dust. She’d just killed a couple men who’d decided to draw down on an armed federal agent, and gunfire crackled all around her. It looked more like a dust covered Sarajevo than a retirement community just outside of Santa Fe.  
 
    Several houses at the end of the street sent great gouges of orange yellow flame up into the sky, trailing funnels of black smoke, writhing fingers clawing at the hazy blue dome overhead. 
 
    Dana let her eyes follow the smoke as it drifted through the light blue sky. The dust storm, lifting like fog on an autumn morning, continued to roll east. Santa Fe, still shrouded by the storm, lay hidden in the murky gloom on the far horizon. With the passing of the storm, the winds had died down as well to only a slight whistle. Dana sighed. The incessant howling had finally ceased. 
 
    She wiped sweat from her face with the back of one dusty hand. With the passing of the storm—and its winds—the heat of the high New Mexico desert returned with a vengeance. She stripped off the light travel coat she'd worn, and draped the dusty, tattered garment over her arm. Dana looked down at the pistol in her hand and listened to the gunshots echo in the distance. Whoever was shooting—for whatever reason—carried a lot more firepower than she did.  
 
    Getting into another gunfight was not an option. She holstered her service pistol at the small of her back and considered her choices. 
 
    There was only one way forward. It was really the only thing she could do. She patted her pockets—her cell phone was gone. Dana glanced over her shoulder at the rental car, peppered with bullet holes and covered in dust. The cracked, spider-webbed windshield told her it would be almost impossible to drive. She sighed.  
 
    Isabel Stagg and Kathy Powell had come to the Valley Village Retirement Community for a reason. And as far as she knew, there was only one way in or out. Dana walked back to the car, kicking up little clouds of yellow dust with each footstep. She glanced down at her sneakers, covered in yellow dust. Grimacing at the sensation of dust on her skin—every inch was covered, even under her shirt…it had managed to coat her whole body—she opened the rear door and pulled out her go bag.  
 
    “I’d kill for a shower right about now…” she muttered as sand and dust trickled off the roof into the car when the door opened.  
 
    The duffel bag on the back seat doubled as a backpack in emergencies. She rolled it over, unzipped the straps that lay hidden inside, and settled the bag on her shoulders. At least she had medical supplies, a little food and water, a change of clothes, and extra ammunition. 
 
    With the dust storm finally leaving town, Dana removed her facemask and stuffed it into a pouch on the bag. The breeze stirred up more dust in front of her, but it wasn't the same as during the height of the storm. She squinted and wiped stray hair out of her face.  
 
    Dana trudged forward through the sand, following the ruts Stagg and Powell had left when they’d fled from the gunfight. As she walked, she removed a hair tie from one pocket and pulled her shoulder length hair back into a severe ponytail. The last thing she needed was to be surprised by an armed looter and have loose hair block her vision. 
 
    She shuffled through the three-inch-thick sand covering the road and headed down the street toward an intersection. As she walked, Dana surveyed the damage left by the storm. Every horizontal surface lay covered in at least an inch of yellow-brown dust. Cars, streets, driveways, mailboxes, fences, houses…everything. Drifts—they looked to her at least three feet deep—piled up next to dwellings on the east side of the street where the storm winds had forced the sand into deeper and deeper piles. 
 
    A gunshot popped in the distance. Dana grimaced. There wasn’t a cop or emergency responder in sight. She paused and listened to another shot as it echoed across the neighborhood. Other than the crackling of flames somewhere nearby and the occasional gunshot in the distance, she didn't hear much of anything. She counted the slacking wind as a blessing, but she'd expected to hear at least one siren…somewhere. 
 
    Dana frowned at the thought that the United States was in a lot deeper trouble than three inches of sand. Power had gone out to most of the country, and she hadn't had contact with Washington since days before. That in and of itself was unheard of—every agent received a constant barrage of emails, texts, and phone calls, their phones providing an instant, invisible tether to the J. Edgar Hoover Building. 
 
    "Maybe Hank just has bigger fish to fry…" she muttered as she walked. With power out to most of the country, she imagined it wouldn't be long before the rioting she'd heard about in Albuquerque, Las Vegas, and Los Angeles spread to bigger cities like Chicago and New York. 
 
    Dana smirked as she kicked at a clump of sand. It exploded into an expanding ball of yellow dust. "Maybe being out here isn't so bad after all…" 
 
    She stopped at the corner and took one more look around the neighborhood. Several houses down, the front door opened, and an old man stepped out, shielding his face with a handkerchief. He looked up and down the street, shaking his head. Cars parked on driveways appeared like huge mounds of dust. Burial mounds. He spotted Dana, froze, then hurried back inside and shut the front door. 
 
    Dana turned and followed the tire tracks left by Stagg and Powell down the street, heading due west. About 20 yards away, she spotted a figure hunched over in the middle of the road and picked up her pace. The go bag bounced against her back with every step, but as soon as Dana realized the person in the street was an old man crouched over a second figure, she picked up her pace to a jog. "Sir?" she called out, her voice echoing down the street. 
 
    He looked up at her approach. Tears had left clear tracks of skin down his dusty, wrinkled cheeks. "Irma…" he muttered behind a filthy bandana tied over his mouth and nose. 
 
    Dana shrugged out of her bag and dropped it in a cloud of dust on the ground next to the old man. She dropped to her knees and gently moved his liver-spotted, trembling hands away from the face of an old woman on the ground. She lay curled on her side in the fetal position, dust sprinkled over her clothes and face.  
 
    Dana knew by the woman’s sightless eyes that she was already gone, but she had to know for sure. She cleared a patch of baby soft, wrinkly skin under the woman's jaw and placed two fingers against her throat. The old man whimpered to himself, muttering his wife's name while Dana concentrated. She counted to 30 but felt nothing. After a glance at the old man, she shifted her fingers to a different position, and tried again to find a pulse. 
 
    After another count to 30, with no pulse detected, Dana slowly opened her eyes and looked into those of the grieving widower. "Sir…I'm so sorry…" she breathed. 
 
    The old man sat back on his heels and let out a great sigh. His whole body shuddered with the effort. He looked down at the form of his wife and closed his eyes. "I knew…I knew when she didn't answer me…oh, Irma…why did you leave me?" 
 
    Dana reached out and placed her hand on top of his. "Sir? Where do you live? I'll help you move her. She doesn't deserve to lie out here like this." 
 
    The old man tried again to hold back a mighty sob, then wiped his face. He squeezed Dana's hand and offered a weak, tired smile. "That's very nice of you. But I…I need…I need a minute. With my wife. Please." 
 
    Dana nodded. "Of course. My name is Dana…I'll just stand over there for a minute, okay?" 
 
    The old man nodded but didn’t look at her. "They shot at our house…Irma was so scared…” he said. 
 
    Dana remained quiet, unsure if the man was talking to her or his wife. 
 
    “I tried to…we didn't know what to do…and the power went out, and the winds…so much dust…it was coming in through a crack in the ceiling…"  
 
    Dana looked down at the woman, and slowly drew her hand across the woman's face, closing the vacant eyes one last time. "She's gone to a better place, sir. She won't feel any more pain or fear. None of the men who were shooting at you can hurt her now." 
 
    The old man nodded and wiped his face again. "T-thank you…" he whispered. 
 
    Dana stood, dusted off her knees, and picked up her bag. She stepped to the other side of the street and purposely looked away as the old man wept and hunched over his wife again. 
 
    Try she might, Dana couldn't help the tears that welled up in her eyes and blurred her vision. She didn't see any obvious wounds on Irma, so it was likely the old woman had suffered a heart attack from sheer fright and exposure. Dana looked down at her dust covered feet. It wasn't right.  
 
    How was it possible that a simple dust storm had brought America to its knees? How had everything gone sideways so fast? 
 
    The single gunshot startled Dana. Not because of the noise—she’d grown accustomed to hearing shots fired in the neighborhood—but by the volume. It sounded like it had come from… 
 
    Dana turned. The old man lay slumped across his wife's body, and a nickel-plated revolver lay in the dust next to his outstretched hand. 
 
    "No…" Dana moaned as she rushed across the street. She knelt down and took his pulse, but it was useless. His aim had been true: one bullet, straight through his heart. The old man lay next to his wife one last time. 
 
    "I'm so sorry," Dana said again as tears dropped from her face and created little craters in the dust on the ground. She picked up the old man’s revolver and checked the chamber. Three shots left. Dana looked around, but she was the only living person on the street. If anyone had survived the storm and the looting in their houses, they remained hidden.  
 
    Dana frowned. That was probably for the best. 
 
    She slipped the revolver into an outside pocket on her go bag, then hefted the bag over her shoulders once more. There was nothing she could do for the old man and his wife. She looked around, helpless in the face of such devastation, misery, and destruction. There was nothing she could do about any of it.  
 
    Every house down the street had least one bullet hole, several broken windows, and more than a few were on fire. Anyone still left alive would either be forced to evacuate by the fire, or the looters. If that didn’t drive them out, they’d soon run out of supplies. She imagined local grocery stores were already empty or being emptied. One way or another, everyone in the Valley Village was up against a ticking clock. 
 
    Dana sniffed, wiped her face clear of tears and dust, and got a hold of herself. She couldn't control anything around her, she couldn't help anyone, she couldn't contact anyone, but she still had her mission: track down and find Stagg and Powell…and apprehend them. 
 
    She settled her hands on her hips and followed the tracks left by her two suspects…no, persons of interest. Less than a block away, the tire tracks swerved off the road where they’d tried to avoid the old man, and the car itself lay embedded in the adobe wall surrounding a house down the street. Dana drew her pistol, moved into a crouch, and rushed forward.  
 
    She had so many questions for Stagg and Powell. What happened on the doomed flight from Manhattan? How did they survive the crash? Why did they run when they were asked to wait for the NTSB investigators? And why were they continuing to run from her? 
 
    Her answers lay only a block away. 
 
    The Volvo sat where it had come to rest after hopping the curb and plowing headfirst into the adobe wall. Smoke drifted lazily from the ruined engine. Dana rushed forward, weapon out, and crouched behind what remained of the wall. She removed the go bag and placed it out of sight around the corner, then shuffled forward, her Sig Sauer in one hand, the old man's revolver in the other. It was time to find her fugitives. 
 
    "Federal agent! Come out with your hands up!" 
 
    The only sound Dana heard was the ticking of the dying engine and the hiss of steam or smoke as it escaped the accordion’d hood. She glanced over her shoulder across the street. No one moved—nothing moved—in the neighborhood. All the way back at the corner, in the middle of the dusty intersection, Irma and her husband lay in their eternal embrace. 
 
    Dana swallowed. "Okay…here we go." 
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    Riley stepped away from his fire team as they congregated around a water station. He took one of the bottles and moved into the shade behind the Wrights’ house. The infirmary had been set up underneath the covered porch, and there he found Fiona, sitting in the shade, preparing bandage kits. He moved over to her with a smile, gratified to see her look up and grin in response as she shifted uncomfortably in the collapsible wheelchair loaned to her by the Caitlyn. 
 
    "That thing suits you," he said as he sat next to her in the shade. 
 
    "Well, don't get used to it—I can't wait to get out of this thing…there's no padding at all," she said. 
 
    "I thought Caitlyn said that they had a cushion or something for it?" 
 
    "Yeah…a hemorrhoid cushion…" Fiona said as she made a face. "I don't think so." 
 
    Riley rested his elbows on his knees and looked up at her. "How you doin’?" 
 
    Fiona shrugged as she continued to fold bandages and stuffed them in Ziplock bags. She had a small pile in a cardboard box at her feet. "Not bad, considering it's the end of the world and all.” She was quiet for a moment. "I'm worried about my mom." 
 
    Riley nodded. "Yeah, grandpa said he's itching to get out there and find her, but Caitlyn won't let him out of the infirmary." 
 
    Fiona nodded. "She told me the same thing. It’s sweet that he wants to help, but I’m not sure there’s anything anyone can do at this point.” 
 
    "I don't think the Druids want to hurt her…" Riley offered. 
 
    "I know," Fiona sighed as she stuffed another bandage in a Ziplock. When she reached for the next bandage, her fingers trembled. "But that doesn't make it any easier. They've got her out there somewhere…and I don't know what they want to do with her." 
 
    Riley put his hand on the wheelchair’s armrest. "We’re going to find her. I promise." 
 
    She offered a weak, tremulous smile. "Thanks," she said softly. She tucked a lock of stray blonde hair over one ear. "That means a lot." 
 
    Riley lowered his hand, and the two of them sat in companionable silence as they watched the activity around the house/headquarters. Groups of retired people moved through the side yards, gathering supplies from houses and wheeling whatever they could carry over to the Wrights’ home. Rondell stood in the front yard, issuing directions on where people could put things.  
 
    Several tents had sprung up to provide shaded shelters in the side yards. A collapsible pavilion sat square in the middle of the backyard, providing an extension to the shaded porch where people could get out of the sun. Already, word had spread through the community, and people injured in the looting, fighting, or the fires and dust storm had started to arrive all afternoon. They sat in folding lounge chairs in the shade and complained as Caitlyn and Gladys moved from irascible patient to irascible patient, applying bandages, cleaning faces, and putting aloe on raw skin. 
 
    In the distance, the shouts and replies from Chuck and his Watch trainees echoed back and forth across the yards of the nearby houses. In their twilight years, the men who followed Chuck weren’t about to hop fences and climb over a makeshift obstacle course, but they practiced moving in unison, communication skills, and observation skills. 
 
    Another group—the engineers—continued to work on the sniper nest up on the roof. It was almost complete. Riley watched as three men carried a piece of plywood to the crane assembly, and raised it to the roof of Rondell and Caitlyn's house. 
 
    Radio chatter chirped constantly from the group of handheld HAM radios utilizing the repeater station Rondell set up at the base of the massive antenna in his backyard. And everywhere—everywhere Riley turned—yellow dust lingered in the air like a haze and reflected light off the white, crushed rocks that covered the ground instead of grass. Heat radiated off the ground in waves now that the storm had passed. 
 
    "Now I remember why my parents moved to the mountains of Arizona," Riley said as he wiped dusty sweat from his forehead. "This is really getting hot…" 
 
    "Yeah, but it's a dry heat," Fiona quipped. 
 
    Riley snorted. He opened his mouth to reply, but the radio attached to his belt chirped. "Alpha Actual, Bobcat— copy?" 
 
    "You can understand that?" Fiona asked as Riley pulled the radio from his belt.  
 
    "It was a little confusing at first,” he admitted, “but I'm getting the hang of it." He put the radio up to his mouth and pressed the transmit button. "Bobcat, Alpha Actual. Go ahead." 
 
    "Eagle Eye spotted a new storm inbound. Report to ops for briefing." 
 
    "Alpha Actual copies all." He put the radio back on his belt. "Well," he said as he stood and groaned. "Something's going on." 
 
    Fiona frowned up at him. A pretty crease appeared between her eyebrows. "Did he say there was another dust storm?" 
 
    A hush fell over the entire encampment as word spread. Murmurs rippled back and forth, and people began to turn—first as individuals, then groups—to the west. Hands covered eyes to shield them from the sun as they stared toward the next threat. 
 
    Riley glanced up at the sky, mostly blue, but still marred with the black smoke of burning houses on the other side of the neighborhood. "Haven't heard a gunshot in a while…" he muttered to himself. 
 
    "I don't know if I'm supposed to be elated or concerned about that," Fiona grumbled as she stuffed another bandage into a Ziplock bag. "Hey, when you see Caitlyn, can you tell her I'm almost out of baggies?" 
 
    "Yeah," Riley said. He put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. "Hang in there." 
 
    "You're the one carrying a rifle. Be careful, Riley," she added in a gentle voice. 
 
    Riley left Fiona and jogged along the side of the house toward the front yard. "Hey, Becca!" he yelled up at the front. A second later, his sister’s head appeared, her curly, frizzy hair surrounding her face like a halo as she looked down at him. "Did you hear? They call me ‘Eagle Eyes’ now!" 
 
    Riley grinned. "That's great, Becca. Did you really see another storm up there?" He glanced to the west. "Can't see anything from down here…" 
 
    "Oh, yeah. Looks just like the first one… a long smudge all the way across the horizon. I think it's moving faster than the first one, too!" 
 
    "Awesome…" 
 
    "They've already started work on my observation post across the street!" she called out excitedly. 
 
    Riley frowned. "Don't be in too much of a hurry to get over there…if another storm comes in, I want you to stay close by—” 
 
    "Don't worry about it,” she said with a verbal eye-roll, “I can take care of myself. I'm worried about you—you're the one with the gun!" 
 
    "So I keep hearing," Riley muttered. 
 
    "Stagg! Get your keister over here," Chuck barked from the side yard. 
 
    Becca disappeared behind the roofline as Riley waved and trotted over to the former drill instructor. The other fire-team leaders were already in attendance. 
 
    "All right, ladies, listen up," Chuck growled at the three fire-team heads. "We got us a situation.” He turned and pointed down the street toward the main entrance. "One of our scouts just reported that a group of seven vehicles entered the neighborhood and turned south. We lost track of them after that—they split up and went every which way. Don't know what they're up to, but with everything else going on, I doubt it's to raise money for charity." 
 
    Beta Actual inclined his head. He was a rough looking man who'd seen military service a lifetime ago but retained the hard look in his eyes. "They get numbers for us?" 
 
    Chuck frowned and shook his head. He removed his wraparound sunglasses and wiped his face. The white, finely wrinkled skin around his eyes looked bright next to the tanned, weathered, dusty skin of the rest of his face. His eyes were bright blue—Riley realized he'd never seen the man's eyes before. "Negative,” he reported as he put his glasses back on. “Seven vehicles means seven drivers, and at least the first two vehicles had three passengers each. After that?" He shrugged. "They kicked up too much dust coming in, and our scouts are under strict orders not to engage or be seen." 
 
    Beta Actual grunted. "Figures." 
 
    Gamma Actual spoke up. The man looked like a retired processor. "So, what are we going to do? My team is not ready." 
 
    "None of the teams are ready." Chuck shook his head. "I doubt any of us are ready." He put his hands on his hips. "But we can't just sit here on our thumbs and do nothing. Word’s spreading that we’re the place to be. If the residents know, before long, the looters will, too." 
 
    "There's a steady stream of refugees coming in, that's for sure," Gamma Actual added. 
 
    Chuck nodded. "General Deckert has decided that this is our top priority. The other men of the Watch—about a dozen—are already out there scouting. They've all got radios, and we've spread ourselves across the whole neighborhood. But now that another dust storm is on its way, we’re going to start pulling assets back. We can't leave anybody out there, and if it's anything like the first storm, the radios are going to be near useless." 
 
    "So you want us to provide cover for the refugees?" Riley asked. 
 
    Chuck turned and looked at him for a long moment without saying anything. "That's exactly what I was gonna say." 
 
    Riley felt the heat rising up his cheeks and cleared his throat. "My team’s not up for a running fight…" he warned. 
 
    "By the look of you, you ain’t either. Son, did you get yourself checked out at the infirmary like I told you to?" 
 
    Riley shifted the weight on his feet but didn’t answer.  
 
    "I thought so," Chuck said with a lopsided grin. "Well, there’ll be plenty of time for that if we’re all locked up inside again with another dust storm. In the meantime," he said as he raised his voice to include the others. "We’re going to set up a triangle perimeter around HQ." He turned to Gamma Actual. "Rick, I want you down the south side. You've got more veterans in your group than any of the others." 
 
    "Roger that," the former Desert Storm tank driver said. "There's several burning houses down that way. They should provide us plenty of cover." 
 
    Chuck nodded. "Just don't get so close that your men start choking." He turned to Riley. "Take Alpha squad to the north side. No more than three blocks away." 
 
    Riley frowned. "The rec center?" 
 
    Chuck nodded. "So far, it's been untouched, but it isn't likely to stay that way for long. You got a two-part mission: secure the building, get up on the roof and keep eyes on the area. From up there you should be able to cover access points toward HQ. We also need to get a tally of what's inside the building. Might be anything in there, from potential weapons to food or even water." 
 
    "And you," he said as he looked at Beta Actual. "I want you straight west of here. HQ butts up to an exterior wall, so we don't have to worry about what's behind us—we've got plenty of eyes here to keep watch over the back forty. You need to keep watch on our front door." 
 
    "Roger that," the stern former Marine grumbled. 
 
    Chuck turned to Riley. "Most of the action seems to be south and west of here. Think you can handle the north on your own? You're the only one with a split mission." 
 
    "My team’s also the youngest," Riley said as he glanced at the other leaders. He ignored their frowns. "We’ll handle it, even if I have to check out the inside of the building solo." 
 
    Chuck looked at him. "Get your best shooter up—probably Otto—on top and have him cover the streets from the roof. He can be an extension for Eagle Eyes, and keep watch on that storm out there, too. We have to figure out how much time we have before we start pulling in the scouts from across the neighborhood. It'll take a hot minute for them to work their way back." 
 
    "When do we start?" Gamma Actual asked. 
 
    "Soon as you get your men geared up, head out. Everybody needs to fill up canteens and take enough ammo for a skirmish.” He put his hands on his hips. “How many of you trust the men in your teams to actually carry a live weapon?" 
 
    The three leaders looked at each other. "Honestly, none of mine," Riley said. 
 
    "I trust you,” Chuck replied, “so you three will have live weapons. Think you can handle that M1?" 
 
    "I got it," Riley replied with a nod. 
 
    Beta Leader looked at Riley. "Otto’s fine—leave him on the roof with an AR. I know he's a little…eccentric, but he can handle himself. We go to the range every now and then.” 
 
    Riley nodded. "The others can use binoculars and radios, I guess." 
 
    Chuck looked at the older leaders. "You two don't need me to help you set up your squads, do you?" The retired vets shook their heads. "Fine,” Chuck snapped. “Dismissed. Grab your gear and get going." 
 
    Chuck held Riley back. "Be careful out there, kid. This is only your first mission. There's gonna be more—we don't need any heroics, okay? We've got something good started here, and General Deckert doesn’t want to blow it by getting a bunch of people killed." 
 
    Riley swallowed, the enormity of the responsibility settling fully on his young shoulders. "Yes, sir." 
 
    “Don’t call me ‘sir,’ boy. I work for a living.” Chuck slapped him on his back and shoved him toward the supply tent. "Go get ‘em, tiger." 
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    Dana crept forward, her eyes on the smoking Volvo. "Federal agent!" she said again. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    She rushed forward into the open space between the wall and the car and moved up toward the open driver's door. Blood smeared the dusty ground and inside the car, along the steering wheel and door. She glanced at the dust on the ground around the car—it had been disturbed by at least several people after the storm.  
 
    She tensed her shoulders and swung her weapon around to make sure no one was nearby. It looked like the driver had been dragged from the vehicle. 
 
    The footprints and drag marks led straight to the partially wind-cleared driveway and vanished. Dana squinted in the hazy sunlight. She couldn't tell if whoever had left the vehicle went down the driveway to the clear part of the street or up to the house. A quick scan of the house revealed nothing. The sand on the front porch was undisturbed, so no one had been through the front door since the storm had ended. 
 
    “Where did you go, Stagg?” she muttered to herself as she turned back to the street.  
 
    Dana edged around the driver’s door and peered inside. One of her suspects sat slumped over in the passenger seat, her head resting against the cracked passenger window. She just couldn't tell if it was Stagg or Powell.  
 
    "Ma'am?" Dana asked, her eyes flicking up to scan the street again. "Ma'am," she said with a little more force in her voice. She stared at the woman's chest. She'd been wearing a seatbelt when she crashed, but Dana couldn't tell if the woman was breathing or not. Cursing to herself, Dana slipped back around the rear of the car and approached the passenger side.  
 
    She had to push bricks and crumbled adobe plaster out of the way to open the door, but she finally managed to gain access to the hopefully unconscious passenger. Dana opened the door and the woman's head dropped to her shoulder as her arm fell to her side. 
 
    Dana frowned. “Well, that’s not good.” 
 
    Keeping her eyes on the house and her pistol on the street, Dana slipped the old man’s revolver behind her waistband, and placed her fingers on the woman's neck. 
 
    She closed her eyes in relief. There was a pulse, strong and slow. The woman was merely unconscious, after all. Dana let out her breath, then took a knee next to the woman and touched her face.  
 
    "Ma'am? Can you hear me?" 
 
    The woman grunted at the touch of her fingers and her eyes fluttered. She moaned and rolled her head off her shoulder. "Why…w-what happened?" she slurred. 
 
    "Ma'am, my name is Dana Sinclair. I'm with the FBI. You’ve been in a car accident—” 
 
    The woman's eyes snapped open, hazel pits of fire. She turned her head and stared at Dana. "FBI?" Her hands immediately flew to the seatbelt that restrained her as she struggled to escape. She winced in discomfort but shot a look at the empty driver’s seat. 
 
    "Whoa, wait a minute,” Dana said, making sure the woman saw her gun was aimed out at the street. “You’ve been in a car accident, relax! I'm not trying to arrest you!" Dana added quickly. 
 
    "That gun says otherwise," the woman muttered, but she stopped trying to rip the seatbelt from the car. 
 
    Dana kept her voice low. "The gun’s here because I don't know what's going on…" 
 
    Gunfire crackled in the distance again. The woman in the passenger seat flinched.  
 
    "Don't worry about it,” Dana soothed. “It's on the other side of the neighborhood. I think. Whatever's going on out there, they're not concerned with us.” 
 
    “Yet,” the woman said sourly. 
 
    Dana nodded in agreement. “How badly are you hurt? And where is…for that matter, who are you?" 
 
    "Kathy," she said as she put one bloodied, filthy hand to her forehead. "Kathy Powell." 
 
    “Any idea where Isabel went?” 
 
    “No—she’s not with you?" Kathy asked as she looked at the empty driver's seat again. "How long have I been out?" she asked, glancing down at her bloodied, trembling hands. 
 
    "Not long…maybe a few minutes. You guys left when the gunfight started, and it took me a couple minutes to wrap things up. Then I had to walk and find you. Thanks for that, by the way," Dana added. She glanced over her shoulder down the street toward the two bodies in the middle-of-the-road. "Had some other things come up…" 
 
    "Where did Isabel go?" Kathy repeated.  
 
    "I was hoping you could tell me," Dana replied with a smile. "Are you hurt bad?" 
 
    Kathy coughed, then adjusted her hips in the seat. "No, I don't think so…I was just so tired…I remember putting my hands up when we hit the wall…" 
 
    Dana leaned in and examined Kathy's face. She took her jaw gently in her hand and turned her head left and right. "I don't see any fresh blood. But you sure look like you've been through the wringer." 
 
    "Yeah," Kathy said as she twisted her jaw free of Dana's grasp. “Surviving a plane crash will do that for you." She glanced at Dana's gun. "Am I under arrest?" 
 
    Dana shook her head. "I don't think you had anything to do with the crash, personally, but I was ordered to go bring you in for questioning just the same. You guys shouldn't have left the crash site like that—the NTSB got suspicious." 
 
    "I didn’t have a choice," Kathy said as she leaned back against the headrest inside, closing her eyes. "I have to get back to Arizona." 
 
    "The dust storm’s gone," Dana said. "The damage is done," she added as she stood.  
 
    Kathy unbuckled her seatbelt. “I have to get back and help.” 
 
    Dana stepped back and surveyed the street again. “I don't know if there's anything anybody can do at this point…" 
 
    Kathy flinched as more gunfire echoed down the street. "Why is everybody shooting at each other?" she asked as she unfolded herself from the seat and stood on shaky legs. She closed her eyes and clinched her teeth. "That didn't feel good." 
 
    "Come on, let's get you into one of these houses,” suggested Dana. “I’ve got a bad feeling about staying out here, exposed like this. You know any reason why Isabel would leave?" 
 
    "No…she wouldn't leave me here…" Kathy held her hand up over to shield her eyes from the hazy sun and glanced in the car. "There's blood on the steering wheel and the door." 
 
    "I saw it. Looks like someone forcibly removed her from the vehicle," Dana said as she holstered her weapon. "The ground is disturbed outside the door, too. Looks like she was either pulled out of the car, or maybe fell out. Either way, more than one person was involved, and I don't know which way they went." 
 
    "You think they went inside the house?" Kathy said as she nodded toward the front door. 
 
    "I don't know. But that house’s front door is open,” Dana said as she pointed to the house next door. “I was going to try that one first. This house looks like nobody's been here for a while." 
 
    "I don’t even see any dust on the front porch," Kathy said as she squinted toward the closest house. 
 
    "I know, it's weird. Sometimes the sand builds up, sometimes it doesn't. It's all over the place," Dana said as she looked around the street. "Let me grab my bag, and we’ll go inside that house right there," she said as she pointed next door. "I'd rather walk into an empty house with the front door open, then kick in the front door and get into a gunfight." 
 
    "What if Isabel's inside?" 
 
    "If she is," Dana said as she jogged back to her bag and hefted the supplies. "Then she either floated over the front step or teleported inside. I'm telling you; nobody has gone through the front door since the storm ended…" 
 
    A gunshot rang out, much closer than before. Dana heard the whine of a bullet as it ricocheted somewhere nearby. She dropped to her knees and put the pack over her shoulders. "Get down! We gotta go!” 
 
    A voice shouted indistinctly in the distance, then another shot rang out. Another, deeper shot echoed down the street. 
 
    "What do we do?" Kathy asked as she dropped to her knees by the behind the rubble pile next to the car. She winced and rubbed her side. 
 
    "Go for the front porch over there—get to that open door! I'll cover you!" Dana ordered as she drew her pistol and the revolver. "Go!" 
 
    Kathy didn't need any more encouragement. As she stood, another gunshot rang out, and a chunk of brick and plaster exploded not two feet from her head. To her credit, she kept her mouth shut, her head down, and crouched-ran for the open door. In seconds, she disappeared inside the darkened, looted house.  
 
    "I think it's clear!" she called from inside. 
 
    Dana sprinted for the door, but the heavy pack slowed her down. Another gunshot rang out, followed by a quick second shot. The first one caused a spray of dust and plaster to fly up in her face as she ran, and Dana ducked and turned her head to avoid the shrapnel. Before she could take another step, Dana went flying, shoved off balance by an unseen force. The pack on her back twisted violently, and she lost her balance and fell face first onto the dust-covered front porch. Both weapons flew out of her hands and skittered toward the open door. 
 
    Kathy Powell emerged from the shadowy interior of the house, swooped down to grab the revolver, then raised it and aimed. 
 
    "No, don't!" Dana said as she raised her hand in front of her face. 
 
    Kathy ignored her and fired. 
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    Becca took a sip of water and adjusted her body on a blanket used as a cushion. Inside the observation post—she couldn't bring herself to call it a sniper hide—the air temperature was warmer than being on the ground, but with the addition of a roof on top, at least she was in the shade. The guys had built her observation post out of a double wall of sandbags filled with the copious dust and sand that covered everything, and left gaps on all sides to allow sufficient airflow.  
 
    Overall, with the constant breeze coming in from the west, she had to admit; it wasn't that bad. They supplied her with a couple of bottles of water, binoculars, and her radio. She also had her ever-present backpack, journal, and a snack: the cookies her grandmother had made when the power went out. 
 
    All things considered, Becca wasn't bad off, and at least she had a nice view of the neighborhood. It didn't hurt that she was far more protected from stray bullets than anyone on the ground, thanks to the sandbags structure on three of the four sides all around her. To leave, since the structure was only a couple feet tall, she had to crawl backwards out the open rear. Once outside, it was just a short jog to the edge of the flat roof and down the ladder.  
 
    Becca glanced behind her and looked at the entrance. She made a note in her notebook under a running list of improvements to make to attach a rope to the roof, just in case the ladder was knocked over. 
 
    "Oooooh,” she said to herself as she wrote, "even better: a rope ladder! I'll have to tell that to the general for when they’re ready to finish building the one across the street…" 
 
    Becca finished her note, then looked up and took another sip of water. She had a clear view across the street through the hazy air. The work crew at the other house, protected by an armed guard, kept working in the sun. Down on the ground, a pair of retirees hauled sandbags across the street in a wheelbarrow. 
 
    Most of the houses in the neighborhood were flat on top in the pueblo style, but a handful had the sloped roofs more popular in northern, colder climates. With a flat roof, it didn't take long to build the outpost…it just took time to fill the sandbags to get the observation post constructed. It was quiet, efficient work, and without the need of heavy machinery, it wasn't like they would give their position away by building the two structures.  
 
    Becca had already spotted several looters running from house to house further down the street. The occasional gunshot didn't bother her anymore, either. She put the binoculars up to her face and scanned the road while she chewed on a cookie.  
 
    Smoke from a burning house at the end of the block obscured her vision further than a few houses down, but every now and then a gust of wind cleared her view all the way toward the main entrance of the neighborhood, some three blocks away. The binoculars helped, but the figures she spotted sprinting from house to house were still comically small. She sighed, made a note in her little logbook on what she saw, and thought back to what Mr. Wright had told her when she'd first assumed command of the outpost. 
 
    "Remember," he’d said to her with a serious face, "we don't need to know about every single person running around out there. But you do need to let us know if you see someone carrying a weapon—or groups of people carrying weapons…oh, or vehicles. Definitely tell us if you see cars or trucks out there." 
 
    Becca repeated his words to herself as she put the binoculars back to her eyes and scanned the horizon. Through the optical magnification, the haze in the air was also magnified, so the smoke created an effective barrier to her vision. Nonetheless, she still had a better view than anyone on the ground. She had a much better view than her brother, attached to the ground troops. 
 
    She smirked behind the binoculars. She could still see Riley’s grin when she’d called him and his team ‘ground troops.’ After he left on his training mission, the outpost had been quickly finished, and she got to watch him go through his practice along with the other soldiers. His group had gone off to the north toward the community rec center.  
 
    She’d watched them with her binoculars as they disappeared into the haze in the distance, then got back to her real mission. She had to remember to check all sectors—as the general had said—and keep an eye out for anyone approaching on the main roads. Becca was more curious to see if she'd find someone slipping between the houses than spotting a car. That would be easy—cars were big. But people could fit into the smallest spaces between buildings and behind walls.  
 
    She took another bite of a cookie. It was like a game, really. A game like whack-a-mole, without a hammer. How fast could she spot someone? She grinned behind her binoculars. 
 
    Becca was so wrapped up in treating her job like a game and wondering what kind of point structure she would apply to spotting looters with guns versus refugees that she almost missed somebody right in the middle of the street. At first, it was the sheer novelty of movement that caught her eye. But when she focused the binoculars, she realized that the thing that made her take a double look was not that it was a person walking down the street toward HQ, but that this person was a woman—a young woman, relatively speaking.  
 
    Most of the people in the retirement community were in their 60s or 70s. To them, young met somebody in their 50s. But the woman Becca watched through the binoculars looked like she was in her 30s. "You’re even younger than mom…" 
 
    Becca put the binoculars down and made a note. She took another sip of water and watched the woman a little longer. "What are you doing here, anyway?" 
 
    The woman looked better dressed than a refugee—she wore jeans, sneakers, and a light jacket draped over one arm. But the way she carried herself and the duffel bag she wore was strange. It was boxy and made her look more like a soldier. She wore her shoulder length hair in a tight ponytail, which to Becca said she was all business. Then, as the woman turned, her hands on her hips to survey the destruction and damage in the neighborhood, a glint of metal at the small of her back made Becca gasp.  
 
    The woman had a gun tucked into a holster at her waistline. 
 
    Becca fumbled blindly with one hand as she kept the binoculars glued to her face until she found the radio on the blanket next to her. She quickly brought it to her mouth and pressed the transmit button. "Eagle Eyes to Nest. Eagle Eyes to Nest, come in." 
 
    "Roger that Eagle Eyes, you don't have to say, ‘come in’…remember what we talked about…?" Mr. Wright said in a coaching voice.  
 
    "Right…sorry," Becca replied quickly, never taking her eyes off the woman in the street. She seemed to be looking down at the ground, as if she was searching for something. "I just wanted to let you know that I got something strange up here." 
 
    "Well, don't keep us waiting. What is it?" 
 
    Becca exhaled. "It's a woman…she looks like she's in her 30s or 40s, I guess. Little younger than my mom, but definitely way younger than everybody else in this place." 
 
    "Wow, thanks," Mr. Wright said, his voice mock-hurt. 
 
    "Sorry…I just mean, she doesn't look like she belongs here, you know? She's wearing a big backpack on her shoulders, and she's not dressed for New Mexico. She's in jeans and a jacket. Plus, when she turned, I saw a gun at her back. She's definitely armed." 
 
    "Roger that. Where's her position?" Mr. Wright demanded, his voice no longer friendly, but one that brooked no foolishness. 
 
    "She's two blocks away…” Becca reported. “She’s standing in the intersection, looking around. Well, she's looking at the ground now. It's like she's searching for something…wait a minute. Wait—she's turning. She's heading away from us now. Walking down the street to the west." 
 
    "Roger that. Can you see if she's going into a house or anything?" 
 
    "There's…hang on, she just went behind the house…I can't see her yet. Okay, there she is," Becca said as she followed the stranger two blocks away. "There's a house…it looks like there’s a car, or something parked out front. No, wait…it looks like a car accident! I think a car crashed into the front of the house or something over there! She's over there looking at the car. She's got her gun out," Becca warned. 
 
    “Okay,” Mr. Wright said. “Keep talking…we’re getting together a squad to check it out.” 
 
    "It's…it's hard to see,” Becca reported. “I think she's…there's a second person! She just pulled somebody out of the car!" 
 
    "Nest copies all. If she does anything threatening or appears to come in our direction, keep me informed." 
 
    "Roger that. Eagle Eyes out," Becca said as she put the radio down. All the military talk made her grin. She still felt like she was playing pretend forts with her brother, but the woman in her binoculars was carrying a real gun and looked like she knew how to use it. It was all terribly exciting. Becca couldn't wait to tell her brother. 
 
    The woman messed around with the other person in the car for a few minutes, then they disappeared behind the house and Becca lost track of them. She turned back toward the north, where the rec center lay in the distance as a hazy outline against the swirling dust kicked up by the wind on the ground.  
 
    Nothing was going on in that direction. The occasional gunshot still echoed from the far side of the community, where she couldn't quite see, but the guys on the rooftop across the street looked like they were nearing completion of her outpost. 
 
    "Won't be long now," Becca muttered as she gazed at the old men, sweating in the sun as they stacked sandbag after sandbag into a rough rectangular shape. Unlike the sniper position that she currently occupied, the outpost across the street was closed in on all four sides. They left a small hole covered with a piece of plywood, just big enough for her to slide through. Becca smiled. They custom made it just for her. There was no way one of the old people could get up there and into that hole like she could.  
 
    It made her feel good to be part of the community and help in such an important way. 
 
    Becca took a deep breath and focused on the binoculars. Until she got word to head across the street, she had a job to do. She scanned the road. The woman at the car accident had vanished. She hoped they were somewhere safe and went back to watching the roads.  
 
    The next block over to the west was hidden from her by smoke that hung in the air from burning houses. It slowly drifted in her direction and completely obscured her view. She hoped that when she got across the street to the new outpost, she’d have a better view, and couldn't wait to see what the rest of the neighborhood looked like. 
 
    She happened to be looking west, toward the smoke, when the wind shifted, and the smoke parted momentarily. For a split second, she had a clear view all the way across the neighborhood to the mountains far off on the western horizon. 
 
    "Wait a minute…those aren't mountains…" 
 
    The wind shifted again, and the smoke closed back up like curtains at a theater. Her view to the west was gone once more, but Becca had seen enough. She put down the binoculars, took a drink of water, and picked up the radio. 
 
    "Nest, this is Eagle Eyes, come in. Sorry…I mean, Eagle Eyes, Nest. Wait, I mean Nest, Eagle Eyes." 
 
    "There you go," Mr. Wright said, laughter in his voice. "You’ll get the hang of it. What's going on, what's up? Is it something with that woman?" 
 
    "No,” Becca replied. “She’s still out of sight. But the wind shifted up here and the smoke parted for a second. I got a clear view all the way across the neighborhood to the west." 
 
    "I don't like where this is going…what did you see?" 
 
    Becca adjusted her grip on the radio and pushed the transmit button again. "There's another dust storm." 
 
    The radio was silent for a long, uncomfortable moment. "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Well, I mean I’m not a weatherman or something…but it sure looks just like the first one did, way out there on the horizon. I don't know how long it's going to be before it gets here, but I'm telling you, I think another storm is coming." 
 
    "Roger that, Eagle Eyes. Nest copies all. Keep an eye on it, and if it changes and gets closer, let us know. I'm making a note of it now so we'll see if we can get a rough estimate on how fast it's moving the next time you catch a peek.” 
 
    "Okay, Eagle Eyes out." 
 
    Becca put the radio down and picked up her binoculars. It was going to be a long afternoon. 
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    The Inquisitor peered out the front window into the bright afternoon. A quick look down the driveway confirmed the ruined Volvo sat exactly where’d he left it. But the woman in the passenger seat was gone.  
 
    “Perhaps you weren’t as dead as Nico thought,” he mused. The gunshots he’d heard a moment earlier that brought him to the window could have been caused by whoever took the woman, but he didn’t see anyone in the street. “Curiouser and curiouser.” 
 
    The brief gunfight had only lasted a few moments, and then silence reigned once more in the retirement neighborhood. The coast was clear, as the Americans were fond of saying. It was time for him to find Cassandra Lavoy. 
 
    Staring out the window, he spotted subtle drag marks in the sand and dust built up around the ruined Volvo. He could just make out lines in the powdery dust that indicated the other woman had been removed and taken down the street. From his window, he couldn’t tell if they went to the house next door or further away—the tracks in the street were many and greatly muddled.  
 
    It was almost as if a group of people had passed through. He snorted. In the end, it didn’t matter. He had a mission and didn’t care to waste time looking for survivors that may or may not prove useful to his investigation. Cassandra Lavoy was his top priority. 
 
    He glanced down at the partially sand-covered driveway. Rather than risk leaving prints from the front porch—which would be a dead giveaway that someone had been in the house—he chose to leave through the back door, exactly as they had arrived. 
 
    He paused in the hallway and glanced at Nico. The shorter man complained quietly from the couch and held his bleeding leg. The look he sent toward the Inquisitor would have made a lesser man nervous.  
 
    “Remember, the Stagg woman is not to be harmed,” he said, holding up an admonishing finger. Nico stared at him but didn’t say anything.  
 
    The Inquisitor moved through the kitchen and opened the back door. The porch was covered in dust, but with footprints already kris-crossing the yard, he figured one more set wouldn’t be noticed. He stepped outside and adjusted his suit.  
 
    There was a haze in the air, but the sky was clear. He stepped across the back yard and immediately spotted the drag marks left in the dust on the far side of the house where they’d pulled Stagg from the car. He frowned, but the tracks couldn’t be helped. Resigning his fate to the gods, he hoped the tracks weren’t visible from the street, at least. 
 
    He made his way through the black iron gate at the rear of the yard and cut through the adjoining property to the street on the far side of the block. 
 
    He paused as he emerged between the houses. Across the way, someone watched him. The man carried a pistol in one hand and had a hard, dirty look about him that the Inquisitor liked not one bit. His own pistol appeared in a flash and held steady on the man across the street.  
 
    The watcher froze, then slowly raised his hands and shook his head. The Inquisitor nodded, then walked away with the weapon still aimed at the stranger, following Nico’s instructions toward the house where Lavoy was stashed.  
 
    “I want nothing to do with you,” he said to the man across the street. “So, you stay on your side, and I shall stay on mine. Agreed?” 
 
    The man stared at him and nodded. 
 
    “Excellent.” The Inquisitor kept his gun on the man until he’d gone another twenty yards, then nodded again and lowered his weapon. He was at the effective limit of its effective range, anyway. The man nodded just as slowly and kept his weapon down. 
 
    The Inquisitor exhaled and allowed his heart rate to return to normal. He quickly turned and put a house between himself and the man who watched him, and only then felt like the target on his back had disappeared. 
 
    “Americans,” he muttered. 
 
    With the immediate threat removed, he glanced up and down the street. Smoke wafted over the rooftops. The Valley Village was an enormous community, so there was no telling where the smoke came from. Somewhere nearby, a house was likely on fire.  
 
    As tightly packed at the as the houses were, the fire was sure to spread. He frowned. Without electricity, without fire departments and access to water pumps, he imagined the entire community could burn to the ground over the course of a week or so. That was fine by him—he didn't plan on being there much longer. But he did need to find Acolyte Lavoy. 
 
    As soon as he retrieved Cassandra and returned her safely to the Grove, he could sort out the problems Nico had caused. The wily little man had to be behind the power struggle that tore at the heart of the Grove as well—he just didn't know how. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    His shoes whispered on the soft sand built up on the street and sidewalk as he passed the first block in the direction Nico had instructed. Outwardly, the houses all looked the same. But the Inquisitor had been trained by the Grove to spot patterns and notice small things. He spied four distinct yet similar designs. All the houses were American “ranch” style, some modern, some Pueblo style, and others a simple cookie-cutter construction. The only thing really different among the houses in the neighborhood were the colors they’d been painted.  
 
    As he walked, he glanced across the street at a house painted garish yellow. He grimaced. Perhaps it had been covered in dust. He certainly hoped so…no house should be that color. 
 
    The one retirement abode definitely appeared whiter with gray highlights around the windows. Yet the house he passed on his right looked for all the world like a Pueblo Villa. He shook his head. Americans. Always taking something, they thought stylish and twisting it into a grotesque semblance of the original, then mass-producing the whole thing at ridiculous scales. 
 
    Ahead of him, down the street, someone staggered out of a house carrying a large bag. Hunched over, they struggled forward and tripped on a hidden object buried in sand. The person hit the ground, the bag fell off their back and items spilled out. A curse echoed down the street. The Inquisitor drew his weapon but kept it at his side as he approached. 
 
    Still two houses away, he watched as the young man picked himself off the ground, stuffed as many items as he could into the bag, then noticed he wasn't alone. He stared hard at the Inquisitor for a long moment, then ignored the rest of the items on the ground, grabbed his bag, and ran. Great puffs of sand and dust exploded with every step he took and wafted in his wake. 
 
    Still maintaining his steady pace, the Inquisitor continued forward and passed the house recently looted. He stopped and looked into the dusty yard at the items left behind. An alarm clock. A hairdryer. A small case filled with fountain pens. He looked up at the shrinking person in the distance. Nothing of any immediate value, and some items—those requiring electricity—were particularly useless.  
 
    His mouth compressed into a tight line of disappointment as he shook his head and continued on his way. Someone likely died inside the house—a result of the storm or the looter—and the sum worth of their life was a few discarded items that couldn’t even function in the new, powerless world.  
 
    At the next intersection, the Inquisitor paused. A lone car crept down the street. The gray-haired woman behind the steering wheel stared out the windshield with large round eyes behind thick glasses. She glanced left and right and continued to grip the steering wheel with white knuckles. When she spotted the Inquisitor, she stood on the brakes and the car came to an abrupt stop, dust swirling around it.  
 
    He slowly raised his hand in greeting, but the driver shifted into reverse, and the car rapidly retreated down the street the way it came. Somewhere in the distance, a gunshot echoed, quickly followed by two more. Then another, then silence. 
 
    He frowned. "It won't be long before this entire neighborhood falls into complete anarchy," he muttered to himself. 
 
    Luckily—for Nico—the directions he'd been given were accurate. He found the purple painted house, a hideous color to be sure, and approached the front door. There didn't seem to be any sign of anyone else, but the Inquisitor kept his pistol at the ready and leaned into the front door. A muffled voice called out from the inside. But he couldn't decipher the words. Someone was definitely in the house. 
 
    He took one last look around, but the only other living soul he saw was an old man peeking out the front window of the house across the street. As soon as he noticed the Inquisitor, the blinds dropped back down. 
 
    The Inquisitor gripped the doorknob and turned. As expected, it was locked. 
 
    He took two steps back, then kicked the door just to the right of the knob. The frame shuttered but didn't give. Cursing under his breath, he repeated the motion, and the door swung open to reveal a startled young man eating an onion. 
 
    His mouth comically full, yet open in surprise, he stared at the Inquisitor and stood from the chair he'd occupied in the middle of the foyer. "What—?” he began, the word blurred around chunks of raw onion. 
 
    The Inquisitor raised his pistol and aimed at the man's face, the suppressor on the end of his pistol only inches from the man's sweaty, grimy forehead. "Now that I have your attention, kindly raise your hands so that I can see them. Easy now…" the Inquisitor ordered quietly as he stepped into the house. The darkened interior was rank with the smell of stale sweat and onions. He frowned; the odor left a sour taste in his mouth. 
 
    His prisoner swallowed. "What—what do you want?" he blubbered; chunks of half chewed onion dribbling down his chin. 
 
    "Why on earth are you eating an onion?" 
 
    The guard swallowed and licked his lips. "Haven't had anything to eat since yesterday…and it was the only thing they had in the house…who are you?" 
 
    The Inquisitor spotted a small, faded Pictish swirl tattoo on his prisoner’s inside wrist. "You are of the Grove?" 
 
    The man glanced at his wrist, then back at the Inquisitor, understanding flaring in his eyes. He nodded and slowly lowered his hands. 
 
    "I gave you no such order to lower your hands. Keep them up." 
 
    The man hesitated but complied. "Why are you doing this?" he demanded, bravery suddenly flooding his words. "When Nico finds out, he's gonna rip you to pieces." 
 
    One corner of the Inquisitor's mouth curled up. "Nico? I think you are mistaken, friend," he said. "An Inquisitor does not do the bidding of someone such as Nico." 
 
    The man before him broke out into a sweat that smelled strongly of onions. He licked his lips and swallowed. "You…you're an Inquisitor?" 
 
    "I am." 
 
    "Whoa…what are you doing here?" 
 
    "I seek information on an acolyte. Cassandra Lavoy. Nico said she was here.” He looked past his prisoner into the darkened, cluttered house. “Is she?" 
 
    The man glanced over his shoulder, then shrugged. "I…I don't know what her name is…but somebody's here. Nico had me lock her up. She's down the hall in one of the back rooms." He turned and pointed. "I can show you—" 
 
    The Inquisitor glanced down the hallway where the man had pointed, and opened his mouth to reply, when the cheeky fellow spun and slapped the pistol out of the way. 
 
    Infuriated at his own mistake, the Inquisitor let the pistol fall to the floor instead of attempting to fight over it. The man before him had been trained, despite his ignorant, churlish appearance. 
 
    "Impressive. You almost had me there for second," the Inquisitor said as he rolled his shoulders. 
 
    "Yeah, Nico didn't put the scrubs on this job." 
 
    The Inquisitor tilted his head and pursed his lips. "I haven't the foggiest idea what you just said." 
 
    "Don't matter," the man said as he balled up his fists and took a fighter’s stance. "When I'm done with you, you won’t be understanding what anybody says," he said with a cockeyed grin. 
 
    "Oh, this should be interesting," the Inquisitor said, calm as still water. "Well, come on, then—if you intend to teach me a lesson, do get on with it,” the Inquisitor snarled. “I haven't got all day, you know." 
 
    His opponent did not fail to rise to the taunting. He lunged forward with a blistering barrage of punches. Left, right, uppercut, and an elbow strike thrown in for good measure. 
 
    The Inquisitor slapped aside each one with ease, then shifted sideways and slapped the man across the face with an open palm strike. 
 
    With his opponent off balance, the slap was enough to send him reeling into the far wall. A picture dropped off and fell to the floor with a shattering crash. The man turned and wiped his face, his mouth pulled down into a snarl. "It's gonna be like that, huh?" 
 
    The Inquisitor inclined his head and nodded. "Quite." He raised his hand flat and flicked his fingers to indicate his opponent should make a second attack. 
 
    The Inquisitor smiled—his simple gesture had the effect of waving a red flag in front of a bull. The man charged forward again. He threw a punch high, then feinted with a follow-up and instead kicked at the Inquisitor's knees. 
 
    Unfortunately for the brute, the Inquisitor was no longer in the same position. He'd seen the attack coming, sidestepped the kick, and ducked under the punches. Sidestepping the kick, he drove his fist right into his opponent’s solar plexus. 
 
    The Inquisitor stood back and rolled his neck with a satisfying crack. His opponent staggered back into the wall again, gasping for breath and clutching his chest.  
 
    "I can do this all day,” the Inquisitor said genially, “but I'm afraid I’m rather pressed for time. This has been a pleasant distraction, though. You should take some pride in that, at least," he said as he bent to retrieve his pistol, "but I must conclude our little sparring match. It's nothing personal, you know.” 
 
    "Oh, it's personal now," the man snarled. He pushed off the wall, but the Inquisitor raised his pistol and fired one shot into the man's forehead. 
 
    He looked down at the body at his feet, as the casing clinked across the floor and clucked his tongue in disappointment. Weapon up and ready for the next target, he stepped over the twitching corpse and continued down the hall. 
 
    "Cassandra?” he called out, pistol at the ready. “Cassandra Lavoy?" 
 
    "Help me!" a woman screamed from the door on the left. 
 
    The Inquisitor glanced down the empty hallway, satisfied no one was there to offer a sneak attack, then opened the door and stared in horror at the form of Cassandra Lavoy, beaten and bloodied, tied to the bed with strips of sheet. 
 
    "Help me!" she called weakly. "Help me, please…" 
 
      
 
    "Bloody hell," the Inquisitor muttered. He holstered his pistol and rushed to the poor woman’s side. "Who did this to you?" he asked as he immediately set to releasing her. 
 
    "Nico…" she gasped. Red marks crisscrossed her wrists and ankles. She sat up as he cut away the last of the straps and rubbed the bleeding wounds on her wrists. "You are…you're a brother?" she breathed as she stared at the blue whorl on his cheek. "I'm…I'm an acolyte I—” 
 
    “Sssh, dear, you needn't say anything." The Inquisitor reached out a hand and gently brushed his fingertips across her bruised and swollen cheek. "Nico hit you?" 
 
    She flinched at his touch but didn't shy away. Tears welled up in her bloodshot eyes. "No…it was a big guy…he smelled like onions.” 
 
    The Inquisitor stepped back and nodded. "Well, rest assured that cretin will never hurt anyone again." He held out a hand to her. "Come, I'll take you back to the Grove and get you cleaned up." 
 
    "Who are you?" she asked as she let him assist her off the bed. She winced as she put weight on her bruised, battered legs. "I don't know if I can walk…" 
 
    "Have you any idea why Nico did this to you?" 
 
    "Because…because I owe Nico a lot of money…I mean, I owe the Grove a lot of money…" she said quickly. "I don't know why Nico kept telling that guy to hit me over and over again. I told him I'd get the money…I just don't have it on me!" 
 
    The Inquisitor frowned. “Come along, then—try to walk down the hall. That's it, easy does it…take your time." 
 
    "Where—w-where are we going?" 
 
    “There's a house about two blocks away. One of the women Nico captured is there." 
 
    "Oh, my goodness!" Cassandra said, as she recoiled at the sight of the dead guard by the front door. "You killed him?" 
 
    "Indeed I did. For if I hadn't, he would've assuredly killed me." He opened the door and casually kicked one of the man's arms out of the way so that Cassandra had a clear path to the front door. "Come on, then," he encouraged, his hand outstretched and open to her. 
 
    "Thank you for rescuing me," she said quietly. "What's your name?" She asked as they stepped out into the sunlight, blinking like owls. 
 
    "You may call me Inquisitor." 
 
    Cassandra was quiet for a moment as they slowly made their way down to the dusty street. "Is that like your…your real name?" 
 
    The Inquisitor closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. Americans. It was an embarrassment, really. Anywhere else in the world—especially in the UK, every acolyte would've known instantly who an Inquisitor was—and what it meant for one to appear. 
 
    "Follow me, dear. I need to ask Nico some questions." 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Glidden Heights Neighborhood 
 
    Flagstaff, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek slowed to a stop in the expansive parking lot of the Glidden Valley Country Club. There were only two other dust-covered cars in the parking lot. 
 
    "Where is everybody?" Lisa asked. "I gotta tell you, this is really giving off a creepy vibe." 
 
    Derek and thought about the best way to get across the golf course. "I guess people around here are hunkered down in their homes. It won't take long before the fires drive everybody out, though. They've already evacuated the country club, looks like…" He spotted an opening between decorative trees bordering the golf course. "There," he said as he pointed. "That's our entrance. Okay, here we go." 
 
    Derek shifted into first gear, and they slowly crawled over the curb at the edge of the parking lot. The sand was a bit thicker at the base of a decorative berm, but the Jeep powered through it with a little gas. They crested the berm and just barely squeezed between two clumps of yucca trees.  
 
    The Jeep lost one side mirror in the process, but Derek considered that a small price to pay for gaining access to the golf course. Stretched out before them was the narrow end of the course. “There’s a wicked dogleg over there,” he said, pointing out the feature. 
 
    “I didn’t think you played,” Lisa commented. 
 
    “Not really. I was here when they opened but didn’t sign up. If I remember correctly, there’s a sand trap we need to be careful of around here somewhere…” 
 
    “Really?” Lisa asked. “The whole world is a sand trap now.” 
 
    Derek’s lip curled in a lopsided grin as he plowed across the pristine grass covered in sand. 
 
    "This feels so wrong," Lisa said with a wide smile. 
 
    "Doesn't it?" Derek replied. "I've always wanted to drive across the golf course." 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Haven’t you?” 
 
    Lisa laughed. “Um, no.” 
 
    “We’re actually going faster here than on the street,” Derek muttered after a glance at the dash. In no time at all, they’d crossed the width of the course and left the clubhouse far behind. A single person emerged from the building when they were two thirds of the way across the fairway, waving frantically and jumping up and down. 
 
    "What you think he wants us to do?" Lisa asked. 
 
    "He either wants us to stop tearing up his golf course, or he needs help. Either way, he's out of luck." Derek continued driving forward until they reached the far edge of the country club and crested another berm.  
 
    At the top, he hit the brakes, and the Jeep stopped, perched on the relatively high ground. At the base of the berm was a thick hedgerow, completely hidden from the golf course. 
 
    "I thought you said your property backed up to the golf course?" 
 
    "It does," Derek said as he pointed up the hill on the far side of the hedgerow. “That brick wall up there, that's me." He looked at her. "It's been a long time since I looked at it from the bottom of this hill. This is no-man's-land.” 
 
    "You think the Jeep can go through it?" 
 
    Derek narrowed his eyes at the dense, dust-covered vegetation. "There're some pretty thick branches in there. I think we could probably muscle our way through, but I'd be afraid that we might damage something or not be able to get back out." He slapped the steering wheel again with an open palm and cursed. 
 
    “Then what do we do?" 
 
    Derek's mind raced as he looked at her. "I don't want to risk losing this thing by smashing through those bushes. But we can't just leave it here," he said as he checked the rearview mirror. The guy at the clubhouse had disappeared. "And I don't know what vehicles are at my house. I wish I had my truck here…but my son took that to my dad's place to help him move. My wife's car might be here…” Derek ran his hands through his hair. “I don't know. I think our best option is to hide the Jeep and go check out my house first." 
 
    "Well, if that's the tip of your roof sticking up over the wall, then I guess we should be happy that it's not on fire." 
 
    Derek snorted. "Yeah, there is that…" 
 
    He carefully rolled them down the berm, then turned parallel to the decorative landscaping. He opened the door and stood on the running board. "Okay, I can't see the clubhouse from here, which means whoever that was can't see the Jeep from there. Let's lock up, and we can force our way through the bushes and head up the hill." 
 
    "I don't know if I can do that," Lisa said slowly as she eyed the dense row of vegetation. She glanced up the hill. "I certainly can't climb that." 
 
    Derek looked down at her. "Okay, let’s call an audible…you sit here with the revolver and protect the Jeep." 
 
    "Me?" 
 
    Derek spread his hands in exasperation. “I don't think we have any other choice!" 
 
    Lisa stared at the revolver’s grip as Derek offered it to her. "Go on, take it." 
 
    She looked up at him, her face clouded. "I…" 
 
    "Look, I'm not asking you to shoot somebody,” he said gently. “Just do what you did at the fire station. Hold it up, and if someone comes near the vehicle, they’ll see it and run. It's easy. You got this." 
 
    She reached out with a trembling hand and took the weapon. "I hate these things," she said as she held the gun like it was a snake. 
 
    "Lisa, you were totally hard core at the fire station. I need you to tap into whatever it was that you used then. Do that again. But it's only a last resort—" Derek added. "Seriously, I've got this thing pretty well hidden now between the berm and the hedgerow. Just lie low, and I'll be back soon as I can." 
 
    "Oh…okay," she said, her voice anything but confident. 
 
    Derek smiled one more time, then squeezed her shoulder. "You got this," he repeated. 
 
    He took a quick glance around the Jeep, then open the driver’s door and stepped down. He gave her a solemn look, a final nod, then shut the door. He turned and dove into the hedgerow, scattering dust around him as he went. 
 
    The bushes were incredibly dense, but luckily, he didn't feel any thorns. That didn't mean that the shrubbery didn't do its best to rip his clothes off as he forced his way through the dense growth. Branches snapped, curses flew, and dust clouded his vision, but he finally broke through the other side, sweaty, spitting bits of leaves from his mouth, and dusting himself off. 
 
    He turned and looked back at the hedgerow. Other than the fact that there was a clear space where the leaves were bright green compared to the dusty red brown everywhere else, he couldn't tell that someone had just passed through. A grin spread across his face. He smacked at the bushes with his hands, scattering dust everywhere. When he was finished and the cloud of dust disappeared, the clear spot he’d created when he burst through was four times as big. No one would think someone came through a space that big. 
 
    Derek turned and scrambled on all fours up the steep slope to the brick wall about halfway up the hill. He forced his way up through the dusty, slippery soil and sent small rocks and pebbles cascading down the hill in his wake. For every three feet he advanced up the hill, he slid back one. 
 
    "Now I remember why I put that wall up in the first place…the kids almost killed themselves on this hill when we first moved here…" he grumbled to himself as he clawed up the rocky hillside. 
 
    At last, he made it far enough to reach the wall, then faced the next problem. For security reasons, he'd never installed a gate at the back end of his yard—the last thing he needed was people trying to cut through his property to reach the golf course. The fence protected not only his land, but the view. 
 
    Keeping close to the wall, Derek hobbled along its length and glanced down the hill when he reached the corner. Just on the other side of the hedgerow, he could barely make out the top of the Jeep. So far, so good. He scanned the golf course, and other than the tire tracks they'd left when they crossed the wide-open space, he saw no movement other than the pervasive black smoke that drifted through the air. The closer he got to the house, the darker the smoke became. It was almost to the point where he couldn't see the sky above. 
 
    "Like being back in the dust storm…" he muttered as he jogged along the short side of his property toward his house. 
 
    Panting for breath as he emerged around the wall, Derek smiled. His house was covered in a layer of dust and peppered with soot, but he didn't see any footprints in the empty driveway. No one had been by his property since the storm passed through.  
 
    He walked over to the wrought-iron gate by the garage that led to the backyard and took one final look up the street. At the end of the block, the Lawson's house was ablaze. That accounted for a good chunk of the smoke that swirled around his own property. Derek shook his head.  
 
    Lance and Kelly weren't his favorite people, but they didn't deserve to have their house burned down. He hoped they and their kids managed to get out. The house next to theirs—new arrivals to the neighborhood—stood open to the world. Tire tracks crisscrossed the front yard, and bags and items lay scattered by the driveway. Either the new homeowners evacuated in the middle of the storm, or looters were already operating in the neighborhood. Derek grimaced. If looters were nearby, he had less time than he thought. 
 
    He slipped into his own backyard, shut the gate, and moved to the back door. Just to the left of the patio door, three heavy concrete planters sat covered in dust, the plants drooped over and choking on the brown-red, flour-like sand. He moved to the one at the far corner of the deck and rocked it back and forth until the heavy planter tipped over on its side, spilling soil and roots and drainage rocks all over the sandy deck. He ignored the mess he made and shoved his hands into the soil, scattering it even further. He found a small plastic box wrapped in a Ziplock bag and held it up in triumph. 
 
    "Gotcha," he said, smiling. He ripped the plastic off the little box and popped the lid, then extracted the spare key that opened the patio door. 
 
    Safe in the knowledge that no one could see him from his backyard—by design—Derek stepped up to the patio door and unlocked it, then slid it open, cringing at the gritty sound the door made as it rolled on dust covered tracks. 
 
    Then he slipped inside his darkened house and shut the door. His home felt more like a tomb than a house. Isabel had left for her conference in Kansas before he himself had left for the Sedona job—Riley and Becca had done a good job of sealing up the house and closing all the shades. But it left his home in utter darkness. 
 
    Derek crept to the kitchen and smacked his head on an open cabinet door. He cursed, then shut the door, the sound loud and thunderous in the empty house. Riley was always leaving the stupid cabinet door open when he grabbed a glass to drink. 
 
    Rubbing his head as he went, Derek fumbled through one of the drawers by the sink until he found a flashlight. He snapped it on and illuminated the interior of his house. Everything was right where it was supposed to be. He exhaled, releasing a breath he didn't realize he’d been holding. 
 
    "Okay, time to get down to business." 
 
    The first thing Derek did was run to the garage. Inside, his wife's Subaru Outback—a throwback to her college days—waited with quiet patience. He blinked at it. It was so unusual to see a car without any dust at all that the sight stopped him in his tracks. It had been inside during the storm and was spotless. He leaned around the door and grabbed the keys off the hook just inside the house, then opened the driver’s door and checked the fuel gauge. Three quarters of a tank.  
 
    Derek sat back in the seat and sighed. "That'll get us to Santa Fe." 
 
    Satisfied that they had a spare vehicle with off-road capabilities, Derek went back into the house and ran to the master bedroom. He opened the wide walk-in closet and went to the back corner, where he kept his clothes. He pushed all the long-sleeve shirts and jackets aside and found his stash of emergency supplies.  
 
    Two large duffel bags sat loaded with everything he thought he or his family might need in the event they had to evacuate the house on a moment’s notice. Copies of insurance papers and all the important documents pertaining to the house, their bank accounts, and their cars were already stowed in the blue bag. That bag also contained extra freeze-dried food, camping supplies, a massive first-aid kit, and ammunition for his shotgun and pistol—the two weapons he always prepared to take with him in an emergency. 
 
    The green bag—twin to the blue one—contained spare clothes for every member of his family, an emergency radio, two-way walkie-talkies and batteries, a weather radio, paper facemasks, swimming goggles, and other doomsday scenario gear that he'd never needed to use in a real-world situation. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    He slipped an arm through the straps of each bag, and thus balanced with one bag on each shoulder, moved back into the kitchen and deposited them by the patio door. The bags had backpack straps, but he could only carry one that way, so he figured the safest thing would be to use the shoulder straps, leave one on each shoulder, and work his way back to the Jeep. 
 
    The bags were made out of tough, water-resistant canvas, and an idea occurred to him. He went back to the garage, pulled down a big plastic tote that contained the bulk of his rock-climbing gear from a shelf, and pulled out a spare backpack.  
 
    In the extra pack, he stuffed a handful of carabiners, anchors, and several coils of climbing rope along with his climbing tools. He zipped it up and added that to the pile in the kitchen. Then he returned to the master bedroom and knelt by his side of the bed. A recessed panel in the sleigh frame that held their bed popped open when he pushed in just the right spot. He placed his thumb print on the optical scanner, and his gun safe slid out from under the bed.  
 
    Without a basement, he was forced to use every inch of his small house to hold preparedness supplies. Isabel wasn't a fan of firearms and wouldn't stand for having an ugly gun safe in their closet—the safest place Derek could think to store his small collection.  
 
    So they compromised. She'd always wanted a fancy Tempur-Pedic bed, and he couldn't justify the expense. In order for her to get the bed, he’d convinced his wife to allow him to store his weapons under said bed. It cost more money in the end, but both of them got what they wanted. 
 
    As he knelt there next to the metal box that slid out under the bed, he smiled, thinking of Isabel. "I hope wherever you are, you’re safe, sweetheart," he muttered. Clenching his jaw, he focused back on the task at hand.  
 
    He popped open the lid, and a small, battery-powered LED illuminated the contents of his safe: a shotgun and two pistols. It wasn't much, but it was more than what he had on him. Derek pulled out both pistols, more ammunition, and the shotgun. He took a moment to check and load all the weapons, then slipped one pistol into a drop holster that he secured to his thigh. The safe thus emptied. He closed the lid and pushed it back under the bed, concealing it from view once more. 
 
    Derek went back to the kitchen and added the weapons to the pile of bags. "Ooof…this is more than I was thinking…" 
 
    Derek put his hands on his hips and looked around his house. He walked over to the short table by the front door where they normally deposited mail and picked up a small family photo. He took the backing off, slipped the picture out, and stuck it in his pocket. Heading back into the kitchen, he opened the pantry door and turned on the flashlight. He found his favorite granola bars on the top shelf, grabbed the package, and was about to look for other items to throw in the duffel bag when he heard someone pound on the front door. 
 
    Derek clicked off the light, stuffed a granola bar in his pocket, then placed the package of food next to his pile of supplies. He crept down the hall toward the front door. Someone pounded on the door again. 
 
    As Derek grew close, he unsnapped the holster on his thigh and pulled his Springfield XD free. 
 
    "…nobody home…" a deep, muffled voice said on the other side of the door. 
 
    "No tire tracks. They're not even here,” a woman replied. 
 
    "…fair game." 
 
    Derek didn't like the sound of that at all. His heart rate increased, and he slipped forward to the front door and looked through the peephole. A bedraggled man and an equally disheveled woman stood on his front porch. Both were dusty and covered head to toe in dirt, scratches, and dust. The woman's hair, though tied back with a piece of fabric, stuck out all over her head, giving her a distinctly homeless look. 
 
    Derek narrowed his eyes. They looked familiar… 
 
    The new neighbors! 
 
    He was about to open the door when the man reared back and kicked it as hard as he could. Derek staggered back in surprise and brought his pistol up on instinct. Another kick shuddered the door, and a crack of light appeared at the top of the frame. 
 
    Derek licked his lips and got down on one knee to present a smaller target. He had no idea if they were armed or not, but they were in for a surprise as soon as that door opened. Gunshots crackled from down the street. The woman screamed, and then silence descended on the front door. 
 
    Derek held his pistol aimed at the door and counted to 30. Eventually, he stood, kept the weapon ready, and crept forward. He took a quick look through the peephole, then stepped back. The porch was empty. Smoke rolled down the street from the Lawsons’ home as it burned, but the two dispossessed neighbors were gone. Another gunshot boomed from somewhere further up the hill. It sounded like a shotgun. 
 
    Derek had seen enough. One more kick and the front door would come crashing down. He scurried back to the kitchen and opened the porch door carefully, then stepped out and secured the backyard. Once he was satisfied no one was waiting in ambush, he holstered his Springfield, hauled all the weapons and bags out onto the deck, and stacked them around the corner from the patio door. Safely out of sight of anyone who happened to break into the house, he shut the door and locked it, then put on his climbing backpack, slipped the shotgun over his climbing pack, then loaded up one of the big duffel bags, again one on each shoulder. 
 
    Thus burdened, Derek staggered under a combined weight of almost 100 pounds of gear, ammunition, and weapons to the side gate. Already sweating, he put everything on the ground again. "There's no way…" 
 
    He took a second to catch his breath. "I'll break my neck if I try going down this hill carrying all this stuff.” 
 
    Then an idea occurred to him. If he used some of his climbing rope, he could attach the rope to the wall, use one of the anchors, and slide the heavy duffel bags down the hill. He'd lose a couple of carabiners and an anchor, but he didn't have to lose the rope—he could pull that down after he got everything else to the bottom. 
 
    Smiling at his new plan, Derek raced across the dusty backyard and clambered up the six-foot-high wall to look for a suitable anchor point for his rope. At the top of the wall, he froze. Two men approached the Jeep from behind. He saw them slide down the berm and disappear behind the hedgerow. He glanced toward the golf course and spotted two sets of footprints wandering haphazardly across the sand and dust, far from the others, all the way to the other side around the clubhouse. They’d followed the Jeep’s tracks but stayed far enough away that he knew without a doubt they were up to no good.  
 
    He cursed. There was no way he could warn Lisa in time. He opened his mouth to shout, then heard her scream. A gun went off, the sound echoing across the golf course. Derek flinched, then silence descended upon the hillside. He scrambled to get his leg over the top of the wall and was prepared to leave his gear and supplies behind to race down the hill and help Lisa, but the Jeep started. 
 
    "What the—?" 
 
    Derek froze. He’d left the keys in the car. The engine revved and the Jeep drunkenly surged forward, the roof barely visible on the other side of the hedgerow. Whoever was driving wasn't very good, as they turned toward the berm too sharp and almost rolled. Brake lights lit up the shadowy space on the other side of the berm, then the Jeep finally emerged again, crested the hill and went down the far side toward the golf course.  
 
    "Lisa!" Derek yelled. Atop the wall, he waved, hoping to get the attention of his friend still in the Jeep. He didn't know where she was going—she probably didn't either, and was just trying to escape the two men—but he smiled nonetheless when the brake lights lit up in the Jeep stopped just on the other side of the berm. The passenger door opened, and a shadowy figure emerged.  
 
    It wasn't Lisa.  
 
    He heard a distant pop, and a chunk of masonry just to his right exploded, showering him with tiny shards of brick-and-mortar. Derek yelped, pulled back on instinct, and fell to the ground on his side of the wall. He lay there for a second, waiting for his diaphragm to relax so he could take a deep breath as the dust settled.  
 
    He blinked at the sky and grimaced. They'd stolen the Jeep. 
 
    "Lisa…" he moaned when he could finally force air into his lungs. Derek rolled to his side and got up. By the time he climbed back up on the wall—a good dozen feet away from where he originally climbed—the Jeep was gone. A fresh set of tire tracks zigzagged back and forth across the golf course and disappeared around the clubhouse. He groaned.  
 
    “Lisa…” 
 
    Derek glanced back at his house. Another gunshot echoed up the street. Whatever was going on in his neighborhood, it wasn't good, and it was getting closer. He was running out of time. He had to find out what happened to Lisa, but he couldn’t leave his weapons and supplies behind, either. They might just make the difference of him surviving the trip to Santa Fe or not. 
 
    He still had his wife's Subaru in the garage, but it wasn't but the Jeep and might have a hard time getting down the hill to the golf course. The Subaru had off-road capabilities, but nothing like the old Jeep. He had to get down and check on Lisa—besides, the golf course was the only way back to the interstate since the entrance of the neighborhood was jammed with abandoned cars.  
 
    Derek had no real choice. He had to take Isabel’s Subaru and find another way down the hill. 
 
    Sitting atop the wall, Derek turned to the right. The hill his neighborhood perched upon sloped down to the east. The last house at the end of the block, owned by Jacob Smith, a pensioner with an attitude as crusty as his beard, ruled a cul-de-sac at the base of the hill. If he could find a way through Smith's backyard, he could emerge at the far end of the golf course. It was a long shot, but it was his only chance. He had to make it work. 
 
    “Here goes nothing…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nico waited until the Inquisitor had left the house before he got up from the couch and limped into the bathroom to tend his injury. The indignity of the entire situation burned inside him like a Beltane fire. That a foreigner—even if he was from the High Grove—had come to his country, into his town, accused him of wrongdoing, and shot him with such callous disregard for his position…it was infuriating.  
 
    It was intolerable. 
 
    Nico ground his teeth as he muttered the offense to himself over and over again in the bathroom. The tap water had long since stopped flowing, but there was still clean water in the toilet tank. He used some of that to wash the wound and found a small first aid kit in the medicine cabinet. 
 
    The Inquisitor was going to ruin all his plans. The further the man dug into his affairs, the more he would uncover. Nico stared at his face in the mirror. Time was slipping from him like sand through his fingers. Everything had been going so smoothly. He hissed as the antiseptic wipe touched the raw gouge on his leg.  
 
    The two factions of the New Mexico Grove were nearly at each other's throats. They just needed a nudge to send them over the edge into open fighting. Then all he needed to do was walk in and pick up the pieces. It'd been a good plan when he’d first come up with it a few years back, and it still was—but he never figured on an Inquisitor showing up. 
 
    Finished with his ministrations, Nico dropped the wipe, wrappers, and hydrogen peroxide bottle on the floor and pulled his pants up. He slammed his fist on the sink. "It's not fair…" he growled as he stared at the stranger in the mirror. Deep lines caked with red dirt gave him a demonic, otherworldly appearance. The swelling at the base of his skull where…someone…had ambushed him after he’d found the Stagg boy ached, but he'd found a half-empty bottle of ibuprofen in the medicine cabinet. Nico downed four, dry swallowing each. 
 
    "Okay…” he said, rubbing his face, “so what are my options?" he asked the reflection in the mirror. "The Inquisitor is off to talk to Lavoy. She'll tell them everything." He turned and crossed his arms, unable to look at himself in the face. "I have to step up my plans. I can't wait for the two factions to naturally come to blows. I'm going to have to give them a shove." He turned and stared at himself in the mirror, hands on his hips, and winked. "You are a handsome devil, aren't you?" 
 
    Thus resolved, Nico stepped out of the bathroom. 
 
    He applied several of the biggest Band-Aids he could find in the medicine cabinet to the gash in his leg—little more than a scratch really, but big enough that he could rip the bandages off at the Grove as proof that the Inquisitor was no friend of the New Mexico Druids. After all, Nico thought as he adjusted his clothing, he'd been with the Grove for years…built relationships and trust. How long had the Inquisitor been in town? A day? Two at max? He blew air over his lips and scoffed. "What a loser." 
 
    Nico stepped out into the hallway and adjusted the great duster over his shoulders. He always thought the coat made him look menacing, bigger than he was. He limped down the hall to Isabel Stagg’s room. Despite his disdain for the Inquisitor, and his eagerness to set the final stage of his plans in motion at last, Nico still hesitated. The Inquisitor had specifically threatened his life if he so much as disturbed the Stagg woman. He ground his teeth in frustration, furious at himself for hesitating. He lowered his hand.  
 
    Still… 
 
    A loud thump reverberated through the walls. It sounded as if someone had smashed against the wall. Nico frowned. But it came from above. He glanced up at the ceiling. Another thump followed it, and a muffled curse. 
 
    Nico’s eyes flew wide. He ripped the door open and stared at an empty bed. 
 
    How? A cold sweat broke out on Nico’s bald head. The Inquisitor would absolutely flay him alive if the woman escaped on his watch. It actually hadn't been his fault! Nico burst into the room and looked around. How could she have gotten out? It must've happened while he been in the bathroom. There were no windows in the room— 
 
    "Unh," someone grunted behind him. 
 
    Nico spun to his right and faced the open closet and pile of clothes on the floor. A chair had been dragged over inside the closet, and a slender, denim clad leg hung down from the ceiling. 
 
    "Oh, no you don't," Nico said as he rushed forward, and latched onto Isabel Stagg’s dusty leg. 
 
    She shrieked in the crawlspace. "Let go!" 
 
    "I don't think so!" Nico pulled down on her, but she was almost his size, so it was an even match. The athletic leg bucked and twisted, but Nico wrapped his arms around her thigh and gripped tight, pulling down with all his might. Isabel Stagg pulled up with all of hers, and dust and bits of plaster fell in Nico's face as she struggled in the crawlspace. Hot air fell down into his face from the attic. It was like looking up into an oven. 
 
    "What's wrong with you people?" she cried, her voice echoing from the open space above the ceiling. "I just want to go home! I don't know anything about you people!" 
 
    "Well, I…" Nico said, then grunted as her leg strained and briefly lifted him off the floor. "I know plenty about you!" he snarled. He reached up with one hand into the dark cavity above the closet and found the rest of her quivering body. She squealed and screamed, twisting and turning, trying to claw her way further into the attic, but Nico's groping hand finally found a belt. He took hold of the leather strap around her slim waist and yanked hard. He smirked, imagining the belt as it dug into the soft skin around her belly. Isabel cried out in pain, but his efforts paid off—she slid back a few inches toward the attic opening. 
 
    Growling like a hellcat, Isabel Stagg suddenly dropped her other leg into the hole. Nico had just enough time to register his surprise and open his eyes wide before her foot hit him in the face. The rubber soul of the shoes she wore smashed into his cheek and rocked his head back, loosening his grip. Off balance and writhing in pain, Nico staggered back, tripped over the chair at the bottom of the closet and fell to the floor amid the discarded clothes. 
 
    "You pervert!" Stagg shrieked inside the closet attic hatch. 
 
    Nico cursed, scrambled to his feet, and lurched forward in time to see one of her legs disappear up inside the attic hatch once more. 
 
    "Where do you think you're going?" Nico snarled as he launched himself at the dangling leg once more. He crashed into her, and the force of his momentum bent her leg at an awkward angle. She shrieked in pain from the attic, and Nico smiled. Instead of pulling like he did before, Nico instead jumped up, and grabbed onto her leg as high up her thigh as he could reach, then wrapped both arms and legs around her captured limb. He locked his legs around her ankle and hung free. 
 
    She screamed again from in the attic, and he heard a rough scratching sound come from the other side of the ceiling in the closet. His entire body weight pulled down on one leg, and she was unable to maintain her grip. Isabelle Stagg slowly, inexorably, began to emerge from the attic hatch.  
 
    First her other leg appeared, and she ruthlessly kicked at him, but he tucked his head to the other side of her leg and rested his cheek against her outer thigh. He absorbed each blow, closed his eyes and ground his teeth. Try as she might, she couldn't dislodge the dead weight hanging from her right leg. And his plan worked.  
 
    Unable to maintain her position in the attic, when Stagg’s waist appeared, the weight proved too much, and she reached the tipping point. With one final curse and scream of frustration, the rest of her body emerged from the attic and they both crashed to the floor in an ungainly heap.  
 
    Nico wasted no time and put his street-fighting skills to good use. He rolled to disentangle himself from her kicking, flailing limbs, moved to the side, and shoved the chair over. It landed on her with a satisfying thud. 
 
    “Ooof!" she grunted, as all the air in her lungs came out in one rush. 
 
    For a split second, her body went rigid. That was the only opening Nico needed. He thrust a hand forward, grabbed a fistful of her thick, dusty hair and slammed her head into the carpeted floor. 
 
    She caught her breath, screamed, and flailed with her arms in a futile attempt to dislodge him. He leaned over her, putting more of his body weight on the side of her head. 
 
    "Look…I don't want to hurt you—not really—you're no good to me dead.” He clenched his teeth as she bucked and writhed on the floor and nearly threw him off. “But that doesn't mean I can't rough you up a bit. Now listen…listen!" he growled as she continued to struggle. He punched her in the side. Not hard, but enough to get her attention. 
 
    She grunted in pain and stopped resisting. Her body shook. She was crying but remained quiet. 
 
    "That's better. Now you listen to me. I don't know what the Inquisitor said to you or promised you, but he is no friend of yours. Did you hear that gunshot earlier?" 
 
    "Yes," she said, her jaw unable to move much. The word came out mangled, but understandable. 
 
    "That freak shot me! Nico said. "Me! His own sworn brother!" 
 
    "You two are brothers?" she asked in a thick voice, one eye straining to see him. 
 
    "Not like that—it doesn't matter," Nico said, shaking his head. "Point is, you're coming with me. If you put up any resistance, I won't hesitate to hurt you. Got it?" 
 
    When she didn't answer, he ground her face into the carpet and twisted her hair in his fist.  
 
    She screamed and tried to nod. "I got it, I got it! I won't try anything…I promise." 
 
    "Good. Now hold still," he said as he looked around for something he could use to restrain her hands. There was no way he trusted her enough to not run the first chance he looked the other way. He searched the closet but didn't see anything useful.  
 
    Muttering a curse at the gods under his breath, he glanced down at her struggling body beneath him. An idea formed in his head. "Hold still, this won't take long…" he said with a lopsided grin. He reached down and touched the exposed skin of her stomach, and she recoiled in horror, but was unable to dislodge him. His hand caressed the soft skin around her belly button for a split second, then slowly dropped to the belt at her waist. Fumbling with one hand, he eventually got the belt undone. 
 
    Isabel began to cry louder. “Please don’t…” 
 
    Nico laughed, a brutal sound. Even his own ears. "Oh, stop…” he chided. “You should be so lucky." He undid the belt at her waist, then straddled her and yanked on the belt over and over until it slipped around her slender waist and came free. 
 
    "Please…no…" 
 
    Nico laughed again, then maneuvered his leg to pin one of her arms to the ground, before he let go of her hair and quickly grabbed the other arm. 
 
    "What…?" she grunted as she tried to lift her head off the carpet. 
 
    Nico worked fast, and before she realized what was happening, he had both her hands behind her back and lashed her wrists together with her own belt. He gave one final tug, and the leather cinched painfully. She cried out, but he ignored her.  
 
    "Okay, get up," he growled as he stood over her. When she made no move to follow his order, he bent down, sighed, and hauled her to her feet. 
 
    "You're hurting me!" 
 
    "When all this is over, if you haven't been too much of a pain, you might actually live. If you ruin my chances…after everything I've done to get to this point…” He grabbed her chin and jerked her head around to face him. “Look at me! If you wreck my plans, I’ll slit your throat and leave you to rot in the desert. Got it?" 
 
    She looked at him with a mixture of disgust, fury, and pity. Her bloodshot, tear-filled eyes stared at him—stared through him. She nodded, and tears trickled down her cheeks, cutting paths through the dust and grime. 
 
    "Good,” Nico said and wiped his face. “Now start walking.” He shoved her forward when she didn’t move fast enough. “We need to find a way out of here." 
 
    "Where…where are you taking me?" 
 
    “I'm taking you someplace that no one outside the faith has ever seen. You're coming with me to the Grove." 
 
    She stared at him, incredulous. "What grove? What are you talking about? 
 
    "The Druid Grove," Nico explained tiredly, as he shoved her forward through the bedroom door. 
 
    "Druid…?" Isabel stumbled into the far wall of the hallway. "You're insane!" 
 
    Nico laughed. "Maybe—but I'm also going to be the last man standing when all this is over. Now walk!" 
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    Derek’s first thought was to open the patio door again, haul all his gear inside—again—and take it to the garage. The last thing he wanted was to be spotted carrying valuable weapons and gear, slinking around the side of the house to the garage bay door. But he heard voices as he approached his house, and his decision was made for him. 
 
    "The door only needs one more kick…” he heard Kelly Lawson say, just louder than a whisper. “Just take care of it and let's get inside already. Those guys are working through the neighborhood, they’ll be on us any minute." 
 
    "Okay. Get ready to move," Lance replied. 
 
    Derek grabbed his gear, threw on his climbing backpack, the shotgun, grabbed the two duffel bags, and raced for the patio door. With shaking hands, he inserted the key, unlocked it, and threw open the noisy door. He squeezed inside and made a beeline for the garage. He made it as far as the door at the other end of the kitchen when the front door smashed open and the Lawsons stumbled into his house.  
 
    Derek shrugged out of both duffel bags by the open garage door and the noise startled them into looking in his direction. His pistol was free of its holster by the time they'd righted themselves and blinked to adjust their eyes.  
 
    "That's far enough," he barked. 
 
    Kelly Lawson quailed and hid behind her husband, who threw his hands up. "Whoa! Hey, sorry about the front door—look—" 
 
    "Just stop right there, Lance," Derek said. "I don't want to shoot you, but I don't have any problem doing so, either." 
 
    "Look, Derek, we live in this neighborhood, too, man. You can't threaten—" 
 
    "This is my house, Lance.” 
 
    Lance slowly lowered his arms. "We thought there was nobody home…I’m sorry." 
 
    "Derek…” Kelly said, “we saw what happened to the new family…their house is on fire, and looters…" 
 
    "What happened?" Derek said as he lowered his pistol. 
 
    "They attacked them and set the place on fire, then they came after us. We ran out the back and hid until they left. They took our car, my jewelry, our TVs and computers…” 
 
    “They cleaned us out!" Lance said, his hands balled into fists. 
 
    Derek sighed. “What about your kids?” 
 
    Kelly looked ready to cry. “We’re safe…they’re all safe. We got out and had the kids hide in the back yard. The looters didn’t care about the play fort thing out there.” Lance looked down. “We’re all staying in it tonight.” 
 
    Derek looked away, ashamed he’d pulled his gun on them. "Look…you can stay here until I get back." 
 
    Kelly frowned. "Back? Where are you going?" 
 
    "My kids are in Santa Fe—" 
 
    Lance whistled. "I'm sorry…we heard some bad stuff going down in New Mexico. Albuquerque is a war zone." 
 
    "Yeah, and the last thing we heard before the power went out was Santa Fe isn't doing much better," Kelly added. 
 
    "I know. I've heard the same thing," Derek said. He shook his head. "Listen, I don't know if I'll be coming back here or not…I still have to find Isabel, too. She was at a soil conference in Kansas when this happened. I have no idea if she’s safe or not.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Kelly said. She put an arm around her husband. 
 
    Derek nodded. “So, listen, help yourself to whatever food you can find. But just know that if I or my family come back, you're gonna have to move on. Okay?" 
 
    Kelly burst into tears. Lance stepped forward and offered his hand. "Thank you…thank you so much—I don't know how to repay you for this!" 
 
    Derek shrugged. "We'll figure that out later…I'm just happy that you and the kids are safe and won’t be out in the elements." 
 
    "Well, it shouldn't be too bad,” Lance said, hands on his hips and looking out the front door.  
 
    “Now that the storm's over," Kelly added as she stepped out from around behind her husband and wiped at her face. 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Derek asked. “There's another storm almost on us. Oh…the fires…you guys can't see it yet," Derek said. 
 
    “Wait, another one?" Lance blurted. 
 
    "Yeah, I drove up from Sedona—you can see it on the horizon headed this way. A big wall of nastiness." 
 
    "You drove? You have a car?" Lance asked. "You gotta get us out of here!" 
 
    "Relax, I can't do that—I've gotta get to Santa Fe. Besides," Derek added sourly, "I think somebody just carjacked me." 
 
    "How did you get in?" Lance asked. "We didn’t see any cars come through. We sealed off the neighborhood when the looters showed up." 
 
    "No, you gotta take us with you!" Kelly said as she stepped forward.  
 
    Derek dropped his hand to the pistol on his hip, and Kelly froze. "Look, I'm sorry that everything is going sideways, but I'm letting you use my house while I'm gone. I have to find my children." 
 
    "That's not good enough! You got a car, and we need to get our children out of here!" Lance took a menacing step forward. For the first time, Derek realized how big his neighbor was. Kelly glared at him.  
 
    Derek flashed back to the man and woman he'd killed at the Sedona fire station. He took a step back and leaned against the wall. "Please…don't make me…" he said as his hand, suddenly slick with sweat, gripped the pistol. 
 
    "You won’t shoot us," Lance said with a snarl. 
 
    Kelly moved around him and bumped a picture frame on the wall. The frame dropped to the ground and glass shattered. Derek flinched. She stepped on the picture as she moved forward. “I’m not staying here with my kids when there’s a car that can take us away.” 
 
    “Derek, c’mon. We have to get out of here! The looters are just up the hill. They shot our neighbors, or did you forget that?" 
 
    Derek drew his pistol but kept it at his side. Lance continued to advance a step at a time toward him. Derek glanced down at the picture Kelly had stepped on. Riley and Becca smiled back at him. 
 
    Derek's heart hardened; his resolve turned to steel. "My kids are in Santa Fe," he said in a quiet, menacing voice. "I'm going to load these things into my wife's car," he said as he pointed at the bags. "And I'm going to leave. Alone. You're free to stay in the house as long as I'm gone, but when I come back, you better be gone." 
 
    Lance stepped forward. "Or what?" 
 
    Derek raised the pistol and aimed at his neighbor’s face. "Or so help me. I'll turn your head into a canoe. I have been shot at, robbed, almost killed by the dust storm, and nothing will stop me from getting to my kids. Nothing!" 
 
    "Honey…honey, back off," Kelly said. "He's serious." 
 
    "You should listen to your wife," Derek said, the pistol unwavering. "I've already killed two people—I don't want to add two more to my conscience." 
 
    Kelly stepped forward and grabbed her husband's arm. She pulled back, and Lance only offered halfhearted resistance. "He said we can have whatever we want in the house…" she pleaded. 
 
    "That's right, help yourself to whatever's in the pantry,” Derek said, the pistol still aimed at his neighbor. “There's food and water…if the looters don't show up, you should be set for a while. But I'm leaving. And if I come back, you’re out on your duff." He looked at Kelly. "Do we have an understanding?" 
 
    "Yes—yes, we do!" she said as she stepped in front of Lance and spread her arms to shield him. "Lance, get back," she snarled over her shoulder. 
 
    “You’re already heading out of town. Take us with you—” 
 
    "Lance, no! You are not going to ruin this! This is a second chance! Now shut your mouth and back up." She turned and looked at Derek with a trembling smile. "Thank you…we won't forget this…and good luck," she added. 
 
    A gunshot crackled down the street and they all jumped. "First thing I suggest you do,” Derek said quietly, “is get that door shut and repaired.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re going to make us repair it?” Lance said, his brow darkening again. 
 
    “Hey, you kicked it in.” Derek holstered his pistol, then left. Once the bags were loaded in the back of the Outback, he released the catch and lifted the garage door manually. After he climbed into the driver’s seat, he waved at Kathy in the garage doorway. He didn't know where Lance had gone, but Kelly waved back. She clasped her hands in front of her as if in prayer and mouthed thank you. 
 
    Derek waved again, then started the car and backed into the driveway. The sky was dark with black smoke. It was hard to tell if the dust storm was on top of them already, or if the fires had merely gotten worse. 
 
    He turned and aimed the car east, then headed downhill toward the very end of the neighborhood. In the rearview mirror, he watched as the garage door at his house closed behind him.  
 
    I just let them take over my house. This better be the end of the world, because if it's not, we’re gonna have a big problem when we get home. 
 
    Soon enough, Derek reached the cul-de-sac at the base of the hill. Old man Smith's house sat straight ahead. Behind it, a simple wooden picket fence encircled the backyard. Jacob Smith was known for having an extensive garden, but evidently someone else had known, too.  
 
    To the left of the house, the picket fencing had been ripped apart and lay flat on the ground. What was left of the garden looked sad and pathetic. Someone had picked it clean, leaving only scraps of dust-covered plants. The front door to Smith's house was open, and a broken TV lay in the front yard.  
 
    The looters had already ransacked the house.  
 
    Derek sat in the street with two options before him. He could get out of his car and see if Smith was okay, or head straight for the golf course through the old widower’s backyard.  
 
    That was really only had one choice in Derek’s mind. He pulled the car into the backyard through the ruined fence, parked it toward the rear of the yard, and shut it off. He made sure to keep Isabel's keys, then decided to investigate the house. He had to check on the old man. If nothing else, maybe he could find some more supplies. 
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    The Inquisitor walked in silence for a few moments. He turned to Cassandra. "Do you mind if I ask you a question?" 
 
    "Well, you are an Inquisitor…I guess it would be odd if you weren't…inquisitive." She giggled at her own joke, then cleared her throat when he didn't join in. "Sure. Go ahead." 
 
    "Why did you feel the need to borrow so much money from Nico?" 
 
    "Honestly?" she asked, hesitating. 
 
    "Please," he added. 
 
    She shrugged, then winced at the pain the subtle movement caused. "It wasn't really a loan to begin with. I didn't really even need the money. Yeah, I wanted an expansion for my house—I'm an artist, see? I needed a new studio, anyway," she said casually. "I mentioned it to somebody at one of the Grove meetings, and I guess Nico found out. He came to me and said he had an offer for me." 
 
    The Inquisitor glanced sideways at her as they walked. "What kind of an offer?" 
 
    "I guess, looking back on it, it was one of those offers that you couldn't refuse, you know? See, I heard that there were some problems at the Grove." 
 
    The Inquisitor arched an eyebrow. "Do tell." 
 
    "I'm…am I even supposed to be talking about this with you? I don't even know who you are…not really." 
 
    The Inquisitor smiled and clasped his hands behind his back as they walked. It wasn't exactly a Sunday stroll, but the neighborhood was practically deserted, and short of the occasional gunshot in the distance, they hadn’t seen another soul since they’d left the house in which he’d found her. "I assure you, my dear, I come here with the highest authority—from the High Druid himself." He looked at her. "Have you ever been to Anglesey?" 
 
    She gasped. "No, but I'd love to! I've seen pictures…the ones they have hanging up inside the Grove here. It's absolutely beautiful. The artwork…" She closed her eyes and sighed. "It would be heaven to see it in person." 
 
    The Inquisitor nodded. "It is quite lovely. I personally don't have much time for art…too much work, you see," he added quickly, lest he offend her artistic sensibilities. "When the High Druid asks me to go on assignment, I do it. And he keeps me fairly busy." 
 
    "It must've been a pretty important mission to send you out here in the middle of all this mess," Cassandra said as she shielded her eyes from the sun. “I mean, look around…it’s like a bomb went off or something.” 
 
    "Indeed, it is. But you were saying something about troubles at the Grove? Please, do go on." 
 
    Cassandra was silent for a moment as she gathered her thoughts. "Well…I suppose it's okay to tell you." 
 
    "I promise, anything you say to me will be held in the strictest of confidence—no harm or repercussions shall befall you. You have my word as an Inquisitor. This…the reason I'm here, does not directly concern you or your dealings with Nico. I believe I was sent here because of Nico, because of other problems at the Grove. Problems that I'm only now beginning to understand. I'd like to hear what you have to say." 
 
    She nodded as she rang her bloodied hands. "Well…I'd heard things, you know? I didn't ever see anything, just…rumors. Some of the other girls were talking—the other acolytes, I mean. They'd been…propositioned by a few of the elders. Nico, they told me, assured them that it was all normal. It's what everybody goes through. Kind of like an initiation, I guess." 
 
    Disgust roiled in the Inquisitor's stomach. Of all the vile things…to take advantage of an acolyte, a person yearning for understanding and enlightenment…to corrupt that… 
 
    "So anyway,” she continued, interrupting his violent thoughts before they spiraled too far out of control, “nobody ever said anything to me.” She laughed. “I guess ‘cause I'm too old," she said with a self-deprecating laugh. 
 
    "Madam, you are quite a handsome woman. Do not sell yourself short." 
 
    "Oh, please," she said with a smile, and slapped his arm playfully. "You're nice—I like you." 
 
    The Inquisitor stopped and looked at her. "You know, I do believe that's the first time anyone's ever said that to me." He smiled. 
 
    “Well, it's true," Cassandra said, her own smile widening. 
 
    The Inquisitor cleared his throat and continued walking. "That's the house we’re going to, just there, about a block away. Think you can manage?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Very well…do please continue, then," he prompted. 
 
    "So, like I was saying, the other girls—I mean, the young ones—they were asked to go see some of the elders…at weird times, you know? It was all very sketchy. I tried to stay out of it, personally—I don't like to get involved in drama like that. But I was kind of upset because no one ever came to me about it.” 
 
    "But Nico did…eventually?" 
 
    "Yeah…" she said with a sigh. "He did. Though it wasn't to proposition me…it was to warn me that I should never talk about the things that I'd heard…as if." 
 
    "He threatened you?" 
 
    She grunted. "Sort of. It's kind of hard to take him seriously, you know? He’s so short and that silly bald head of his…he almost looks like a big little kid." 
 
    The Inquisitor refrained from laughing, but it was a near thing. "And what did he ask you to do besides remaining silent?" 
 
    "He offered me a lot of money to stay quiet. He said everything would blow over if I just stayed quiet." 
 
    "How much money?" 
 
    "It was…" she looked at him. "It was six figures. It was more than enough to build the addition on my house." 
 
    "But…that wasn’t a loan?" 
 
    "Nico said he'd make it look like a loan. That's why I was so surprised when he showed up at my house and said he wanted the money back," she said, the words tumbling out. "He came by and said that the Grove considered it a loan, but he gave it to me! I swear he did! That's why I don't have anything! I told him that I could pay it back, it would just take time for me to get the money together. I have to sell so much of my artwork, and mortgage the house," she rattled on. 
 
    The Inquisitor placed a hand on her shoulder. "It's all right, dear. I see what’s happened. Nico is playing both sides against the middle." He stared straight ahead and narrowed his eyes as they walked down the sandy sidewalk. 
 
    "What do you mean? Is he doing something to threaten the Grove?" 
 
    "If I'm right, he's not only threatening it, he's attempting to tear it apart." 
 
    Cassandra gasped. "No!" 
 
    The Inquisitor turned his head to look at her. "I hadn't realized you were so deeply invested in the faith?" 
 
    She blushed, which was hard to see under the growing bruises on her face. "Well…I mean, I'm trying to learn the faith. It's hard, you know? I was raised Christian and now I'm trying to learn all this new stuff…" 
 
    "The gods are merciful," the Inquisitor intoned. "You are but an acolyte. They don't expect you to know everything. And our religion was around far longer than the Christ followers." 
 
    "It's not that…it's just…I love the Grove. It's the only place that I've ever felt like I truly belong in my entire life. Everyone there is so nice and gentle and kind, and they love my artwork…well, everyone except Nico, I guess, and a few others. The rough ones." 
 
    The Inquisitor nodded. He knew exactly who she was talking about. The enforcers—rough men who went out on dark nights to collect money and favors owed to the Grove. The ones who backed up the organized crime rackets with fists and blood. They were the dark underbelly of the faith. For the moment, they remained a necessary evil that the High Druid tended to ignore. 
 
    "It is a special place," the Inquisitor said in agreement. 
 
    "What's he trying to do?" Cassandra asked, her face marred by an angry scowl almost as much as by the bruises Nico gave her. 
 
    "There's a power struggle among the elders—when the druid died—" 
 
    "I think he was poisoned," Cassandra blurted. She covered her mouth with her hand. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt.” 
 
    "Have you any evidence of this?" The Inquisitor said, suddenly deadly serious. "Such an accusation is unheard of." 
 
    "Well," she said nervously. "I mean, I don't have any hard evidence or anything…but it's just the way Nico was always ranting and raving whenever he was around me. Always talking about some big plan he's got, and how I'm going to play a big part in it. I never knew what he was talking about, but after the druid died, he suddenly stopped saying things like that around me. It was like he became a different person." 
 
    The Inquisitor clenched his jaw. "If it's true, he shall pay…dearly. He's already pitting the two dominant factions in the Grove against each other. Tell me," he said suddenly. Stopping them in the street. "Has Nico ever mentioned— or have you heard anyone ever say that Nico had designs on the druid’s chair for himself?" 
 
    Cassandra thought for a moment and looked away. "No," she said slowly. "But now that you mention it, I wouldn't be surprised at all if that's what he was up to. He has said it's not fair how he's never treated with enough respect and deserves more responsibilities…that kind of thing." She shrugged again. "I always thought he was just complaining. You know?" 
 
    The Inquisitor shook his head. "I'm beginning to think more and more that Nico is attempting a coup. This is…unprecedented, frankly. Come," he said as he took Cassandra by the elbow and pulled her forward. "We need to return to the house. I've got to speak with Nico one more time." 
 
    "Wait a minute, he's in that house?" Cassandra said as she pointed across the street. "No way!” She attempted to break his grip and pull away. “No way—I'm not going in there!" 
 
    The Inquisitor didn't let up on his iron grip. He all but dragged her across the street. "This is not optional. You must come with me. It's the only way I'll be able to protect you. If Nico suspects anything, he'll send people to kill you. People like the man who beat you." 
 
    "All the more reason for me to stay away!" 
 
    The Inquisitor, fed up with her recalcitrance, simply stooped down and threw her over one shoulder. He walked briskly across the street and into the house, Cassandra crying and kicking and flailing the whole time.  
 
    The front door was open—he didn't remember leaving it open when he’d left. With Cassandra over one shoulder, he drew his pistol and stepped into the darkened house. 
 
    "Nico?" he called out. “Nico, where are you?" 
 
    Cassandra trembled in silence, the shaking making him unstable on his feet. "Would you please hold still?" he hissed. 
 
    "I'm sorry, I'm scared!" 
 
    “Oh, bloody hell.” He put her down and bid her stay in the corner. "It's dark here in the shadows. Don't move—something is wrong." 
 
    He left her there by the front door, not entirely sure she wouldn't bolt as soon as he turned his back. He glanced at her again as he reached the door—the open door—of the room where he’d left Isabel Stagg. He poked his head in the room and cursed.  
 
    It was empty.  
 
    Bits of drywall and plaster and framing spilled out of the closet. He walked over and peered up into a gaping hole. It looked like someone had tried to drive a car through the roof in the closet. The Inquisitor holstered his sidearm and stepped back out into the hallway. He had a clear view of the kitchen and living room where he’d last seen Nico. The house was empty.  
 
    He turned and looked at Cassandra. "You needn't worry, there's no one else here. Nico is gone. And with him is my other witness." 
 
    "He took someone hostage?" Cassandra asked as she cautiously made her way toward him. 
 
    The Inquisitor grunted. "Isabel Stagg." 
 
    "Isabel?" Cassandra blurted. "That's Milton's daughter-in-law!" 
 
    The Inquisitor narrowed his eyes at her. "You know her?" 
 
    "Well, sure, she's married to Milton—my neighbor—to his son. Derek. Why does Nico—wait a minute, why is she here? They live in Flagstaff." 
 
    The Inquisitor put his hands on his hips. "Curiouser and curiouser." 
 
    "Why would he take Isabel hostage?” Cassandra continued, pursing her split lips. “She doesn't know anything about the Grove…she only comes to visit once or twice a year…" 
 
    "I'm afraid I don't know, but I'm determined to find out. Come, we must secure transportation…” 
 
    "Oh…but where are we going?" 
 
    The Inquisitor brushed past her and stepped outside again. "To the Grove." 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Glidden Heights Neighborhood 
 
    Flagstaff, Arizona 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek stepped through Jacob Smith’s open front door with his pistol up and his flashlight on. The first thing he noticed, besides the absolute darkness, was the smell. 
 
    He swallowed. “Hello?” he called out. “Mr. Smith? Jacob?” As he moved through the house, his hopes dropped with each step. His flashlight illuminated room after room that had been ripped apart. Things tossed helter-skelter on the floor, pictures broken and bare spots where TVs and computers once resided. 
 
    “Looters,” Derek muttered under his breath as he gripped his pistol tight. A fine layer of dust had settled on everything—a sure sign that the place had been looted during the storm and left exposed to the elements. Even the air smelled stale. 
 
    “Jacob?” Derek tried again as he worked his way through the small house. “It’s Derek. Derek Stagg—from up the street. You in here?” 
 
    Derek stepped into the master bedroom, where the smell almost overpowered him. “Yep…you’re in here…” His eyes watered, not from sentiment—by all accounts, Jacob Smith was the walking definition of an ornery old man—but from the smell. 
 
    The old man in question lay sprawled out in the corner, bathed in a pool of his own congealed, dried blood. But he wasn’t alone. Derek gagged and turned away when his flashlight lit up what was left of one of the presumed looters in the opposite corner of the room. 
 
    Jacob’s shotgun had taken the better part of the looter’s head off at close range, and a good chunk of the wall behind him for good measure. The weapon in question was gone, but a small scattering of expended shells—and the damage to the walls—testified that the old man hadn’t gone down without a fight.  
 
    Derek shined his light on the floor and found several splatters of blood, both in the room and in the hallway, all dried and crusty brown. Someone—or a couple someones—had definitely been gifted a bad day when they decided to rob old man Smith. 
 
    Derek had seen enough. If nothing else, the sight of the old man’s body instilled in him a renewed sense of urgency. He had to get to Santa Fe. He had to find his kids. 
 
    There wasn’t anything in plain sight of any use, and he didn’t want to spend time rooting through the remains of the house. He quickly retraced his steps and burst into the sunlight again, disturbed to see how much darker it had gotten outside. 
 
    “Oh, man…this isn’t good.” He squinted up at the smoke in the air and coughed. Either the fires were really burning out of control, or the next dust storm was already on top of him. He had to move. 
 
    Derek jogged around to the back yard, his head on a swivel, and ran past Isabel’s car to the wooden picket fence at the rear end of the lot. He grinned, despite the death and destruction that surrounded him. Through the swirling smoke, he found the slope of Smith’s backyard leveled out only a few feet beyond the decorative, weather-worn fence. It hadn’t been maintained in years, from what he could tell. He grabbed it and pulled, and the entire length of the dry-rotted fence wobbled. 
 
    Derek kicked the fence and a three-foot segment cracked and buckled, hitting the ground in a puff of red-brown dust. He grunted and kicked down several more sections of fence to clear a path for Isabel’s car, then hurried back. Another gunshot cracked in the distance, and he ducked on instinct as he reached the Subaru. 
 
    He paused, his heart racing, sweat making his hands slick, as he hid behind the car and scanned the road up the hill. Other than the smoke in the air, nothing moved. Way over by the other side of the neighborhood, up the hill, he saw a group of crows in the air, but other than that, nothing. 
 
    Derek pushed himself to his feet and climbed in, then started the engine. He buckled up and rolled through the gap in the rotting fence, then managed to keep control of the vehicle down the slight slope to the base of the golf course berm. The car bucked and jumped worse than the Jeep, but it held together long enough to reach the relatively flat land. Only ten feet or so behind him, the berm made a right-angle turn to the north and extended down the far side of the course.  
 
    Derek aimed for the beginning of the hedgerow as it ran parallel to the berm, some thirty feet ahead. He hit the gas and held tight to the wheel as all four tires bit through the dust and sand on the ground and pushed the vehicle forward. He aimed for the spot where he’d left Lisa and the Jeep. 
 
    As he drove along the gulley between the rising hill on his left and the berm on his right, the tires kicked up an awful lot of dust. Plumes of ochre shot out from all four wheels and billowed up into a rooster tail behind him as he moved only as fast as he dared. 
 
    Derek began to sweat more. Anyone in the neighborhood up the hill would see the massive trail of dust he left in his wake. “May as well paint a bullseye on my back…” 
 
    He slammed on the brakes and skidded to a stop when he came across the mess of tire tracks and footprints where he’d left the Jeep. Derek hopped out of Isabel’s car and used the headlights to peer into the darkening gloom. “Lisa?” he called. “Lisa!” 
 
    There was no sign of her. He turned in a circle, hands at his head. Where did she go? Did the carjackers take her? The Jeep left clear ruts in the inches-thick sand and dust. The thieves simply walked up, shot her, and took the Jeep. That would have explained the single gunshot he heard. 
 
    But why take the body? Derek closed his eyes. “I’m sorry…” he muttered. 
 
    A twig snapped behind him in the hedgerow. Derek clicked on his flashlight and looked around. There—off to the left—it looked like a set of ragged footprints. They weren’t his…Derek shined the light to the right. “That’s me…so who are you?” he said as he turned back to the second set of smaller prints. 
 
    “Derek?” Lisa’s voice squeaked from the dusty hedgerow. 
 
    “Lisa!” He rushed forward and embraced her as she emerged from the vegetation covered in dust and leaves. 
 
    She coughed, and he helped her clear the dust from her face and hands. She still gripped the shillelagh Luke had given her in Sedona. “Goodness, you’re a mess…what happened?” 
 
    He led her to the car and helped her get inside, then climbed in the driver’s seat and shut the door. The air was much cleaner inside the Subaru than it had been in the ancient Jeep Harry Davis had bequeathed them at the fire station in Sedona.  
 
    “Oh, this is nice,” Lisa commented with a dusty smile. She shifted in her seat. “Way more comfy than the Jeep.” 
 
    “Here, hang on…” Derek leaned around his seat and opened one of the duffels he’d brought from his house. Inside the big first aid kit were packs of wet wipes. He pulled one free and handed it to Lisa. “Try this.” 
 
    She groaned as she wiped her face and hands clean of dust with the moistened swatch. “This is amazing…thanks…I don’t think I’ve been this clean in days…” 
 
    “How did you get away? What happened?” Derek repeated. 
 
    “Well,” Lisa said as she used every square millimeter of the wipe to gently scrub her skin. “After you abandoned me…” 
 
    “Wait, I—” 
 
    She smirked. “I was just sitting here holding the gun,” the meteorologist continued without stopping, “and waiting. Then all of a sudden, I hear voices and look up. At the top of the berm, a guy appears, then turns to help his buddy. One of them had a big stick or a gun or something. I couldn’t tell.” 
 
    “Lisa, I’m sorry…” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s a brave new world, right? It’s time I get brave, too.” She coughed again, then continued. “I didn’t want to wait around and see what happened because I knew I wouldn’t be able to shoot the gun…so I got out and ran…or fell…to the bushes.” She picked a bit of leaf from her hair and flicked it to the ground. “I think they saw me, but they wanted the Jeep more. One of them laughed as he got behind the wheel and found the keys. The other one started to come after me…” 
 
    “What about the gunshot I heard?” 
 
    Lisa blushed, her already red face turning two shades darker. “I still had your gun in my hand, but as I tried to move it in the bushes, my hand got snagged and…and…it went off.” She looked out the window at the berm. “They took off after that. I put my head down and tried to hide, and when I looked up, the Jeep was gone. I’m sorry,” she added. 
 
    “I’m sorry I had to leave you,” Derek said. He squeezed her shoulder. “Hey, you did great. You weren’t hurt, you weren’t captured…no one got shot…so we lost the Jeep…” he said magnanimously. “We’ve got this now,” he said as he patted the dashboard. “And plenty of gas to get to Santa Fe. Oh, and I brought some more supplies and food. Check it out,” he said as he opened the second duffel to show her their new bounty. 
 
    “I love those granola bars!” Lisa exclaimed as Derek brought the snack in question into the front seat. He gave her a bottle of water and took one for himself.  
 
    “We can’t go through this water super-fast, but I have filters in the other bag, so we can refill if we find a source somewhere.” They ate the granola bars in companionable silence before Lisa spoke again. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to get the gun? I left it in the bushes,” she said as she looked at the hedgerow. 
 
    Derek shook his head. “Why? We don’t have ammo to reload it, so it’s just a glorified paperweight at this point. I have plenty of ammo for the pistols I brought, and we have a shotgun now. Hold on,” he said as he turned the car on. “We should get going…I don’t like the looks of those clouds.” 
 
    Lisa agreed readily. “I was watching the smoke. I think the next dust storm is almost here because the smoke got a lot darker all of a sudden, but it doesn’t smell any stronger. The storm is building up behind the smoke.” 
 
    Derek looked at her as he pulled the Subaru up the side of the berm and aimed for the golf course on the other side. “All I smell is dirt.” 
 
    “Look!” she exclaimed, pointing out the windshield. 
 
    Derek hit the brakes, and they slid the last few feet to level ground, facing the clubhouse. The building was on fire inside, and thick black smoke poured out broken windows. Parked next to the side of the building was their Jeep. The headlights were on and pointed right at them. 
 
    “Son of a—” Derek began. 
 
    “Get us out of here! They’ll see us!” Lisa said. 
 
    “Maybe we—” Derek said, then a puff of sand kicked up about fifteen feet in front of the car. A second later, a loud pop echoed across the golf course. 
 
    “Move!” Lisa yelled. “They’re shooting at us!” 
 
    “Yup, time to go,” Derek agreed. He hit the gas, and the Subaru cut through the sand and gripped the flat fairway with all four tires. The little vehicle surged forward, and Derek used the all-wheel drive as he weaved to the right, angling away from the clubhouse and the agitated looters. 
 
    Dust streamed out behind each wheel and merged into a towering rooster tail behind them as they tore across the golf course, gaining speed with every second. 
 
    “Faster, go faster!” Lisa cried from the front seat. 
 
    “I’d like to escape and stay alive,” Derek muttered through clenched teeth as he fought the wheel. “It’s like we’re driving through—” 
 
    “Sand?” Lisa snapped. 
 
    “I was going to say Jello…the traction’s really soft…” 
 
    “There’s somebody coming out of the building,” Lisa warned as she pointed out Derek’s window. 
 
    “Can’t see!” he said, swatting her arm away. He lost control of the wheel as another gunshot rang out, but because the car suddenly swerved to the left, the tires dug into the soft dust, and they hydroplaned. The shot went wide and Derek spun the wheel in the opposite direction and pulled them out of the uncontrolled slide. 
 
    Lisa screamed the entire time. “How did we not get shot just now?” 
 
    Derek laughed as they swung around the east side of the clubhouse and aimed for the berm. “Hang on!” he warned, not letting off the accelerator. Another shot cracked and Derek flinched with the thunk of a bullet hitting the car. 
 
    “Why are they shooting at us?” Lisa wailed as they drifted sideways around the corner of the building. 
 
    Derek didn’t have time to answer. Another bullet struck them somewhere near the back tire. He hoped it didn’t hit a tire, but by then they’d slammed into the berm, hit the crest and flew through the air about three feet off the ground. 
 
    He came up out of his seat and time slowed. Next to him, Lisa had her eyes closed and mouth open, mid-scream. She was also up out of her seat, hair floating in a snake-like mass around her head. He checked his mirrors mid-flight and started to grin at the dust that followed them like smoke from a rocket. 
 
    The wheels hit the parking lot, and he was jostled back to reality. Derek smashed into his seat and his forehead kissed the steering wheel, but he wasn’t hurt. When the stars cleared from his vision, the car had righted itself and returned to its normal balance. Lisa paused to take in a gulp of air. Derek mashed the accelerator pedal again, and they shot through the entrance. 
 
    He drifted in a wide circle, whooping like a teenager as they joined the access road and aimed for the interstate in the distance. As his heart rate slowed to normal, he looked at Lisa, expecting her face to be streaked with tears. Instead, she wiped the hair from her face and looked at him with a wide smile. 
 
    “That. Was. Awesome!” 
 
    Derek laughed. “My son would have loved it.” 
 
    “I have one request though,” she said as she put her hair back into place in a ponytail with shaking hands. She checked the side mirror and smiled as the clubhouse receded into the distance. 
 
    “Yeah?” Derek asked as he found the on-ramp and picked up speed. 
 
    “Next time you want to go all Dukes of Hazard, gimme a heads up, okay? I almost wet my pants.” 
 
    As they merged onto I-40, Derek laughed. The open road stretched before them, the smoke of Flagstaff thinned, and blue skies appeared again. They had plenty of supplies and food—for once—and weapons to defend themselves. Nothing could stop them from getting to Santa Fe and his family.  
 
    For the first time since the storm hit, Derek felt optimistic. 
 
    “Um…I thought you said we had plenty of gas?” Lisa asked. 
 
    Derek snorted. “We do. Why?” He glanced at the fuel gauge. It was down to a quarter tank. “Wait, what? That was sitting at three quarters of a tank a minute ago!” 
 
    Lisa looked at him. “They shot us…” 
 
    Derek slumped in his seat. “They must have hit the gas tank.” He took his foot off the gas. “Hang on…we have to pull over and check.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabel stumbled forward on the dust strewn sidewalk. Nico had painfully tied her hands tight behind her back. She blinked up at the bright sky. The storm had finally ended. But she was still agonizingly close to her children and unable to see them. 
 
    "Why are you doing this? What am I to you? I don't even know who you are…" she complained. Again. 
 
    The cold steel barrel of Nico's gun pushed between her shoulder blades and prodded her forward. "You talk a lot," he grumbled. “Hurry up. It won’t take the Inquisitor that long to find the acolyte and come back.” 
 
    “Acolytes? Inquisitors? This is ridiculous," Isabel said. "Please—just let me go! My children are—” 
 
    "Will you shut up already about your kids? Haven’t you figured out that I don't care about you or your kids?" 
 
    Isabel stopped on the dusty street corner and turned. "Then what is it? What do you want me for?" 
 
    The short, baldheaded man in the ridiculously long trench coat sighed loudly. "You don't get it, do you? You're my leverage," he said, enunciating the word and waving the pistol in front of him. "The freaking Inquisitor is probably on his way to rescue Cassie right now. Without her, I don't have anything on the old man." 
 
    “What old man?” 
 
    Nico shrugged. "All I know is his last name is Stagg, and your last name is Stagg…" 
 
    "You mean Milton? You're going to use me to force my father-in-law to do what, exactly?" Isabel asked. "He doesn't have a lot of money—" 
 
    "It's not about you, and it's not about the old man or his money. He has leverage over her! It's all about Acolyte Lavoy—Cassie—she's the one I'm going to use to tear apart the Grove and she's the one that I'm going to use to make the Grove implode." 
 
    "Grove? What are you talking about?" Isabel asked, her face scrunched up in confusion. 
 
    "Things that you can’t understand and don't need to worry about. Now just turn around and move before my trigger finger gets itchy." 
 
    A part of Isabel figured that if Nico hadn't shot already, he wasn't planning on doing so at all. But the other part of her worried that if she tried to escape and ended up shot, her kids might not survive the country’s collapse. She had to do whatever it took to stay strong, to stay alive, to get back to her children. 
 
    "Fine," she said. She turned and leaned forward quickly, to avoid the vicious jabs she expected from Nico's pistol. He staggered forward without any of the expected resistance and cursed. Isabel grinned. 
 
    "You did that on purpose!" Nico snarled. 
 
    "So what if I did?" Isabel called hotly over her shoulder. 
 
    Nico smacked her on the back of the head with his pistol. Isabel saw stars and fell to her knees before kissing the sidewalk in a cloud of dust. 
 
    "That was just to show you that I mean business. Next time, I might have to shoot you in the arm or something."  
 
    Isabel coughed and rolled on her side. As she did so, she caught a glimpse of the western horizon. "Oh…oh no," she said, momentarily forgetting the blood on her skinned cheek. 
 
    "What was that?" Nico said as he stood over her, fists clenched. 
 
    "Look!" she said, keeping her eyes fixed on the horizon between the two houses down the street. 
 
    Nico looked where she indicated, but then looked back at her. "What? I don't see anything. Get up off the ground, you're making a scene." 
 
    "You're the one who tied my hands behind my back," Isabel muttered as he hauled her painfully to her feet and awkwardly tried to dust off her legs and arms. Isabel frowned at him until he stopped and stepped back.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You tie me up, hit me in the back of the head with your gun and knock me to the ground, then lift me to my feet and dust me off? What is wrong with you?" Before he could answer, Isabel jerked her chin to the west. "Besides, we have more important things to worry about than your little kidnapping scheme. You see, the western horizon?"  
 
    Nico narrowed his rat-like eyes at her and shifted his gaze for a quick look. "Yeah, so?" 
 
    "So?" Isabel parroted. "That's another dust storm!" 
 
    "Oh, yeah?" Nico said, as he took another look. "What makes you an expert on dust storms?" 
 
    Isabel snorted in derision. "Only a handful of degrees and a post graduate doctorate." She sneered at him. "I’m the lead researcher at the University of Arizona’s Soil Sciences department. Dust storms are kind of my specialty." 
 
    Nico rolled his eyes. "Of course, they are. Get moving." 
 
    "You have to understand, that's another one—like the one we just went through. Look—see how your skin is all red and puffy? That's from all the sand that was flying through the air." 
 
    "Yeah, I got that, professor," Nico snarled in return. "I was out there in it most of the time. You don't have to tell me what it's like." 
 
    "Evidently I do,” she retorted, “because there's another one coming right at us, and you don't seem to have any inclination to find shelter!" 
 
    "Oh, I do…we’ll find shelter, we’re just not gonna be here when we do it." 
 
    Isabel stopped again, exasperated. "What? Why not?" 
 
    "Because we’re getting out of here before the Inquisitor gets back to the house." 
 
    Isabel shook her head. "Inquisitor? You mean the guy with the British accent that let me go?" 
 
    "Yeah," Nico said sourly. "Him." 
 
    "Who is he to you?" Isabel asked as she shuffled forward, purposely dragging one foot in an attempt to leave a trail. If nothing else, she might be able to get back to where she'd been and help Kathy. 
 
    Isabel casually looked over her shoulder when Nico didn't respond. As she rounded the corner again at Nico's prodding, she glanced back and saw something she hadn't seen before. A giant American flag—a Betsy Ross flag—swirled over the houses in the distance. "What the…?" 
 
    "Now what?" Nico demanded. 
 
    "Look back there. There's a big American flag that wasn't there before." 
 
    Nico glanced over his shoulder. "So? These old fogies are all full of patriotic zeal." 
 
    Isabel frowned. "You're just a mean little man," she said.  
 
    Nico shoved the gun painfully between her shoulder blades. "You just remember that I’ll get a lot meaner if you don't shut your mouth. Now get moving—wait, stop." 
 
    Isabel came to a stop and looked up at the dusty, hazy blue sky above. The fine particulate matter from the first storm hadn't even cleared out, and she imagined the second dust storm’s haze was already beginning to take shape.  
 
    "Now what?" she demanded. "Would you just make up your mind already?" 
 
    Nico didn't answer her but walked next to her and stared at a buried car parked on the side of the street. "Nah, never mind." 
 
    "What, now you're looking to steal somebody's car?" 
 
    Nico nodded and pushed her forward absently. "Yeah, as a matter of fact, I am. But I need an older model." 
 
    Isabel scoffed. "What for? You don't like the new designs?" 
 
    "You don't like the new designs," Nico parroted her like a middle school brat. "I couldn't care less about the designs—everything's covered in dust, anyway. I need a car that's older so I can hot-wire it. Can't do it to the new models." 
 
    "You have got to be kidding me," Isabel muttered as they trudged forward down the street. "So, you're trying to run away from this Inquisitor?" 
 
    "Hey!" Nico snapped. "I ain’t runnin’ from anybody!” 
 
    Isabel nodded slowly. "Of course, you aren’t," she said sweetly. "We’re trying to escape this Inquisitor." 
 
    "Nobody said anything about escaping, either!" 
 
    "My mistake, we’re trying to…wait, what exactly are we trying to do?" she said with a shake of her head. 
 
    "Fine, if you must know," Nico said in exasperation. “We’re trying to find a car that I can steal so we can get back to Santa Fe and I can return to the Grove and finish my business there. You are just the leverage, and leverage doesn't need to talk,” he growled, “so the next time you open your mouth, you better think twice. I’m going to hit you hard enough that you’ll be spitting teeth instead of words." 
 
    Isabel took the hint and nodded. She didn't say another word but trudged forward in sullen silence as Nico prodded her once more. 
 
    "Finally!" Nico exclaimed as they passed the third car on the street. "Sit down, right there," he said as he pointed the pistol at the dusty ground next to the car. 
 
    Isabel sat. It took her a little longer to get down to the ground without the use of her hands. She managed to do so and sighed with relief as she leaned against the warm metal body of the car. 
 
    Nico didn't even bother to look around. He used the pistol to smash the driver’s window. Isabel flinched at the sound and grumbled to herself as bits of safety glass landed in her lap. She didn’t say anything or even move when Nico shouted in triumph and opened the driver’s door.  
 
    He sat in the front seat for a few minutes, muttering to himself and occasionally cursing as he fumbled with the wires in the dashboard. Isabel tried to wipe the sweat dribbling down her forehead without the use of her hands. She heard a couple of electric snaps before the engine rumbled to life.  
 
    "Got it!" Nico shouted in triumph. 
 
    "Oh, good," Isabel said with disdain. "Because while you were futzing around with that car, the dust storm got a lot closer." 
 
    "Relax, your highness," Nico said as he climbed out of the driver’s seat and gripped her under one shoulder. He grunted and hauled her to her feet again. "Your chariot awaits.”  
 
    Without further ado, he shoved her into the back seat, where she landed painfully on bits of broken glass scattered across the bench. He slammed the door behind her, then climbed into the driver's seat again. "By the time that storm gets here, we’ll be in Santa Fe—so don't worry your pretty little head about it," he said with a laugh. 
 
    Isabel moaned as she watched the rooftops pass by. Every house that passed her window was another house that took her further and further away from her children. She vowed right then and there that no matter what she did, she would make it back to her kids—and she would make Nico pay. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Near the Arizona - New Mexico Border 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek got up off the ground and dusted off his hands and knees. He looked around the desolate landscape, totally devoid of trees and plants. Ten miles east of Flagstaff, it was a different world. Gone were the verdant mountains and tall pines. Gone were the hills and signs of human establishment. 
 
    After the massive dust storm swept through the area, it left the entire region choking in several inches of red dust carried from somewhere near the Grand Canyon or beyond. He didn’t even recognize the landscape anymore. 
 
    “Well?” Lisa called from the front seat through her open window. 
 
    The wind whistled, a mournful sound, as it kicked up little puffs of sand everywhere he looked. Derek sighed. “It’s not leaking any longer, so that’s good.” He opened the driver’s door and looked west, back toward his home on the outskirts of Flagstaff. A pall of black smoke floated over the horizon like a bruise on the sky. But beyond it, a new wall of red-brown dust had formed. The next storm was even then hitting the west side of Flagstaff. 
 
    “So do we have enough to make it to Santa Fe?” 
 
    Derek climbed in and shut the door. He tried to put round two of the dust storms out of his mind but saw the side-view mirror and grimaced. The storm chased him. Again. 
 
    “I don’t think so. We’re going to have to find a place to get gas somewhere between here and there.” 
 
    Lisa looked at the map she’d found in the glove box. “Well…there’s a few little towns. I’m thinking Sounden is probably our best bet. It looks big enough—” 
 
    “Yeah, they’ll have plenty of gas stations, but will they have any gas left after the first storm, the power outage, and the fires? I mean, people are really freaking out...” 
 
    Lisa folded her hands on top of the map and looked at Derek like a patient teacher. “And is there anything we can do about that?” 
 
    Derek smirked. “I got it, I got it…the only thing we can do is press on and see what’s what. Just indulging in a little wallowing, okay? I just lost my house.” 
 
    “You said you let your neighbors stay there until you got back…that doesn’t sound like you lost anything. Sounds like you found the perfect house-sitters, actually,” Lisa said, trying to put on a cheerful air. 
 
    Derek grunted as he turned the key and fired up the Subaru. “You didn’t see the look in his eyes, Lisa. Lance and Kelly lost everything…they were kicked out of their own home by a fire the looters started…maybe the same ones who killed Jacob Smith.” He shook his head. “They broke down my front door because they thought we were gone…maybe dead…and not coming back. They’d already convinced themselves they were justified in taking my house and everything in it.” He looked at her as he applied pressure to the accelerator and pulled onto the dusty, empty highway again. 
 
    “I almost had to shoot Lance, just to get away with the supplies I’d scavenged.” 
 
    Lisa looked out the windshield. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Derek drove in silence for a moment, his eyes never far from the fuel gauge on the dash. “Why are you sorry?” 
 
    She wiped at her eyes. “Maybe…maybe if we had seen what was going on, maybe if I had agreed with Chuck instead of arguing with him…maybe we could have gotten the word out faster. About the storm.” 
 
    “It still would have hit, Lisa,” Derek said. “Warning people a few minutes or even a few hours early wouldn’t have stopped the storm from hitting. It wouldn’t have stopped the power outage. No one could have predicted that.” 
 
    She shook her head. “But it might have been enough time for the power plants to shut down or…do whatever they needed to do before everything blew up.” She looked at him with haunted, bloodshot eyes on a dust-streaked face. “So many people have already died…there’s so much suffering…and now that everything across the country is shutting down, how much more death and suffering will happen? Because we didn’t get the word out soon enough?” 
 
    “Don’t,” Derek said, a little more harshly than he’d wanted. “This mess is not your fault. So, stop that, right now.” He looked at her. “Do you hear me, Lisa? If you’d put the word out about the storm just ten minutes earlier, how long do you think people would have argued about it? Those power plants can’t just shut down on a moment’s notice. They probably have procedures and rules to follow to keep things from blowing up—” 
 
    “But they did blow up.” 
 
    “—and who’s to say the storm wouldn’t have caused something else to happen, just as catastrophic? You can’t blame yourself for acts of God.” 
 
    “What kind of God allows something like this to happen?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “If Father Brian were here, he’d know what to tell you.” Derek frowned. “But he’s not. I don’t have the luxury of soul-searching right now, Lisa. My family is on the line—” 
 
    “I know,” she said quietly. “Sorry. I won’t…I’m just upset, you know?” 
 
    Derek softened his tone. “I know. It’s rough for everyone right now. And we haven’t had a decent night’s sleep—or any rest really at all—since this mess started.” 
 
    “What do you think our chances are we’ll find a place to crash in Sounden?” 
 
    Derek grinned but didn’t look at her. “I’m hoping the place me and Riley stayed at on a hiking trip a few years back is still there. A real hole in the wall—looks like something a cat threw up from the street—” 
 
    “Goodness,” Lisa blurted. “You should have been in advertising.” 
 
    Derek laughed. “But inside, it’s nice as any modern chain hotel. You’ll love it.” 
 
    Lisa smiled and rested her head against the window. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    Derek and Lisa drove for another 45 minutes in relative silence, each lost to their thoughts as the car plodded forward on the dust covered highway toward Sounden. As they came down out of the mountains surrounding Flagstaff, Derek let his thoughts slip back to his family.  
 
    How would they survive the coming days and months—what about the rest of the year? If the country was truly shut down, they’d have to figure out a food supply, and fast. Derek frowned. They weren't living in the fertile Alpine valleys of Colorado anymore. They were, for all intents and purposes, in a desert which greatly limited their ability to grow food.  
 
    If the whole nation was in the dark, food supplies—and the logistics of modern living—had come to a crashing stop when the lights went out. There would be no more food and grocery stores, no more gas and gas stations, no more money to pay for the things that weren't there in the first place. From now on, anyone who wanted to survive would have to do so with grit, determination, and knowledge.  
 
    Knowledge of the old ways. 
 
    "I have to find my dad…" he muttered. 
 
    "What?" Lisa asked as she blinked and pulled her head off the window. "I think I fell asleep there for a minute.” 
 
    "Don't worry about it," Derek said with a smile. I was just talking to myself. Things are going to be…they already are different. We’re going back in time…" 
 
    Lisa was silent for a moment as she watched the reddish-brown landscape roll by at a sedate 40 miles an hour. "I know what you mean. We have food and water in the back," she said quietly, "but that's going to last us how long? A few days at most? Three if we stretch it? Wow…look at the sand. Everything was red-brown in Arizona and it’s shifting to a dirty yellow the further east we go…" 
 
    Derek nodded and adjusted his grip on the steering wheel. Despite the fact that they were only going 40 miles an hour, he felt just as much tension in his back and shoulders as if they were pushing 100. The way the sand shifted across the road with the slightest of breezes. If he took his attention away from the wheel for a second, there was a real chance they could slide right off the road. So far out in the boonies, they'd never get help in time before exposure took them both. 
 
    "If I'm right,” he said, “about everything coming to a stop, then we've got to plan for the future." He glanced at her sideways. "I'm talking about growing our own food, defending what we have…real end of the world things." 
 
    Lisa nodded. She wiped at her eyes. "I don't have anywhere to go." 
 
    Derek looked at her. "What? I thought you were trying to get to a National Weather Service—” 
 
    "I am, don't get me wrong—I still need to relay Chuck's death…but beyond that?" She shrugged. "I don't have anywhere else to go—that’s why I asked to go with you. I don’t have any family…” 
 
    “No relatives at all?” 
 
    She shook her head. “The only relatives I have are in Virginia. A couple cousins and an aunt and uncle. I think they’re still there. My family wasn’t exactly close with extended relatives growing up. That’s part of the reason I got out of town as fast as possible and took the post in Sedona. It was a long way from what I used to call home." 
 
    Derek was silent for a moment as he let the admission sink in. "You truly have no one?" 
 
    Lisa sniffed and wiped her nose. She smiled through unshed tears. "Look at me, I'm a meteorologist. It's not like we have super active social lives. I threw myself into my work, and I've been basically sleeping and living at the weather station in Sedona for the past two years. I don't even remember the last time I went out on a date," she said with a self-deprecating laugh. "I just can't stay there. Not now,” she said with a gesture out the window. “Not after Chuck…" 
 
    Derek nodded. "Well, until you figure out what's going on, you're welcome to stay with me and my family. Wherever that turns out to be…either at my parents’ place in Santa Fe, or back in Flagstaff." 
 
    Ahead on the right, a smudge appeared to separate from the red-brown landscape on the horizon. Lisa squinted. "Is that Sounden?" 
 
    Derek glanced at the fuel gauge, then back to the road. "I think it's smoke again…hope it's not on fire like Flagstaff was. Whatever it is, we’re on fumes, so this might be the end of the line for us. The low gas light’s been on for a while now…” 
 
    Lisa looked at him. "What will you do if your house is gone when you get back to Flagstaff?" 
 
    Derek shook his head. "’When?’ I have to find my family before I’ll even think about going back—I’ll worry about the house later. We might not even leave Santa Fe…who knows, we gotta see what we find, first." 
 
    Lisa nodded and wiped her nose again on the back of her hand. "I guess we better find out what's going on in Sounden first, because without gas it's not like we’re going to make it to Santa Fe, anyway." 
 
    Derek grimaced. "You're not wrong." 
 
    A few minutes later, they approached Sounden and Derek spotted a barricade of cars blocking the interstate off-ramp into town. He slowed the Subaru to a stop. "What do you make of this?" 
 
    Lisa stared at the orderly rows of cars that stretched across all lanes of the interstate. "This didn't just happen by chance…those are abandoned vehicles. Somebody blocked off the interstate on purpose." 
 
    Derek nodded. "See how most of them don't have any dust? I think this is recent, too. Somebody doesn't want us getting into Sounden." 
 
    "I don't know about that…" Lisa mused. "If they didn't want us getting into town, why’d they leave the exit ramp open at all?" 
 
    Derek glanced where she pointed. Sure enough, the exit ramp off the interstate led down to the surface streets of Sounden. At the base of the ramp, two cop cars parked nose to nose blocked the only way into town. "You see somebody down there?" 
 
    "I think so…" Lisa muttered. 
 
    "Well, I guess there's only one way to find out. We’re almost out of gas thanks to the golf course shooting spree, so we may as well head down and say ‘Hi.’” 
 
    Greetings were evidently the last thing on the minds of the local cops who met them at the base of the exit ramp, unfortunately. One officer stepped around the back of his patrol car with his weapon drawn, aimed at the windshield. Another stepped around the other patrol car and carefully moved toward Derek's window, his weapon out and aimed.  
 
    "Lower the window and keep your hands where I can see ‘em!" 
 
    Derek did so, and carefully placed his hands back on the steering wheel. "Put your hands on the dash," he muttered to Lisa. "These guys are already jumpy, and I have no idea why—but I don't want to end up being a statistic…” 
 
    "All right then," the cop said as he stepped closer, and kept a careful eye on Derek's hands. "You armed?" 
 
    Derek looked at the officer for a moment. Without much of a choice, he told the truth. "Yes, sir, we have weapons. None of them on us. They’re on the back seat.” 
 
    “What, exactly?” 
 
    Derek blinked. Couldn’t the cop just look in the window and see for himself? “A pistol and a shotgun." 
 
    The cop nodded, glanced in the back seat, and back to Derek. "Anybody else in the car with you?" 
 
    Derek stared at the man and noticed a tattoo creeping up over his sweat-stained uniform collar. "Just my passenger, Dr. Lisa Kowalski. She's with the National Weather Service out of Sedona." 
 
    The cop lowered his mirrored sunglasses and leaned over far enough to see Lisa. She cracked a nervous smile, and he smiled in return. The pistol, though still aimed in Derek's general direction, was no longer pointed straight at his face. 
 
    "And you are?" the cop with the odd tattoo on his neck asked Derek as he lowered his pistol. 
 
    "Derek Stagg, sir. I’m a remote field technician with the National Weather Service." 
 
    "Yeah? What's that mean?" 
 
    Derek glanced at Lisa. Something wasn’t right about the cop, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. "They, uh, send me off into remote locations to fix unmanned weather stations, or sometimes—” 
 
    "He’s who we called in to repair the antennas on our atmospheric relay station on top of the Sedona field office," Lisa said as she leaned forward, careful to keep her hands glued to the dash. 
 
    "You got any ID?" 
 
    Derek nodded. "It's in my wallet. I have to take my hands off the wheel to reach it." 
 
    "Go ahead—one hand—nice and slow." 
 
    Derek did as he was instructed. As he opened his wallet and pulled out his National Weather Service ID card—an awkward task using only one hand—he glanced up at the officer. "Are we in some kind of trouble, sir?" he asked as he handed over the card. 
 
    The cop ignored his question for a moment and turned the ID over. He grunted, then handed it back. "Not necessarily. We've just been having some…trouble…lately, and figured with the way everything's going, it’s best to put the town on lockdown. Mayor’s orders,” he added as an afterthought. 
 
    Why was the cop trying to justify his actions to them? Derek frowned. "We just came from Flagstaff—" 
 
    "How bad is it?" the cop asked. He waved his partner off, and the second officer lowered his weapon. "You two can relax, by the way. Thank you for your cooperation." 
 
    Lisa exhaled and sat back in her seat as she pulled away from the dash. Derek dropped his hands into his lap and looked up at the second cop—sporting a nasty-looking beard—squinting in the sunlight. "It's, uh…pretty bad, I'll be honest. My home’s still okay, but when I left, the neighbors were breaking in. There were looters—lots of looters—and downtown was pretty much a wall of fire." 
 
    The first cop shook his head and stared off into the distance. Derek couldn’t help but stare at the tattoo on his neck. It looked like a strand of black barbed wire sticking up out of his uniform.  
 
    "We got our shares of fires out here, too,” the cop said, “but luckily they’re pretty much under control. Well…as under control as you can get without having pumper trucks and water reserves. We basically made fire breaks. Had to trash a lot of buildings, but it saved Sounden." 
 
    Derek glanced at the unshaven, homeless looking cop. "You guys did all that in the middle of the storm?" 
 
    The cop shrugged, exhaustion evident on his face. "It was either that or we all burned to death in the middle of the storm. At least now we got some breathing room." 
 
    "I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news," Lisa said from the other side of the car, "but there's another storm on the way." 
 
    "Say what now?" the cop asked as he placed a hand on the doorframe and leaned over next to Derek. 
 
    "We saw it forming on the horizon as we left Flagstaff,” Derek offered. 
 
    Lisa nodded. “We got out ahead of it…" She checked the side view mirror. "We’re just far enough away that you can't see it yet, because it's below the horizon…but it's coming." 
 
    The cop sighed. "Any idea when it’ll get here? I don’t know if we’re ready for round two." 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, Larry. Maybe things won’t be so bad this time around. We got a lot more stockpiled up now, don’t we?” asked the unshaven cop across the hood. 
 
    “Shut up Elroy,” Larry muttered. 
 
    "Well, if I had access to the Internet,” Lisa continued wistfully, “I could get you satellite images and make a better prediction…but as it is, my best guess is sometime tonight, or maybe tomorrow. These things move about as fast as thunderstorms, so expect maybe 40 to 50 miles an hour ground speed." 
 
    “Is that a fact?” asked the tattooed cop. 
 
    His partner, looking like he’d just woken up from a weeklong bender, joined him at the driver’s door. “What brings y'all to town?" 
 
    "We were shot at trying to get out of Flagstaff," Derek said as he jerked a thumb toward the back of the car. "Some looters popped us. Put a hole in the gas tank. This thing was three quarters full when we left, but by the time we got outside the city, we only had a quarter tank left. Now we’re running on fumes." 
 
    The suspicious looking cops examined the bullet holes in the rear quarter panel. "Looks like they hit you high enough that it didn't blow the whole tank out." 
 
    Lisa looked at Derek with a ‘duh’ expression on her face. She squinted out at the cops and frowned. 
 
    "Yeah,” Derek replied over his shoulder, looking at Lisa with a shrug. He was grateful she picked up on the weirdness, too. “If that’d been the case, we’d still be in Flagstaff, I guess." 
 
    "Where you headed?" the first cop asked warily. "I gotta tell you, we’re not letting anybody in from the highway right now. The mayor doesn’t want—” 
 
    Derek held up a hand. "I understand about food shortages, water rationing, and all that because of the power outages. Things are crazy all over the country, from what we understand. We’re just trying to get the Santa Fe—my kids and parents are there." 
 
    The cop whistled. "You got a fair ways to go, pal." 
 
    "We were…kind of hoping to see if we could get some gas here in town," Lisa prompted. 
 
    "And maybe a quick patch job on the gas tank—so we can actually carry enough gas to make it to Santa Fe," Derek added. 
 
    The cop scratched the stubble on his chin and looked around. "Well, we’re not supposed to be lettin’ anyone in…but seeing as how you both work with the National Weather Service, I suppose I could make an exception," he said, with another smile for Lisa. 
 
    Derek looked at her as her face turned red—redder than it was before—but smiled. "That's very generous of you, sir. Thank you." 
 
    The cop looked at Derek again and grunted. He slapped the roof of the car and stepped back. "We'll pull out of the way here. You head on down this road, turn left on Main Street and go straight to the next barricade. That's right outside City Hall. I’ll radio on ahead and let ‘em know you're coming. The mayor's gonna want to talk to you, ma'am," he told Lisa. 
 
    "Thanks again," Derek said as he waved out the window. He shifted into drive as the officer’s partner jumped into his squad car and backed up off the road, leaving just enough space for the Subaru to squeeze between the patrol cars. 
 
    Derek watched in the rearview mirror as the cop immediately pulled back into place and secured the on-ramp. "These guys really aren't messing around, are they?" Derek asked as they merged onto Main Street. “Did you notice anything strange about those cops?” 
 
    Lisa adjusted her position in the seat. "No, other than being a little clueless…and one looked like he hadn’t had a shower in a while…but at least they were nice," she said with a shy smile. 
 
    "Look at you," Derek joked. "Just make sure you turn on the charm with the mayor. Maybe we’ll be able to get a meal out of this as well!" 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Headquarters, The Watch 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
      
 
    Riley led his team down the street. He made sure to keep them at a steady, if sedate, pace. “One of you guys know this rec center Chuck was talking about?” 
 
    “Three blocks,” huffed one of his men, a taller, wiry guy named Otto. The sharpshooter Chuck had mentioned. 
 
    “Okay,” Riley said as they came closer to the building in question. “Uh,” Riley said, pointing at the shortest man on his team. 
 
    “Percy,” he said with a grin. 
 
    Riley shook his head. “I’m sorry guys, I’ll never remember your names. Use your callsigns. You’re Two.” 
 
    “Okay,” the old man said. 
 
    Riley nodded. “You find a position in the shade up front.” He turned to the other man on the team, the one with the fleshy face and sausage fingers. “You’re Three. You stake out a position in the back.” 
 
    “Call me Otto,” the sniper said. “Or Overwatch.”  
 
    “Fine. Overwatch, you and me will go inside and check it out—then you get to the roof and provide cover.”  
 
    The Valley Village Rec Center was about the length of an entire block. Half the building was two stories tall; the other half was only one. The brick and concrete building looked out of place compared to the plethora of pueblo style ranch houses that populated the retirement community.  
 
    Riley got his team in position, then he and Otto went to the front door. “Any suggestions on how we get in?” 
 
    Otto raised his rifle at the door. Riley quickly put a hand on the barrel and forced it down.  
 
    “Hang on.” He checked the handle. Locked. 
 
    Otto raised his rifle again. 
 
    “Jeez, man, you want to tell every looter in the neighborhood where we are?”  
 
    Otto frowned. “I want to get into position. I don’t like being exposed like this.” 
 
    Riley looked at him. Chuck was right. Otto was…different. “Don’t you guys have keys or something to this place? Like a resident pass?” 
 
    Otto pointed next to the door at the electronic keypad and lock. “Yeah, but without power, it’s all offline.” 
 
    Riley looked around in frustration. “Alright, hang on. There’s got to be an easier way in. These doors are heavy duty, and that glass has wire mesh embedded in it. We’ll make a lot of noise getting in.” 
 
    “Why are you so worried about some noise? You hear that gunfire out there?” Otto asked. 
 
    “I do, but my orders were to get in and get out and not draw attention to ourselves.” 
 
    Otto smirked. “I knew a lieutenant like you once upon a time in the sandbox…” 
 
    Riley ignored his comment and left Otto at the main entrance after eliciting a promise not to shoot the door and moved around the north side of the building. Relishing the brief respite from the sun’s heat, Riley found what he was looking for almost immediately.  
 
    A large office window—without the mesh reinforcement—reflected the blue sky only ten feet down the side of the building. Several more windows followed along the length of the building, then again toward the very end at the far corner, leaving the middle of the building a blank wall on the ground floor—at least on the north side. 
 
    Riley took a look around, uncomfortable with what he was about to do, then raised his grandfather’s Garand and drove the stock into the window. It shattered far easier than he’d expected, and he jumped back to avoid the glass. 
 
    Otto’s gray-tufted head poked around the front corner. “That you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Riley said as he waved the man closer. “Come on, I got us a way in.” 
 
    “I’ll wait here, thanks. You can get all cut up. I’m on a blood thinner…” 
 
    Riley rolled his eyes and used his rifle to clear away bits of glass before he climbed through the window. “Whew…” he grunted when he stood in the darkened office. The temperature was over 100˚ inside the powerless building. 
 
    He bumped into a few desks and knocked over a lamp before he found the door and opened it. Out in the main hallway, light spilled in through tinted windows that lined the front of the building. It lent a creepy twilight scene to everything—made more so by the fact that it had the stillness and oppressive emptiness of a tomb. His footsteps rang loud on the tiled floor as he rushed to the front door and pushed open the entrance. 
 
    Otto grunted and slipped in. “All quiet out there, but I heard a couple gunshots.” 
 
    “Then how’s it all quiet?” Riley asked, as he shut the front door behind Otto. 
 
    “Didn’t see anything.” 
 
    Riley blinked. “Whatever. Look, let’s find out if this place is really empty, then get you up on the roof.” 
 
    “Right,” Otto said. “The pool’s in the back—that’s where the second floor comes from. There’s a weight room and jogging track that loops around the pool up there.” 
 
    They walked the length of the building, beyond empty community rooms and gathering spaces, locker rooms, and classrooms. At the very back of the deserted building, they found a large, very humid enclosure that housed an Olympic pool and water sports facility. 
 
    Riley whistled, the sound echoing off the walls. “This is something.” 
 
    Otto pointed at the stairs. “That’s our way up. No elevator anymore.” 
 
    After climbing the wide stairway, they stepped out onto the track. Riley looked around. “Okay, so how do we get onto the roof?” 
 
    Otto looked around. “There’s a mechanical closest over here. I’ll start there.” 
 
    “Holler if you need anything,” Riley said. “Up here I can see a snack bar downstairs next to the pool. I’m going to go check it out for supplies.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Riley bounded back down the stairs and pulled his radio free. “Alpha Two, Actual. You okay out there?” 
 
    After a second, during which he imagined the short man fumbling with the radio he’d been assigned, a voice emerged from the ether. “Actual, this is, uh…Two. Uh…looks pretty quiet, but I can hear more gunfire out there…” 
 
    Riley frowned as he approached the concession stand. Someone had ransacked it, and bottles of sports drink littered the floor. Something dairy-based had curdled and made his eyes water as he approached. “Just keep your eyes peeled, Two. I haven’t heard anything on the command frequency, yet.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Riley?” asked the scout at the other end of the building. 
 
    Riley rolled his eyes. “No names, Three. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Sorry…ah, I can see some people down the street. They’re pointing toward where the gunfire’s coming from. It’s south and a little east of where our base is.” 
 
    Riley grimaced. First, the sausage-fingered man gave out his name, then he told anyone listening to where their HQ was located. He wiped the sweat from his brow and coughed at the overwhelming stench of rotting food. “Hey, Three…do me a favor and don’t talk about specific locations.” 
 
    “Right…sorry.” 
 
    “All good—just keep an eye on those people and let me know if anything changes.” 
 
    A clang echoed through the empty building and Riley spun around and ducked behind a wall, his Garand up and ready. A second later, the radio squawked again, echoing in the empty building. Riley winced.  
 
    “Actual, this is Overwatch. I’m in position,” Otto said, slightly out of breath. “Got a great view. Three is right, there’s some movement to the south. I can see a larger group and at least three vehicles. It looks like…they’re coming our way. Three should have eyes on any minute.” 
 
    Riley looked up and cursed at a loud crash that reverberated through the building like thunder on an open plain. “What was that noise?” 
 
    “Sorry—that was the roof hatch,” Otto reported. “It kinda slammed shut on me.” 
 
    “Roger that, Overwatch. I’m going to search for supplies, then come up and check out your position.” 
 
    He held his breath and poked through the concession stand, discovering a few cases of sports drink still in storage, a case of water, and boxes of protein bars. The fridges were filled with the ingredients to make iced coffees, lattes, and other fad shakes and drinks. Clouds of buzzing black flies erupted into his face when he opened the fridge doors. He couldn’t tell what some of the stuff was—or used to be—but he knew it stunk to high heaven and wanted nothing more to do with the little concession area. 
 
    Gagging and waving away flies, Riley turned and staggered back toward the pool. The humid, chlorine-tinged air felt like a sweet morning breeze from the mountains compared to the stink in the little shop. He took a deep breath and wiped the tears from his eyes, then loudly blew his nose. 
 
    He brought the radio to his lips, spit to the side, and forced his gorge back down. “Nest, Alpha Actual.” 
 
    “Go for Sheepdog,” Chuck replied. 
 
    Riley looked around and held the radio up to his lips again. Self-conscious about the amount of noise he made talking in the cavernous, empty building, he spoke again, softly. “Be advised I’ve got a decent amount of supplies here—protein bars, sports drinks, and water…all of it usable.” 
 
    “Stand by, Actual.” 
 
    Riley walked to the pool’s edge and knelt. He dipped his hand in the cool water. Sweat dripped off his face. Idle thoughts of diving in to cool off flitted through his mind before the radio crackled to life, echoing in the pool chamber. 
 
    “Actual, Sheepdog. We’re sending a retrieval team to your location.” 
 
    “Have them bring a vehicle or something to carry several cases of drinks.” 
 
    “Roger that. You and your team will provide escort and maintain security at your location.” 
 
    Riley looked at the radio. “Sheepdog, you want me to split my team?” 
 
    “Actual, is Overwatch in position?” 
 
    “Yes. Affirmative—sorry. We’ve got some targets out there and vehicles, all heading our way…they’re still well south of us though.” 
 
    “Understood,” Chuck replied, his voice terse. “We need those supplies. See if you can find any first aid gear while you’re waiting for the retrieval team. And tell Overwatch not to do anything…rash.” 
 
    “Roger that, Actual out.” 
 
    Riley clipped the radio to his belt, blew out a breath, and ran for the stairs. He found the maintenance room Otto had used to access the roof and climbed the steel ladder built into the wall. A square of bright sunlight—not quite as bright as it had been when they’d first entered the building, he noticed—blinded him as he crested the ladder and emerged onto the roof. 
 
    After his eyes adjusted to the light, he found Otto behind a silent air conditioner unit on the far side of the vast, flat rooftop. He hurried over and took a knee next to his sniper. “Hey, Otto,” he said by way of greeting. 
 
    “What’s the sitch?” 
 
    Riley frowned. “What?” 
 
    “Situation,” Otto offered. “What’s the situation, lieutenant?” 
 
    “Why do you keep calling me—nevermind. Chuck is sending a couple of guys to us to load up the supplies I found downstairs—drinks and protein bars, mostly. How’s it look up here?” 
 
    “I think they’re stopping to loot the houses on that street over there,” Otto said without taking his eyes away from his high-powered binoculars. The first house they hit is spitting smoke. Whole thing’s about to go up, I think.” 
 
    Riley shielded his eyes. “Is that what that smoke is over there?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Riley scanned the horizon. “That storm is getting a lot closer, man.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Riley patted Otto on the shoulder. “Good talk. I’m going to meet the retrieval team and supervise them getting back to base. Hang tight until we need to pull back.” 
 
    Otto grunted but didn’t move from the binoculars. 
 
    “Oh, and Otto?” Riley said over his shoulder as he walked back to the ladder, “Chuck says not to do anything rash.” 
 
    Riley climbed back into the building to the sound of Otto laughing. 
 
    Surrounded by the gloom and oppressive heat inside once more, Riley stepped out of the maintenance closest and walked down to the weight room. He pulled the radio from his belt. “Alpha Two, Actual. Come in.” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “There're some guys coming from HQ to load up the supplies I found here. Keep an eye out for them and provide cover until they get going back to base. Should be here any minute.” 
 
    “Roger that. I’ll look for ‘em.” 
 
    He’d just opened a wall-mounted first aid box and grinned at the bounty within when the radio chirped again. “Actual, Overwatch.” 
 
    “Go,” Riley said as he sorted the medical supplies. 
 
    “We might have a problem here. A small group has split off from the houses and they’re cutting through yards…makin’ a beeline for us.” 
 
    Riley stared at the pile of bandages in front of him and thought of Fiona. He squeezed the radio hard in his hand and closed his eyes. “How many?” 
 
    The radio chirped again. “My count is at least five. One vehicle’s looping around the block, but those guys will get here first.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything yet,” Three said, his voice shaking with nerves. 
 
    “It’s a good bet they know we’re here,” Otto droned. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Sounden, Arizona 
 
    15 miles from the New Mexico Border 
 
      
 
    At City Hall, Derek and Lisa were ushered into a spare conference room. "Mayor Willis will be here in a minute." The young administrative assistant said with a smile. "Can I get y'all anything? We have some water…?" 
 
    "No thanks," Lisa said politely. 
 
    "Yes, please, that would be great, thanks," Derek said at the same time. 
 
    The admin left with a confused look on her face. Derek turned to Lisa. "From now on, when someone wants to offer us something like that, we should take them up on the offer. There's no telling when we’ll get another chance to have a drink free of charge." 
 
    "I didn't want to take advantage—” 
 
    "We can’t worry about taking advantage of anyone anymore…we have to worry about us,” he whispered. “If we’re going to make it to Santa Fe, we have to take whatever we’re given. This is a new world, Lisa." 
 
    “I guess I’m just not ready to admit that, yet…” she muttered. 
 
    Derek smiled as the admin walked back into the room and handed over two lukewarm bottles of water. "It's not cold,” she apologized, “but we've got plenty more. The mayor has had the whole town collecting supplies since the storm let up." 
 
    "Thank you. It's very gracious," Derek said with a smile as he popped the top on his bottle. "It's nasty outside." 
 
    "It is," the admin said with an agreeable smile. "I'm just glad that dreadful storm is over—now we can get on with the business of picking up the pieces and getting back to normal." 
 
    Lisa opened her mouth to reply about the dust storm when a harried woman walked into the room. Her clothes looked slept in, but despite the messy appearance, she had a commanding, no-nonsense presence and a look that suggested she’d been there, done that, and wouldn’t take no for an answer. "You must be the two out-of-towners Larry told me about. I'm Mayor Willis," she said as she stuck out her hand at Derek. 
 
    Derek stood from the collapsible chair and shook hands. "Derek Stagg. Very nice to meet you, ma'am. This is my colleague, Dr. Lisa Kowalski." 
 
    Mayor Willis shook hands with Lisa. "I understand you worked with the National Weather Service in Sedona. That right?" 
 
    "I do—did," Lisa said with a nod. “We both did.” 
 
    “Did?” the mayor asked, looking between them. “You two quit or something?”  
 
    “Well, with the way everything been’s going, we figure there’s no going back,” Derek said with a shrug. “At least not for a while.” 
 
    The mayor narrowed her eyes at Derek and then looked at her administrative assistant. “You heard anything about that?” 
 
    The younger woman quailed under her boss’s gaze. “N-no ma’am. But we haven’t gotten the HAM radio up and running yet…” 
 
    “Well, why not?” the mayor demanded. She offered a quick smile at Derek and Lisa. “Sorry, folks, we’re still trying to put this town back together. We’re kinda off the beaten path and don’t have regular comms set up again.” 
 
    Derek looked at Lisa. He turned to the mayor. “Ma’am, I was a remote service tech with the NWS. It’s my job to fix equipment like your HAM radio. I could take a look at it if you’d like.” He held up the water bottle. “Least I could do after your generous offer of water and gas.” 
 
    The mayor frowned. “I never said anything about gas—we’re rationing in town thanks to the storm and the power outage, I’m sorry to say. But if you get that radio going,” she said quickly, when Derek’s face fell, “I’ll see what we can do to get you back on the road.” 
 
    Lisa cleared her throat and injected herself into the tense exchange. "I've been trying to find someone in a position of authority to report the death of Dr. Bruce Stevens—” 
 
    The mayor put her hands on her hips. She wasn't dressed like any mayor Derek had had ever seen—she wore dusty jeans and a button shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Her tanned, weatherworn skin was proof of a life lived outdoors. The look on her face suggested she didn't suffer fools gladly. "You sure came a long way to report a death. Surely there was someone closer to Sedona to handle it?” she said with a sour look on her face. 
 
    Lisa frowned. "Bruce was a close friend of mine. He died at the outset of the storm—" 
 
    "Two days ago?" the mayor asked. “I'm sorry, Miss Kowalski—" 
 
    "It's doctor, ma’am," Derek interrupted pointedly, but politely.  
 
    Lisa picked up before anyone else could speak. "Sedona is already falling apart, ma’am, and no one could help—but he worked for the National Weather Service, too,” she said, putting a hand on Derek’s dusty arm. “Bruce deserves more than to be left half-buried under a boulder in the middle of the office." 
 
    The mayor looked at her for a long moment. "I'm sorry for your loss, and I'm sure he was a good person. I’m also sure there’s a story behind what you just said…” A young man rushed into the room. He looked like he could’ve been a relative to the mayor and handed her a slip of paper. She nodded at him and shooed him away, then looked down at the paper in her hands as she talked.  
 
    “But there's nothing I can do for you,” Mayor Willis said, not taking her eyes off the paper, “I don't have any way of getting a hold of the county coroner—even if he was in town at the moment, which he’s not. I’m not even sure if he’s in the right jurisdiction to do what you want." She shook her head and looked up from the paper. “And things just keep getting worse,” she said as she held up the slip. 
 
    "You don't have any open lines of communication with…?" Derek asked. 
 
    “If I could just reach someone back in Washington,” Lisa said. 
 
    The mayor’s eyes narrowed at the mention of Washington, D.C. and she shifted her stance to a more aggressive posture. "I'm afraid not,” she said curtly. “You heard about the HAM rig—the antennas and all that stuff are here at City Hall. Up on the roof.” She frowned. “You folks are the first decent people to show up on our doorstep since the group that dropped by the day of the storm and caused all the ruckus.”  
 
    “Ruckus?” Derek asked. “What kind of ruckus?” 
 
    The mayor sighed. "Rolled through here like cowboys from Tombstone. Like they were gonna take over the town. Shot up the liquor store, killed a few people, set a fire, and didn't stop until Larry and his boys put two in the dirt." 
 
    Derek looked at Lisa. Larry the tattooed super cop and his homeless partner? “We may have less time than we thought." 
 
    "Less time for what? For the world to fall apart?" the mayor asked with a rueful grin. “Mister, it’s already happening.” 
 
    "Something like that," Derek said, "yeah." 
 
    "Well, look,” Mayor Willis said with a politician’s meaningless smile, “I'd love to sit around and talk about the apocalypse with you two, but as you can see, with the power out, I have my hands full getting this town back on its feet now that the storm is moved on. Is there anything specifically I can help you with?" 
 
    "Ma'am, the storm is over, but it was only round one,” Lisa said. “It's moved through on its way further east, but the pressure gradient is still here—the frontal system is still stalled. There's more coming," Lisa warned. 
 
    "You wanna run that by me again? In English?" the mayor asked, hands on her hips again. "I've got to organize work parties to start cleaning up Sounden, and there's a number of people unaccounted for, we need to hunt them down…" 
 
    "Ma'am, you may need to rethink that strategy." Derek said. Hunt them down? 
 
    "This isn't over,” Lisa said with a nod. “The first storm rolled through, that's true, but there's another one coming up behind it. The whole system is, well, it’s what we call training.” 
 
    “Training?” repeated the mayor.  
 
    Lisa nodded. “It’s where one storm cell moves through the same area, one after another, after another…like the boxcars on a train." 
 
    “I get it," the mayor said slowly. "So, you’re telling me these dust storms are going to be hittin’ us back-to-back?" 
 
    "If not back-to-back to back," Lisa said. She glanced at Derek, then back to the mayor. "The officer we spoke to out on the offramp…Larry—he said you might have access to the Internet—if I can get into the NWS network, I can access satellite imagery and give you a more accurate prediction." 
 
    The mayor hesitated. “Oh, he did, did he?” 
 
    "When we left Flagstaff,” Derek said, adding his voice to the plea, “there was another storm right on our heels. Big one. If we could warn people…" 
 
    The mayor stared out the windows at the ocher-colored landscape dusted with yellow sand. "The sky looked pretty clear just a few minutes ago…" She glanced back at Lisa. "How much time would you say we have?" 
 
    Lisa shrugged. "Back of the napkin math…I'd say it could be here anytime between now and sunset? Maybe sunrise? It's hard to say. These things don't move in regular patterns. One might be moving 50 miles an hour, the next might be 30. I don't have any data without the satellite feeds." 
 
    "Well, you've given me enough to go on,” the mayor said decisively. “We’re going to scrap the work crews and do everything we can to bring in the people still out there in the outlying neighborhoods. I know there's a bunch of residents out on the streets already…I’m hearing disturbing rumors that people are looting." 
 
    "Yeah, they need to be warned,” Derek said. “This is just the beginning.” 
 
    "If this is true,” the mayor said slowly, “then you've done me and the town of Sounden a great service. How can I thank you?" 
 
    "Well…as I told Larry, we’re trying to get to Santa Fe,” Derek said. “My kids are there…” 
 
    The mayor shook her head. "I'm sorry to hear that. Things are pretty bad in Albuquerque…and Santa Fe was going downhill fast, last we heard before the power went out. But I understand about having to get your kids, I surely do. There isn’t a force on this planet that would keep me from my kids and grand-babies." 
 
    "You have anybody in town that knows how to repair a gas tank?" asked Derek. 
 
    "What kind of repair?" the mayor asked. 
 
    "We were shot at on the way out of Flagstaff,” Lisa explained, “and one of the bullets hit us in the gas tank.” 
 
    “We lost half a tank of fuel,” Derek added. “We need to get it patched so we can get more fuel and be on our way." 
 
    The mayor pursed her lips. "I don't know anything about fixing cars, but Hiram sure does.” She turned toward the open doorway. "Melissa? Can you run fetch Hiram down at the station?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, right away,” the perky admin called from the next room. 
 
    The mayor turned back to Derek and Lisa. "I need to see to my people and get things moving. Why don’t you stay put for a bit, and rest? You look like you need to rest a spell." 
 
    "Thanks," Derek said as he sat back down. "I think I'll take you up on that." 
 
    The mayor nodded again, then left, sweeping out of the room the way she’d come in. They were left alone for a moment before an older uniformed cop entered the room. "The mayor said I should come see—" he paused when he saw the pistol strapped to Derek's thigh. "Did they let you in here with that?" 
 
    Derek looked up at the grizzled veteran. "They did. Is there a problem, officer?" 
 
    He held Derek's eyes for a long moment. "Well, I guess if the mayor didn't have a problem with it, then I don’t either." He pulled a chair from the wall and sat with a great sigh.  
 
    Derek noticed a faint mark on the man’s neck…like a faded tattoo, exactly where ‘Larry’ had been inked. "We heard you had some trouble with people shooting up the town yesterday…” Derek said carefully. “I'm sorry to hear that. You won't get any trouble like that from us—I only wear this,” he said patting the pistol, “because we were attacked, and my own neighbors tried to take over my house by force." 
 
    "Larry said you guys came in from Flagstaff?" the older cop asked. "Are things really that bad?" 
 
    "Worse," Derek said with a sigh. "Most of the city’s on fire and people are turning on each other like starving animals." 
 
    "And the next storm is rolling in," Lisa added. 
 
    The veteran cop rubbed a hand across his face. "That's what the mayor said. I already got the boys out rounding up everybody on the streets,” he said as he glanced out the window. “Looks like it’ll be a while before I can catch some sleep. We thought it was all over.” 
 
    Lisa shook her head. "I know, but I'm telling you—I saw the data before we abandoned the weather station in Sedona. The high-pressure system caused the remains of Hurricane Tomas to stall along the San Francisco Mountains north of Flagstaff. That stirred up the initial dust storm, but the conditions were perfect—as far as wind shear and moisture coming in from the south. The remnants of the hurricane just added gasoline to the fire. There's going to be significant dust storms developing in this area, I'd say, for the next couple days until the wind pattern changes. And by then, things will simply shift further east. The Great Plains will get hammered next." 
 
    The cop regarded Lisa with a jaundiced eye. "You mind me asking how you know all that?" 
 
    Derek sighed. "She's the senior meteorologist from the National Weather Service station in Sedona. I was there to fix the antenna array before the storm hit," he added. 
 
    The cop crossed his arms and grunted. "Guess that makes you two a lot more qualified than us. Either way, you have my thanks. We had half the town out wandering around picking up the pieces out there—everybody would've been caught in the next storm. We’ll be able to go gather supplies after this one passes, I guess." 
 
    "I'd say you have at least an hour," Lisa offered, “but your best bet would be to have everybody hunker down before nightfall. These things can be unpredictable." 
 
    "Well, if it's anything like the last one, it's gonna be a wild ride. At least this time we won't have the power going out right in the middle of it.” He shook his graying head. “I've never seen such a mess before." 
 
    "We don't think the power’s coming back on anytime soon," Derek said carefully. 
 
    The cop looked at him but didn't seem surprised by the statement. "You don't say." 
 
    Derek nodded. "Most people think this is just a temporary power outage…but we saw what happened in Phoenix and Tucson before everything went dark. A couple of power substations literally exploded," Derek explained.  
 
    The grizzled cop arched an eyebrow. “We’d heard that things were getting bad in Phoenix, but your story about Flagstaff is news to me. Our radios crapped out during the storm, and we haven’t used the HAM gear since the turn of the millennium.” 
 
    “There’s rioting in Los Angeles and Las Vegas, and we haven’t heard anything from Washington, D.C. or anywhere east of the Mississippi in 24 hours now.” Derek sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “I think things are going from bad to worse. Fast.” 
 
    Just then, a commotion outside had everyone looking at the door. A dusty, gray bearded, long-haired man wearing greasy overalls stepped into the room. "Mayor said someone needed a gas tank repaired?" 
 
    “Hiram,” the cop said with a nod by way of greeting. 
 
    “How’s it hangin’, Bert?” the mechanic shot back. 
 
    Derek got to his feet. "Uh, hi. Yeah, we got shot up getting out of Flagstaff and they hit the gas tank." 
 
    The old man looked Derek up and down as if seeing a human for the first time. "Well, I don't have any power tools on account of the electricity being out but show me what you got, and I’ll see what I can do.” He stuck out a greasy hand. "Hiram Leask.” 
 
    Derek shook hands. "Derek Stagg. This is Dr. Lisa Kowalski.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Hiram said with a nod. “Better show me what needs fixin’. See you later, Bert.” Hiram turned and left the room.  
 
    Derek began to follow, then turned back to Lisa. "You want to hang out here in case the mayor needs you?" 
 
    "Yeah, that's fine," Lisa said as she opened her bottle of water. 
 
    "We'll keep watch on her," Bert the cop said with a grin. 
 
    "All right, we’ll be outside," Derek said as he left. 
 
    He followed Hiram down the steps as the older man complained about his back, his knees, the dust, and finally the sun as they stepped outside. "I swear, I can't get any relief anymore. With the dust storm, at least I didn't have no dad-blasted sun burnin’ out my eyeballs.” 
 
    “Huh,” Derek grunted, noncommittally.  
 
    “I tell you what, that storm was something to behold." Hiram turned and looked around. “So, which one we looking at?" 
 
    "The silver Subaru over there," Derek said as he pointed at the vehicle in question. 
 
    Hiram hobbled over and inspected the damage. "Yep." He whistled. "Somebody did not take a liking to you. They blow out the whole tank?"  
 
    Derek crossed his arms and frowned at the bullet hole. "No, thank goodness. I think it must've come in pretty high. About half a tank leaked out. We barely had enough gas to get here." 
 
    Hiram got down on the ground with a grunt and crawled underneath the car. Derek squatted next to him and saw a flashlight click on. "Well, there's your problem right there," the old mechanic grunted with practiced ease. "Not one bullet hole, but two." 
 
    "Can you fix them?" Derek asked. He turned away from the car for a moment and looked west. On the horizon, the familiar brown smudge had just come into focus. 
 
    "Oh sure, if I had electricity, I could run the air compressor and weld on some patches, buff this out…might take a couple days…" 
 
    "I don't have a couple days," Derek grumbled. 
 
    "That's fine, ‘cause I ain’t got no electricity so ain’t got no tools, neither. If you only needed to go a little way, I’d say just stuff a bar of soap up in there. Not that fancy girly stuff with all the scents. I’m talking good old fashion stuff.” 
 
    “Uh…” Derek mumbled. “Will that get me to Santa Fe? That doesn’t sound like—” 
 
    Hiram waved him off. “Ain’t got no soap, anyway.” 
 
    “That’s obvious,” Derek muttered, looking at the filthy mechanic. 
 
    “What I do have,” Hiram said, oblivious to Derek’s snide remark, “is a trick I learned in the Army back when we rode dinosaurs into battle. You sit tight—need to go rustle up some superglue and baking soda." 
 
    Derek blinked. "Some what?" 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
      
 
    Becca stood on the roof across the street from HQ with her hands on her hips and smiled. Her observation post was finally complete. 
 
    "Well?” asked Les, the leader of the construction crew. “You want to go inside and check it out before we take the crane down?" He mopped at his red, shiny forehead with a yellow handkerchief. 
 
    Becca clapped her hands. "Do I ever!" She got down on her hands and knees and pushed the plywood porthole cover aside. Behind it, there was a gap between the sandbags about two feet square. It was just enough for her to shimmy through. “Awww, you even put a blanket in here for me! That should make it comfy enough.” 
 
    She ducked her head and started to crawl into the dark opening when her backpack got caught on the sandbag structure. "Whoops," she muttered, half in and half out of the shelter. She backed up, took the bag off, then crawled in all the way. Despite the heat of the day, the enclosure covered four walls and lowered the air temperature a bit.  
 
    Becca turned around and dragged the backpack in behind her, which carried her radio and binoculars along with her notebook and some food and water. The old man got down on his knees on the other side and leaned down. "Now, the hatch is pretty simple. You just pull it over, and there's this rope tied around the inside. See it? Just pull that and the door should shut." He pushed the door into place. "Okay, try it.” 
 
    Becca smiled from her position on the blanket-covered roof under the outpost shelter. "This is great!" she cried as she leaned forward, pushed the door open and let in a shaft of bright light. She pulled on the rope, and the door slid back into place and sealed her inside the shelter. 
 
    "Okay, how's your field of view?" Les asked on the outside, his voice slightly muffled by the closed hatch. 
 
    Becca shifted and looked out the different slots they'd left—narrow slits about 6 inches high most of the way around the outpost. The corrugated roof overhang went all the way around too and kept the sun out—which was nice. Becca grinned. The gap they left in the sandbags was just wide enough for her to rest her binoculars and have an unobstructed view all the way around the enclosure, except the four corners that held the roof up.  
 
    "This is great!" she called back. 
 
    The old man laughed. "Well, good. I'm glad you're all settled in. Me and the boys are going to take the crane down and back across the street. We might use it to set up another outpost tomorrow. I think right now, we’re all gonna go get some shade and water." 
 
    "Sounds good," Becca said, her face already glued the binoculars as she peered out across the previously hidden side of the neighborhood. "This is awesome…" she whispered to herself. She felt like an explorer, seeing new vistas for the first time. 
 
    "You sure everything's good?” Les called. “Why don’t you do a radio check while we’re over here, just to make sure?" 
 
    "Okay," Becca said, fighting to keep the irritation from her voice as she put the binoculars down. She pulled the radio out of her bag, turned it on, and squeezed the transmit button. "Eagle Eyes to Nest. How do you read me?" 
 
    "Nest copies all. You’re five-by-five. How's the view?" 
 
    Becca didn't know what five-by-five meant, but she smiled at the enthusiasm in Mr. Wright's voice, nonetheless. "It's great…I can see way further than I could from the other spot." She almost said your house but caught herself.  
 
    Mr. Wright had given her a long lecture on operational security, and she didn't want to be the one to blow their cover. Right now, if anyone listened in on their radio conversations, they’d hear a lot of codewords, but nobody could really put two and two together and figure out where anyone was. That's the way Becca wanted to keep it—it was like living in a spy movie. 
 
    "Roger that, Eagle Eyes. Keep your eyes peeled. And let us know about that dust storm the next time you spot it." 
 
    "Copy that, Eagle Eyes out!" Becca said as she dropped the radio and picked up the binoculars again. With the storm on her mind, she looked west. Smoke still obscured her vision, but it wasn't nearly as bad as across the street. Either the fires had died down, or the wind had shifted. Her view was considerably further, and she was surprised to see just how many houses had pools behind them.  
 
    "I had no idea there were so many pools out here…" 
 
    She paused for a moment to write down the fact that there were a lot of pools in the neighborhood, then began drawing a map. "Somebody might be able to use the water from the pools for drinking or cleaning…or something…" she muttered to herself as she quickly sketched out a crude map of the neighborhood—visible from the rooftop outpost—and marked the houses with pools. She considered that Mr. Wright and General Deckert probably already knew about the pools—they lived in the Valley Village—but it still made her feel important to possibly come up with some new…what was the word Mr. Wright had used? 
 
    Intel. 
 
    Becca giggled. It really was like being in a spy movie. A gunshot popped in the distance, and the noise itself didn’t make her flinch, so much as how loud it was. She looked up, grateful for the thick sandbags surrounding her enclosure.  
 
    Becca scanned the neighborhood with her binoculars, looking for where the shot had come from. As she transitioned her view across the street, she listened to the radio and idly listened to her brother and his group as they broke into and checked out the rec center at the north end of the neighborhood. 
 
    After a moment of silence, Becca turned off Alpha Team’s channel. Not only did she want to make sure she didn't accidentally hit the transmit button and interrupt an ongoing mission, but she wasn't sure if Mr. Wright would be able to hear her. He had told her to keep her channel locked, so she did.  
 
    She made a note to ask Mr. Wright for lessons on how to use the radio so that she could listen in on her brother’s mission and talk to HQ at the same time. Having something to listen to would certainly make her shifts go by a little faster. 
 
    When she put the binoculars back to her eyes and scanned the road to the south, she froze. Not only did she see someone in the street, but she also saw several someone's. And they all had rifles. She watched for a moment. Were they coming toward HQ? 
 
    "What are you doing?" she breathed, half afraid that they would hear her talking, but also afraid to not say anything out loud. Was that how people went crazy? Keeping everything inside their heads in a stressful situation? Becca frowned. Maybe talking to herself was a sign she was going crazy… 
 
    The group of men two blocks away paused—right where the armed woman with the backpack had been. They looked down at the ground and pointed and talked with each other. "They’re tracking her…" Becca whispered in surprise.  
 
    She swung the binoculars toward the house where the woman had found the wrecked car. From her new observation post, Becca had a nice clear view of the house. The car had indeed crashed into the front wall of the house. Both front doors lay open at odd angles, and when she swung the binoculars back to the intersection, the men were all pointing at the house. They moved slowly, cautiously, their weapons up, as if they expected trouble.  
 
    "Oh, this isn't good…" Becca grabbed the radio and pressed the transmit button. "Nest, Eagle Eyes," she said, quickly. 
 
    "Eagle Eyes, Nest. Go ahead." 
 
    "There's a group of…five…no six men. They’re following the woman that I spotted earlier. They're all armed—most of them look like they have machine guns or something," Becca said, then winced. "I mean…rifles." 
 
    "That's okay, Eagle Eyes. We’ll teach you weapon identification later. You're sure there were six of them? Are they all armed?" 
 
    "They're moving together as a group, but they keep shifting around. I can't tell how many there are exactly, but definitely five…maybe six." 
 
    “What are they doing?” asked Mr. Wright. 
 
    Becca watched the men for a moment. "It looks like…yeah, there's somebody moving between houses over there, too. The group is getting bigger as they go along. I don't think the lady in the street even saw them." 
 
    "Do you see her?" Mr. Wright asked. 
 
    Becca frowned. "No…I don't see her anywhere. I don't see the person she pulled from that car wreck, either. They must've gone inside one of the houses nearby, because she practically dragged that person from the car. I don't think they could've walked very far," Becca said as she scanned the road down which the armed men walked.  
 
    She had a clear view at the front door of the house with the car wreck, and the house next to it. "If I had stronger binoculars, I might be able to see where the tracks went…but I just can't see…" 
 
    "Roger that, Eagle Eyes—we’re working on sourcing you a better pair. Standby." 
 
    Becca put the radio down and continued to watch the men as they disappeared behind houses, working inexorably down the street toward the house with the car wreck. Her hands grew sweaty. "Oh, I hope whoever you guys are looking for sees you coming.” 
 
    Becca continued to watch the two houses as she grew more convinced that the woman and the mystery person from the car wreck were in one of them. There was nowhere else they could've gone, and the lady with the backpack didn’t look like the type of person that would just willy-nilly walk down the street and hope for the best. She looked like she had some kind of training, whether it was with the military or something else, Becca couldn't tell, but she looked very capable. 
 
    Movement between the two houses caught her eye. In the back of the house with the car accident, she saw someone appear for a split second. She adjusted her grip on the binoculars. No, two someone's. The first was a woman—Becca could tell by the ponytail of long black hair that swung from the back of her head as she staggered away from the house. Right behind her was a short man with a bald head in a long coat. He looked like… 
 
    "You're the guy I hit with the gnome!" 
 
    Becca's hand started trembling and her vision blurred as the binoculars wobbled. She closed her eyes, clenched her jaw, and clamped down hard on the binoculars. When she opened her eyes, the view was steady, but the man and woman were gone. 
 
    "Dang!" she hissed. "Where did you go?" she muttered as she quickly scanned around the houses and down visible side yards. There was no sign of them. They were there for a split second, as they passed between houses, then disappeared again. 
 
    "Nest, Eagle Eyes!" 
 
    "Go ahead, Eagle Eyes," Mr. Wright said in his calm, unflappable voice. 
 
    "I just saw two more people…a man and a woman. They just left the house with the car accident. They were there for a split second between two houses, then they were gone. I don't know where they went after that, but I swear I recognized the guy!" 
 
    "Is that a fact? Who was it?" 
 
    "I think my brother said his name was Nico?" Becca said as she kept her eyes glued to the binoculars. "He's the one that I hit in the back of the head with the garden gnome! It's got to be him! A short guy with a bald head and a big brown dusty trench coat." 
 
    "Any idea who the woman was that was with him?" 
 
    "No, all I ever saw was the back of her head…but it looked like she was limping, so she might've been injured. Also, I wouldn't say she was with him…to me, it looked more like she was a prisoner. She was walking away from the house, and he was following her, but not too close." 
 
    "Roger that, Eagle Eyes. Good work—any update on the group of armed men?" 
 
    "Yeah…looks like two more joined the main group. I saw them slipping between houses further up the street. It's like they're coming from all over the place and joining this group. What are we gonna do about it?" 
 
    "I don't know," Mr. Wright replied. "But I promise you, whatever we do, we’re not gonna tell everybody over the radio," he said with an obvious smile in his voice. 
 
    "Oh…right. Sorry." 
 
    "Don't worry about it, you’re doing a great job," Mr. Wright said. "Any update on the storm?" 
 
    "Uh…" Becca said as she kept the radio to her mouth and shifted the binoculars to point west. "Whoa…um, yeah…it looks like it's getting bigger. Definitely bigger than it was a few minutes ago. I think it's moving pretty quick." 
 
    "Can you estimate how much bigger? Are we talking like it doubled in size?" 
 
    "I don't think it doubled…but pretty close. Yeah, it's definitely another dust storm. I can see the clouds moving now." 
 
    "Roger that, Eagle Eyes. Keep us posted." 
 
    Becca grinned. "Will do." She put down the radio, took a deep breath, and shifted the binoculars to the north. With all the excitement to the south and the storm to the west, she’d almost forgotten about her brother's mission to the north.  
 
    Everything looked quiet on that front, and she imagined her brother poking through the darkened building that she could just barely see.  
 
    "If you find a candy bar, you better bring one back for me…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Sounden, Arizona 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek stood by the Subaru while Hiram went inside the darkened Five and Dime next to City Hall in search of supplies. He peered east across town, down the main drag at the mountains in the distance. Several people poked through the debris and sand in the street. He watched as one woman bent down and picked up a magazine, then shook off the pages in a cloud of dust. The scavengers worked their way up the street, inspecting shops and cars as they came. 
 
    Derek frowned as he watched the polite looters. He couldn’t figure out why no one was stopping them. On the other side of the street, a young man peered into a western hat shop and wiped dust from the window. He looked left and right, spotted Derek watching him, and thought better of whatever he was about to do. He pulled up his sweatshirt hood, shoved his hands in his jeans, and shuffled away, kicking up little clouds of dust as he went. 
 
    "You need to find shelter," Derek yelled to the scavengers. 
 
    "Why is that?" a man called from down the street.  
 
    Derek pointed west at the brown smudge on the horizon. "There's another dust storm coming!" 
 
    "What?" the man demanded, his incredulous voice echoing down between the buildings. 
 
    "We barely survived the first one!" the woman with the magazine said to her partner. 
 
    “When?” asked the man in the hoodie. 
 
    "I don't know how long before it gets here, but it's coming," Derek said. “If you have shelter, you’d better get to it." 
 
    Most of the people in the street hurried off, kicking up dust in their wake. The guy in the hoodie looked around and smirked, then nodded to Derek and strolled away down a side street.  
 
    Hiram emerged from the Five and Dime a moment later. "Alright, alright, I think we got what we need." He squatted next to the Subaru, dropped a tube of SuperGlue and a box of baking soda on the ground, then got down on his popping knees, grunting with the effort. 
 
    Derek stared at the unorthodox supplies. "What exactly are you going to do with that stuff?" 
 
    “First," Hiram said without looking up, “you smear the glue all over the hole. Then you cover it in baking soda.” He picked up the tube of glue and examined it in against the sky, grunted, and crawled back underneath the car. "Now all I gotta do is smear this over these holes…get it in their good and tight.” He lifted one leg while he worked and broke wind like a chainsaw. 
 
     “Good grief,” Derek gasped. 
 
    “Sorry, had me some K-rations for breakfast. Goes through me like water through a goose.” 
 
    Derek covered his nose with his arm and looked away. “How long does this uh…oh man, it smells like something died…” 
 
    “What’s that?” Hiram hollered. 
 
    Derek frowned and blinked his eyes to keep them from tearing up. “How long does it need to set, or whatever?” 
 
    “Oh, probably needs to dry about 10 to 15 minutes oughta do it," Hiram replied from under the car. “At least for a temporary patch.” 
 
    "And that’ll hold gas in the tank?" 
 
    "Well, the holes ain’t all that big," Hiram said as he worked under the car. "And the glue ain't strong enough on its own, but the baking soda binds it all together. Makes a pretty good seal. Buddy of mine rode his chopper with a hole in the tank plugged with this stuff over 150 miles one time." 
 
    "This has just gotta get us to Santa Fe," Derek said. 
 
    "Well, you take it easy on ‘er, let it cure. The longer the better…she’ll hold." 
 
    "Question is…is there any gas around here I can buy?" Derek asked. “We left most of ours on I-40 outside Flagstaff.” 
 
    Hiram pulled himself out from under the car and Derek helped him stand. "Thing is, I own the only working fillin’ station in town. My daddy gave it to me, oh, probably back about the time you were born.” He pulled out his greasy red rag and commenced to wipe down the screwdriver he’d used to mix the superglue-baking soda concoction under the car. “The mayor put the whole dadgum town on lockdown and won't let me sell to anybody but her boys in blue for the time being." He spat to the side of the dusty street. 
 
    “We saw other gas stations…” 
 
    “Yep,” Hiram nodded, “you did—but they all need electricity to run the pumps that pull the gas out of their underground tanks.” Hiram winked at Derek. “Mine don’t. Too old, y’see? I still got manual backups. But the mayor don’t know that,” he said as he touched the side of his nose with one finger. 
 
    Derek looked at him. "Look, I'm trying to get to my kids. They’re trapped in Santa Fe—” 
 
    Hiram raised a grease-stained hand. "Just hold your horses there, buckaroo. That devil woman said I ain’t allowed to sell it to anybody, but she didn't say anything about me trading gas for something.” 
 
    Derek smiled. 
 
    “So, you got anything I might want for some of my gas?" 
 
    Derek looked in the back seat of the Subaru. "I have some real food—not whatever it was you ate—and I have some ammo and camping supplies." 
 
    "What caliber?" Hiram asked casually, looking down at his hands and inspecting the knuckles for clods of grease and oil. 
 
    "Nine mil for the pistols—hollow point and round nose—and 12gauge double-ought buck and some home defense rounds for the shotgun.” 
 
    Hiram nodded. "I think we can make a bargain, but I don’t want none of that sissified home defense stuff. You want to stop an intruder, you put him down, you don’t hit him with a rubber ball. You see the station down there?" he said as he pointed down the street. 
 
    "At the corner?" Derek asked. He could just see the edge of a rusted gas station canopy at the end of the block. The rest of the buildings all stood shoulder to shoulder in the classic, late 1800s western construction, but the gas station had its own block. 
 
    "The very same. Why don’t you meet me down there in…say ten minutes? Pull around back, and we’ll work out something. The patches ought to be cured enough by then." 
 
    Derek stuck out his hand. "Mister, you got yourself a deal." 
 
    “I need to do some shopping,” he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at the abandoned department store behind him. “I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “But the power’s out and that store looks pretty empty.” 
 
    “Yep,” Hiram said with a twinkle in his eye. The old man shuffled into the store and shut the door behind him. He turned the ‘open/closed’ sign to read ‘open’ and gave Derek a thumbs up before he disappeared from view. 
 
    Derek sat down in the driver’s seat, set a timer on his watch, and leaned back in the seat. A ten-minute nap was exactly what he needed. As he faded into unconsciousness, he wondered if he’d wake up and discover everything since the storm hit had been a dream. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, a disappointed but slightly refreshed, Derek pulled into the gas station and went around back as instructed before he shut off the car. He sighed, stretched his back, and rolled his neck, relishing in the series of pops up his spine. He stayed in the residual air conditioning for a few minutes before he got out, shut the door, and walked over to the gas station office. 
 
    As he got to the corner of the building, he heard footsteps on the crushed gravel. "Alright, let's keep those hands where I can see them," a rough voice said behind him. 
 
    Derek spun, his hand already on the pistol on his thigh. 
 
    "Ah-ah! None of that," the police officer staring him down said. He already had his weapon out. "Don't even think about it. I’d drop you before you can skin that smoke wagon. Get those hands up, please." 
 
    "Wait a minute,” Derek said, recognizing the scruffy looking officer who’d stopped them at the roadblock off the interstate. “What's going on?" Derek demanded. "Hiram said to meet him back here." 
 
    "What that old coot said or didn't say ain’t my problem." 
 
    "Am I under arrest?" 
 
    "Not necessarily,” the cop smirked, “but we are detaining you for the time being." 
 
    "What for? What law did I break?" 
 
    The officer shrugged. "I'm not sure we’re too worried about laws anymore.” 
 
    “We?” Derek prodded. “You mean the cops in this town don’t even care about law and order?”  
 
    He smirked again and twitched the gun to keep Derek’s hands up. “All I know is the mayor asked my boss to make sure you didn't go nowhere. Bert said we’re supposed to keep an eye on you. Now I get word that I’m supposed to take care of you." 
 
    Derek’s arms wavered. "W-what?" He looked at the ‘cop.’ “I don’t understand…I didn’t do anything—I’m here to barter with Hiram for some gas—” 
 
    The cop sneered. “That old fool don’t have any gas. We already emptied all the tanks in town. Now face the wall, make this easy on me and you won’t feel anything.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Derek complied. “This is all just a misunderstanding. The mayor-” 
 
    “The mayor,” the cop scoffed, “yeah, she knows what’s going on.” He stepped up behind Derek, removed his pistol from the thigh holster, tossed it on the ground, and pulled Derek’s arm down to handcuff him. 
 
    “Hey! Don’t throw my gun in all that dust—” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    “Hey, now, what’s the fuss?” Hiram asked as he walked around the corner, wiping his hands on an ever-present red rag. 
 
    “Stand back, Leask, this don’t concern you,” the cop growled.  
 
    “Hiram! He’s arresting me and won’t tell me why.” 
 
    “Handling,” the cop corrected. He reached to grab Derek’s other hand. 
 
    Derek pulled his hand away. “This is illegal!” 
 
    “Who are you?” Hiram asked, squinting at the cop. “Ain’t never seen you before. You one of Bert’s Brats?” 
 
    “The mayor hired a bunch of us—” 
 
    “You’re not even a cop?” Derek asked carefully. 
 
    “Shut up,” the scruffy ‘cop’ warned. 
 
    “I don’t believe he is, Derek,” Hiram said slowly. He pulled a small shiny revolver out of his overalls. The hammer cocked back and sounded loud to Derek’s ears. 
 
    While the cop was distracted, Derek spun on his heel and drove his free elbow back, connecting with his would-be captor’s throat. The momentum carried him around and the cop staggered back, hands to his neck as he gasped for air. 
 
    Derek swooped down and grabbed his pistol, then racked the slide and leveled it at the imposter. “When you’re done sucking wind, go ahead and put your hands up. Please.” 
 
    The scruffy wannabe-cop’s eyes, bloodshot and wide, swiveled from Derek to Hiram and back as he crept further away, step by shaky step. He coughed, doubled over, and held out a hand, showing his palm in a ‘give me a minute’ gesture. 
 
    “Go on inside the building, Mr. Stagg,” Hiram said as he stepped forward. “Grab yourself an empty can, and I’ll fill it up for you, free of charge.” 
 
    “You can’t do that,” the cop growled, his voice hoarse. “Mayor said so.” 
 
    Hiram spat in the dust at his feet. “That’s for any mayor that hires a thug like you. I didn’t vote for her.” 
 
    “No one did,” snarled the cop. “Don’t change the fact that she’s in charge now.” 
 
    “What is going on in this town?” Derek asked over his shoulder, not taking his eyes off the impersonator. 
 
    “Panic, that’s what,” Hiram said. “The elected mayor was out of town when the storm hit,” he explained. “That woman in City Hall is an ex-cop…she ran for mayor every election for the past twenty years and lost every time. She’s bitter she was never made chief of police, cruel, and on some kind of power trip.” He spat again. “She’s done come unhinged.” 
 
    “You shut your mouth, old man,” the would-be cop snarled. 
 
    Derek stepped forward; his pistol still aimed at the unshaven man’s head. “I think it’s a better idea for you to shut your mouth. Turn around and put your hands on the hood of my car.” 
 
    The cop stared at him for a long moment. Hiram fired into the dust at the man’s feet when he didn’t move fast enough for the old mechanic. The gunshot sent a puff of dust into the air by the impersonator and startled a flock of birds from a nearby tree. 
 
    "Where's the keys to these handcuffs?" Derek asked as he stepped up behind the cop, now facing the Subaru, and raised his left arm. He dangled the cuffs in the man’s face. 
 
    “Where’s my friend?” he demanded when the cop remained silent. 
 
    "Like I'd tell —" 
 
    Derek didn't give him a chance to finish. He swung his pistol out and connected the base of the grip with the back of the man's head. The fake cop grunted and crashed forward onto the hood. Derek shook the jolt of the impact from his arm. "That looks so easy in the movies," he said to Hiram. The older man laughed and spat. 
 
    "What, are you trying to take my head off?" the cop growled as he put a hand to the back of his head, already bleeding. "You cut me!" 
 
    “Want me to do it again and see if I break a bone?" Derek snarled. "Keys. Now." 
 
    The cop reached to his utility belt, fumbled around for a second, with a shaking, bloody hand, then latched on to the handcuff keys and tossed them to the ground. 
 
    Derek kicked the keys to the side with his foot, wary of bending down behind the cop, and snatched the keys from the ground. He blew the dust off them, then slipped one in the cuff attached to his wrist and removed it. Though it hadn't been tight, the feeling of confining metal so close to his skin didn't do him any favors.  
 
    He took a deep breath, then forced fake cop’s hands behind his back and cuffed them. With his prisoner secured, Derek turned him around, walked him to the station’s wall, and kicked his knees out. The cop fell awkwardly on his hip, cursing. 
 
    "Now…” Derek said slowly as he squatted in front of the prisoner, “you’re going to tell me exactly what’s going on here, and you gonna tell me right now." He glanced back down the street to the west. The storm was much closer than it had been. Inwardly, Derek swore at his luck. 
 
    "And if I don't? What’re you going to do?” the prisoner spat, “shoot me in the face?" 
 
    "Maybe," Hiram said, his voice neutral and terrifying. The look on the old man’s face said he didn’t care if the handcuffed man lived or died. 
 
    "I'm not gonna shoot you," he admitted. The prisoner smiled through his weeks old, patchy beard. "But I will leave you out here to deal with the second dust storm with no protection. You know what that dust feels like on exposed skin when it's kicked up to 50 or 60 miles an hour?" Derek asked. He pulled down the collar on his shirt to expose white skin under the red welts that peppered his neck. "Feels something like that." 
 
    "Whoa, that looks like it hurt," the prisoner said condescendingly. 
 
    Derek snorted. "Keep it up, and you'll find out just how bad it hurts." He turned to the old mechanic. "Did you know about this…the mayor…?" 
 
    Hiram nodded. "Why do you think I wanted you to come here? Couldn't have done you any good to stay back by City Hall. They woulda grabbed you just like your girlfriend." 
 
    "She's not my girlfriend—wait, what do you mean grabbed her?" 
 
    "The old man's right," the cop said as he struggled to sit up against the wall, an awkward maneuver with his hands secured behind his back. "I heard on the radio just before Bert ordered me over here. Your girl used to work for the weather service or something, right? That means she knows what's going down, and she’s trying to contact the Feds. Couldn't let her ruin our good time, now, could we?" 
 
    "Washington can’t do anything," Derek said, confused. "We told the mayor…whoever that woman was…but there's another storm coming. You guys have to prepare for it, or people are going to be caught out in the open…" Derek's words trailed off as a slow smile spread across the cop’s brutal, filthy face. 
 
    "Yeah, now you're starting to get the idea." 
 
    "Why in the world would you not want people to be prepared for the storm? Somebody could get killed if they’re caught out in the middle of this thing," Derek said as he stood and pointed down the street. 
 
    "Several already have,” the cop said, looking away as if bored. “When the first one rolled through, we found the bodies after the skies cleared. But that's just fine, because everybody that kicks the bucket is one less mouth to feed. Or haven't you noticed it’s the end of the world? Whatever food and supplies we got in this town, that's all we’re ever going to get for a long time. It’s the time of strife and tribulation, my friend. Only the strong will survive." He laughed. 
 
    Derek looked at Hiram. The old man shrugged. "He ain't lyin’…says so in the Bible." 
 
    "Of course, I ain't lyin’," the cop said. "Look, you take these handcuffs off me and I'll see about—" 
 
    Enraged that the mayor, the cops—all of them—had tricked him so easily, Derek stalked back and kicked the cop square in the face. Only he wasn't a cop—not a real cop. No real police officer would ever take part in what was going down in Sounden. "You're supposed to protect people," Derek said under his breath. 
 
    The cop spit and a glob of red landed in the dust next to him. "Now, that was uncalled for…maybe I won't go so easy on you when I get out of these. I know they won’t if you show up at City Hall." 
 
    "What are they going to do with Lisa?" Derek demanded. 
 
    The cop spit more blood, then laughed. "How should I know? That's above my pay grade. All I know is I was told to take you out. We got a warrant and everything. It’s all legal. They said you got a bunch of supplies in the back of your car. That stuff’ll go into the pile for the rest of us. Violates the anti-hoarding statutes." He smirked. “That’s punishable by death, now that everything is worth its weight in gold.” 
 
    "What do you mean, the rest of us?" Derek asked. 
 
    "The chief, the mayor, cops. And our new families…well, anyone who’s smart enough to shack up with us, that is." 
 
    “How many people live in this town?" Derek asked, aghast. 
 
    "Too many for them all to survive the apocalypse, brother," the cop said. He raised one shoulder and wiped the blood from his lips. “Don’t take my word for it though, you should go on down to City Hall and ask to talk to the mayor yourself.” 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Hiram warned. “They’re liable to shoot you on sight if half what this human stain says is true.” 
 
    The cop smirked again. “He ain’t lyin’,” he said, throwing Hiram’s words back at him. 
 
    Derek jabbed his pistol into the man's forehead and drove his head back against the wall. His finger squeezed the trigger, but not enough to fire. Sweat trickled down into Derek’s eye. He pushed hard, and the cop closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. Derek growled under his breath. He wanted nothing more in the world than to squeeze the trigger just a little more and turn the man's forehead into a canoe. 
 
    But he couldn't. 
 
    "GAH!" Derek yelled, disgusted with himself as he stepped back and kicked a clod of dirt in the air. Dust swirled around him. He screamed his frustration, a guttural, animal howl of rage. More birds from the nearby trees took flight and squawked their indignation. 
 
    "Feel better?" Hiram asked, polishing his revolver with the dirty rag. 
 
    Spent, Derek turned around. "Why couldn't I do it? He could," Derek said as he gestured at the handcuffed cop impersonator. 
 
    "You know it," the man said, and smiled a bloody smile. “It's because you're weak, bro." 
 
    "It's because you're better than him," Hiram said. "You're better than me." The old man aimed at the impersonator and pulled the trigger. His pistol barked, and gore splattered against the wall behind the fake cope. His body slumped over to the right into the dust. 
 
    Derek looked at Hiram. "What did you do that for?" he shouted. 
 
    The old man shrugged, polished the revolver with his red rag and slipped it back into his overalls in front of his beer belly. "Some people just need killin’. Ain’t personal. Besides,” Hiram said as he looked at the body. “This one helped take care of undesirables after the storm let up. He had it coming." 
 
    "I don’t know what to do," Derek said as he stared at the still twitching corpse on the ground at his feet. Blood formed a dusty, muddy pool on the ground next to the service station. 
 
    "Well,” Hiram said, “I'm gonna fill up your car with gas. You're going to go get your friend back. Then the two of you are going to Santa Fe. Get clear of this crazy town and rescue your kids." 
 
    "Why are you helping me?" Derek asked, his mind struggling to stay connected to reality. Did someone just get murdered right in front of him? 
 
    The old man winked. "I got my reasons. Plus, I've always been a troublemaker…ain't good with towing the line, and I never did like that harpy in the mayor's office. Anything I can do to throw a wrench into her plans…" He smiled and spread his hands. "Besides, no one would expect me, am I right?" 
 
    Derek shook his head as he holstered his pistol. "I sure didn't." 
 
    Hiram pointed at the man on the ground and laughed. "He didn’t either!" 
 
    Derek stared at the laughing psychopath as he disappeared into the service station, muttering about gas cans. He turned and opened the back door of Isabel's car and looked at the supplies he had on hand. A bag of ammunition, camping and emergency supplies, another bag full of survival food and family mementos, and his pack of climbing gear. 
 
    "How am I my supposed to get into City Hall…if they’re waiting for me, they’ll have the ground floor covered…" He figured the mayor's office and command center was up on the third floor of the pueblo style City Hall. He closed his eyes and tried to remember what the building looked like. It was just like the other southwestern pueblo buildings, with wooden beams sticking out along the floor lines where they built the floor above… 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked at the climbing gear. A smile spread across Derek's face. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabel remained silent in the backseat of Nico’s stolen car, even after she managed to pull herself upright. She watched with the dull eyes of one who had no options. She watched as the landscape drifted by, and the dust storm approached from the west.  
 
    Mercifully, it proved to be a short trip from the Valley Village Retirement Community to downtown Santa Fe. She noticed people were just starting to emerge from their houses and buildings—wherever they’d taken shelter—to stare up at the still hazy sky. She smiled as a few children splashed and played in the sand, kicking up great plumes of yellow dust while parents stood with hands on their hips and surveyed the damage the storm had brought.  
 
    They passed several homes still burning, and several more scorched structures through town that could have been homes at one point. Without electricity and an operating water supply system, Isabel feared most of Santa Fe would eventually succumb to the fire spreading in what seemed like every corner of the old city. 
 
    Streams of cars, overloaded with possessions and people, floated past them, headed west. As Nico drove them into town, Isabel realized that almost every surface street was choked with people attempting to flee either the fire or the fighting. Through the open, shattered window, she heard the sounds of people yelling, crying, and over it all, gunshots echoing back and forth. 
 
    Nico slapped the horn liberally, honking almost constantly until they managed to pull up next to a pink sandstone building on a street corner. It looked like a castle—or someone's attempt to make a normal building look like a castle.  
 
    "What is this? Where are we?" 
 
    Nico put the car in park and grinned at her over the front seat. "Welcome to the Grove." 
 
    Isabel rolled her eyes. 
 
    As soon as he opened the passenger door and hauled her out, Isabel was hit with an unobstructed wall of sound—no longer was the noise outside limited to the busted open car window. It enveloped her like an ice-cold river. It was the sound of an entire town dying. Fire crackled and hissed somewhere in the distance behind the Grove, but car horns honked constantly. Every now and then a gunshot fired, and the people on the streets flinched with the sound en masse.  
 
    Isabel looked across the car’s roof and tossed her head to clear stray hair from her face. For the most part, the noise that Isabel heard, an all-encompassing droning background noise of human voices, some raised in crying, others screaming in terror, but mostly just people talking to each other and over each other. Isabel looked around, blinking in the sunlight.  
 
    She'd never seen so many people in downtown Santa Fe outside of festivals. They clogged the streets, the sidewalks, and front yards, all of them carrying trash bags, backpacks, children, sleeping bags—anything that they could carry, including wheeled suitcases. 
 
    What broke Isabel's heart was the look of desperation and hopelessness on all of their faces. Dusty and bedraggled, they trudged forward, likely not knowing where they were going, only hopeful that someone, somewhere, would take care of them. From what Isabel had seen of the destruction caused by the sandstorm—and the subsequent power failure—there would be very little help to be found anywhere. Everyone was still too busy taking care of themselves to worry about refugees. 
 
    "Where they all going?" she said, heartsick. 
 
    Nico shrugged, but even his callousness couldn't overshadow the simple act of human curiosity. He stopped and stared at the wave of humanity struggling through the dusty streets just as much as she did. 
 
    "As long as they stay out of my way,” Nico grumbled after a moment of watching, “I don't care where they think they're going.” He pulled her around the car and shoved her toward the pink building. “Come on.” 
 
    As they approached the rear of the building, a big wooden door opened, and an older man appeared. "Brother Nico," he said with a deferential, but somehow reluctant, bow.  
 
    Isabel took one glance at the older man's face and realized that he held no love for her captor. He glanced at her, and his eyes widened momentarily, but he was too well mannered to let his surprise show long. "You…ah, brought…company?" 
 
    Nico forced his way through the doorway, which in effect pushed the man back inside the building. "See to it that she doesn't escape, Donald,” he ordered flippantly. 
 
    "Brother Nico, I think you should know—” 
 
    "Yes, yes—I know—the Inquisitor." He shoved Isabel into the old man. “Keep watch over her.” 
 
    She grunted under the impact and a mumbled an apology. 
 
    “Hush now,” the older man said under his breath. His breath smelled like licorice. He smelled like her grandfather. 
 
    Isabel smiled. 
 
    "Remember what I said," Nico said as he pointed at the old man. "See to it she doesn't escape. I'll deal with her shortly.” 
 
    Donald took a step back from Isabel, smiled sadly at her. "My name is Donald. I'm the gatekeeper here at the Grove. Who are you? And why are you bound?" 
 
    "You have to help me…” Isabel pleaded, her eyes already watering. “This man kidnapped me at gunpoint. I don't know what he's doing, but you have to free me!" Isabel said quietly, keeping one eye on Nico.  
 
    The short thug yelled for assistance as he stormed down a long, wood paneled corridor. Several people emerged from doorways holding flashlights, and Nico shouted something about a general meeting of the Grove before he disappeared into a room in a cloud of dust, his swirling coat, and stray flashlight beams. 
 
    "Please," Isabel said through tears. "You’ve got to help me!" 
 
    "Of course," Donald said quickly. He turned her around, and within seconds, she felt the pressure on her wrists ease. Her belt fell away from her wrists, and she turned back to see Donald slide a pen knife back into a pocket in his three-piece suit. "Let's get you cleaned up—" he began. 
 
    Isabel turned and made for the exit. She was still close enough to the Valley Village that she figured she could walk there by sunset if she had to. “Thank you,” she began. 
 
    The old man moved faster than she would've thought and barred her way. "I'm sorry, dear, but I can't allow you to leave just yet.” 
 
    "W-what? Why?" Isabel said, her voice trembling. "You're in on it with him! You’ll be an accessory to kidnapping. That’s a federal crime!" 
 
    "My dear, you misunderstand my motives…I have no intention of holding you against your will. Certainly not for that little human stain.” He pulled Isabel aside and stood between her and the corridor down which Nico had vanished. “This room, indeed, this entire facility, is covered—every inch of it—by CCTV cameras. The room that Nico walked into was this floor’s command center. He has access to every camera in the building and is no doubt watching us this very second,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “If I were to let you walk out that door, he’d follow me and put a bullet in the back of my head, and likely yours as well." 
 
    Isabel's blood ran cold. “No—he said he doesn’t want to hurt me…” 
 
    The old man smiled sadly. “Of course.” 
 
    She froze. A tingling sensation crept up the back of her neck. She was about to say she felt like she was being watched, but according to Donald…she was being watched. It was no different than if Nico had been standing behind her, breathing on her neck.  
 
    "He's watching us right now?" she whispered, unable to move her body. 
 
    Donald nodded. "Even I don't know where all the cameras are, other than the few that are visible to the public. These carved wooden panels hold all manner of secrets, child. Believe me when I tell you I want nothing more than for you to escape and see the downfall of Nico," he said, practically spitting the name. "The Inquisitor is on his trail, and I expect him here shortly." 
 
    "Nico was talking about him…" Isabel said as she hugged herself in misery. "He wouldn't happen to be a tall British guy…good looking?" 
 
    "Indeed, he is. And when he gets a hold of Nico and discovers the truth about that cretin’s dealings with the Grove…there will be blood." 
 
    "Do you promise to help me get out of here?" 
 
    Donald gave her a quick smile, then glanced at something over her shoulder and straightened. He grabbed her with hands surprisingly strong and spun her around to face Nico, emerging from the hallway minus his heavy coat. 
 
    "I took the liberty of releasing her from her restraints, sir,” he informed the little man, “and explained to her the consequences of any attempted escape." 
 
    Nico narrowed his eyes at the two of them, but eventually nodded. "You're responsible for her, old man. If she gets away…" Nico let the threat hang in the air. 
 
    "She will not escape, sir." 
 
    Satisfied, Nico nodded and put his hands in his pockets. "Good. I've called the general assembly to order. Bring her downstairs with us. She’ll be part of my evidence presentation." 
 
    "Evidence?" demanded Isabel. "Am I on trial here or something?" 
 
    "Best to keep quiet, dear," Donald muttered in her ear as he forcibly walked her after Nico. 
 
    The short thug laughed as he pressed a section of carved motifs on the wall, and a door popped free in silence. Isabel gasped at the intricately carved secret door as it swung open mere millimeters from the polished marble floor.  
 
    "What is this place?" 
 
    Nico led them down a dark, marble lined staircase illuminated by torches—actual, burning torches. Isabel's eyes adjusted to the darkness relatively quickly, and she stared at the ornate carvings and strange symbols that lined the stairway down to a lower level. On her left, she saw a procession of domestic animals led by people in what looked like medieval garb. On her right, men with swords and chainmail had been carved out of the marble. Others carried tools. She narrowed her eyes. She spotted several symbols hidden in the bas-relief carvings that reminded her of something... 
 
    "You are being blessed with knowledge—secret knowledge—not available to the public. This is the Druid Grove of New Mexico." 
 
    "You mean there's more than one?" Isabel asked. “This is crazy…is this like some cult temple or something?” 
 
    Nico turned and looked at her, pausing on the steps. "We are legion." He turned away from her and continued down into the darkened tunnel. "But the Grove is sick, and its roots are diseased. It's time for pruning to save the trunk." 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at Donald, who merely clamped his mouth shut and shook his head quickly. Isabel had no choice but to follow Nico forward toward two massive wooden doors, each intricately carved with nature scenes.  
 
    The door on the left was opened by a young, burly-looking man with a perpetual frown on his face. He had the distinct feel of an underpaid prison guard. Isabel took a glance at the door and noticed the entire door was in the shape of a massive tree with thousands of leaves, all individually carved out of a richly polished dark wood.  
 
    She ached to run her fingers over the carving but was ushered into a large chamber shaped like an ancient Greek amphitheater instead. She had enough time to count at least seven rows of seats arranged in a semicircle around a small marble stage with a backdrop of red velvet drapes that hung against the wall.  
 
    A simple microphone stand stood in the middle of the stage, along with a small pedestal topped with a bottle of water. A handful of stage lights, their modernity glaring in the face of such an ancient-looking room as they hung from the ceiling. Donald gently pushed her forward and Isabel noted none of the lights were in use, the expansive, yet intimate chamber instead lit by torches in cast-iron sconces at regular intervals around the perimeter. 
 
    The room was packed full of men and women, some in ornate robes of differing colors and decoration. Others—usually the younger looking ones—wore simple homespun clothing tunics and belted dresses. There were a few in suits or business attire, but she couldn't help but notice the thickly muscled group of younger men scanning the crowds from the shadows lining the far walls. They all appeared armed and mad about something. 
 
    “What in the world is going on here, a Dungeons and Dragons convention?” 
 
    Nico watched her as she stepped into the gathering. "Don't try anything stupid. All you need to do is stand up there on stage with me and be quiet. If you break free of Donald, one of my men will catch you."  
 
    “Please do as he says…for now,” Donald whispered. 
 
    Nico turned from her and walked into the room; one hand raised as the audience began to clap. She noticed about half the room offered limp applause, while the others were only slightly more vocal in their greeting. 
 
    Donald marched her up onto the stage behind Nico, and kept her toward the back, on the edge of the shadows.  
 
    "What's happening here?” she whispered to him out of the corner of her mouth. “Why is everyone staring at me…who are all these people?” She looked at the audience and studied the hungry, curious faces. “Wait, a minute…” Isabel whispered, a new chill creeping down the backs of her legs. “Are they going to sacrifice me or something? Are these Satan worshipers?" Isabel asked, the questions rolling off her tongue in rapid-fire succession. 
 
    "My goodness, no," Donald said, aghast. "This is a conclave. The entire Grove—that we could find on such short notice—has assembled to hear Nico's plea. He is part of the ruling group here at the Grove—sadly,” Donald said in an aside. “I believe he has designs on taking the reins of power for himself." 
 
    "I still don’t understand what any of this has to do with me," Isabel complained. “This is so weird.” 
 
    "While I could take offense at my…church, for lack of a better word…described as weird…I assure you, the first chance that presents itself, I will spirit you out of here.” He looked at her solemnly. “I will keep you safe, you have my word." 
 
    "The Inquisitor said the same thing to me,” Isabel replied evenly. “That he wouldn't turn me over to Nico, nor let him harm me." 
 
    Donald raised his eyebrows. "Indeed?"  
 
    Nico began an incantation in what sounded like Latin, and Donald fell silent as the audience bowed their heads as one and listened. Nico stood before them at the edge of the stage with his hands spread wide and continued speaking. 
 
    “Is that Latin?” 
 
    "Yes,” Donald whispered. He glanced at the crowd and leaned close to Isabel. “If the Inquisitor himself made a promise not to harm you, then it is his sacred duty to ensure he fulfills that promise. No harm shall come to you while under his protection." 
 
    "Yeah, well, that's great and all, but I'm not under his protection right now, am I?" 
 
    "I live to serve,” Donald replied cryptically. “I serve the Grove, and the Inquisitor represents all that I serve. As long as I live,” he said as he took her hands in his big, soft, yet strong hands, “then you are under my protection. The Inquisitor will protect you in his turn, as well. You may believe me on this." 
 
    Isabel shook her head and pulled her hands free. "I don't know what to believe anymore. This is all so insane." 
 
    Donald smiled gently. "To the uninitiated, I can easily see that this,” he said with a nod toward the conclave, “might seem…outlandish.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    Donald raised a finger to his lips. “Hush now, it has begun." 
 
    "How are you going to get me out of here?"  
 
    Donald grimaced. “As soon as the conclave is distracted, we’ll disappear into the shadows behind us. Too many eyes are watching you now—you’re a curiosity. If Nico is about to start what I think he's about to start, there will be plenty of distractions available." 
 
    Isabel leaned closer to Donald, so she didn't disrupt the meeting. "What's he about to start?" 
 
    Donald swallowed, his face pale in the torchlight. "A civil war." 
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    Becca watched the storm roll ever closer. "Man, that thing is moving…" she whispered to herself. She shifted the binoculars back to face the house down the street where the group of armed men had congregated.  
 
    She'd kept Mr. Wright appraised of the situation, but the main group had split—some went to the back of the house, and some stayed out in the street. She didn't know if that was worth making another radio call for or not. Mr. Wright seemed busy dealing with her brother’s fight at the rec center. Her heart raced. She was torn between trying to watch what was going on to the north and keeping an eye on the action to the south, which was a lot closer to HQ—and her. 
 
    On top of all that, another dust storm threatened from the west. Becca sighed. The men in the street by the house with the car accident continued to talk amongst themselves, though most of them had crouched down behind what remained of the wall in front of the house.  
 
    She frowned as they lit cigarettes, passed a bottle of something back and forth amongst them, and seemed to just take a break. "I wonder what the rest of you guys are doing?" she muttered as she shifted her view to the side yard between the two houses.  
 
    A gust of wind swirled up some dust in the street and briefly blocked her view, but when it cleared, it was the same as before: two houses and a dust-covered, empty yard. Whatever the other group of men were doing, they remained out of sight. 
 
    Satisfied nothing was about to happen, Becca shifted her binoculars to look west again. The dust storm was definitely closer, and definitely bigger. At the rate it was closing, she expected it to arrive well before sunset. 
 
    The only other thing of note to take place on the western side of the neighborhood was that it looked like another house had caught fire. She shifted the binoculars to the north once more. Way over that way, her brother was being threatened by yet another group of looters.  
 
    A gunshot rang out loud and clear, and she almost dropped her binoculars. The report came from the direction of the rec center. Several shots echoed back. She leaned closer, willing the haze and smoke in the air to clear so she could see who shot at who. 
 
    "Eagle Eyes, Nest," Mr. Wright’s voice said over her radio. 
 
    Becca picked up the radio without taking her eyes from the binoculars. "Nest, Eagle Eyes—go ahead." 
 
    "What's going on out there?" 
 
    "I don't know…the shooting is coming from over by the rec center…it's too hazy and smoky up that way, though—I can't see." 
 
    "Roger that. We’re monitoring that situation. I was asking about those men in the street." 
 
    "Oh," Becca said, before she shifted position and brought the binoculars to bear on the group in front of the house with the car accident. "They split up. I see…four of them in the street now. Although they're not really in the street, they’re sitting down against the wall in front of the house. They’re smoking cigarettes and passing a bottle around. Looks like they’re taking a break." 
 
    "What about the others? You know how many moved away?" 
 
    "I counted at least three…but there could've been more. Especially if they joined up with some guys coming in from the other side of the neighborhood. They went around the back of the house with the car accident and disappeared. I haven't seen them since." 
 
    "Nest copies all. What about the dust storm?" 
 
    Becca shifted once more and aimed her binoculars west. Remarkably, the dust storm seemed to have grown larger even in the few moments since she’d last looked at it. "You're not gonna believe this, Nest, but I think this thing is moving really fast. Just a few seconds ago, I looked at it, and now it looks even bigger than before." She swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. "It's getting real quiet out here…" 
 
    "I thought you said there was gunfire from the rec center?" 
 
    Becca shook her head. "No, I don't mean that…I mean…it feels like the calm before the storm. Like it did before the last one. The only way I can describe it is it’s like the water is rushing away from a beach. Like there's a tsunami coming…you know what I mean?" 
 
    The old man on the other end of the radio sighed. "I think I do know what you mean. We got somebody up in the other observation post now and they confirm what you're seeing. We estimate the dust storm will be on us sooner rather than later. The general wants you to start packing up. Be advised, we might give you the order to come back to base any minute. Copy?" 
 
    "Eagle Eyes copies all," Becca said with a sly grin. She was getting the hang of the Army talk. 
 
    "Keep an eye on those jokers in the street, and we’ll let you know when to come back." 
 
    "Okay," she said and put the radio down. 
 
    She pulled the binoculars away from the dust storm and looked once more toward the men in the street a block away. What she saw made her heart stop. One of the men suddenly pointed right at her and grabbed the shoulder of the man next to him.  
 
    She leaned forward. They both pointed at her, and the other men grabbed their weapons and scrambled. All four of them got up and moved around to the other side of the wall. 
 
    "Oh, no…" Becca muttered. They'd seen her. Maybe they spotted the little bump of her observation post on the roof, or maybe they'd seen light reflect off the binoculars, or maybe they'd even spotted a shadow move as she shifted position. It didn't matter—they’d definitely spotted her. 
 
    "Please don't shoot me…please don't shoot me…" she muttered like a meditation mantra. 
 
    Three of the four men poked their heads up over the walls, briefly took a look, then disappeared again. They were still focused on her position, but they seemed almost as afraid of her as she was of them. 
 
    With one trembling hand, she grabbed the radio and brought it to her mouth. "Eagle Eyes. Nest, Eagle Eyes…I think I have a problem here." 
 
    "What is it, Eagle Eyes?" 
 
    "Those guys in the street I was telling you about? I think they spotted me. All of a sudden, they started pointing at me, then they jumped up from the wall and moved around to the other side. Now they keep popping up over it to look at me and they’ve got their guns pointed at me, but then they keep ducking back down again…like they're afraid I might shoot them or something.” 
 
    "Eagle Eyes, listen to me very carefully. I want you to drop out of sight immediately. Grab your stuff, get out of that observation post, and stay as low as you can to the rooftop. Copy?” 
 
    “I copy,” Becca said as she continued to stare through the binoculars. 
 
    “Get back to the ladder,” Mr. Wright continued, “and get down to the ground. We’re sending out someone to give you cover. I want you to wait for my signal, then get your butt across the street as fast as possible and back to HQ. You understand me?" 
 
    "Yeah, but what about…" Becca said as she kept the binoculars trained on the section of wall where the four guys had been. 
 
    "No ‘buts,’ Eagle Eyes. The storm is almost on top of us, anyway. The general wants you out of there. This is the right time—now do it." 
 
    "Okay…Eagle Eyes is on the move," she said, mimicking her brother’s fancy talk. She put the water bottles and food and everything she had in her backpack, then dropped down and crawled back to the door.  
 
    She kicked it open with her feet, which flooded the interior of the observation post with light from outside. She chewed her lip and worried it may have given her position away for sure, but she was more worried about getting off the roof and back to the safety of headquarters than anything else.  
 
    Becca shimmied out of the hole feet first, then turned around and reached in to grab her backpack. As she pulled it out, one strap got hooked on the corner of the sandbag, and the flap came open, spilling her binoculars and radio out of the bag. Muttering to herself and risking a glance down the street toward the men behind the wall, she hastily scooped everything back up and put it in the bag. With the bag securely strapped over her back, she scrambled on hands and knees toward the edge of the house where the aluminum ladder left by the engineering team waited. 
 
    All she had to do was make it across the roof without being seen, get to the ladder, and get down to the ground. Then she could radio Mr. Wright and when the coast was clear, run across the street. That wasn't so hard.  
 
    She glanced across the roof to the Wrights’ house across the street. The big American flag, which mostly hung limp from the slight breeze in the air all afternoon, flapped and fluttered as the wind kicked up. She saw a flash of movement from the sniper hide and realized the sharpshooter had waved at her.  
 
    Becca offered a sheepish wave in return and scrambled across the hot roof to the ladder. She swallowed and removed her backpack. The last thing she needed was to go cartwheeling over the edge and fall to the ground because the backpack threw her off balance. As she pulled it off, the stupid flap over the top came loose, and the radio slipped out. Becca tried to grab it in mid-air, but the momentum made it bounce off her fingertips. She grabbed the edge of the rooftop and watched in open-mouthed horror as the radio spun lazily in the air, doing somersaults until it hit the ground and broke in half, the plastic shell splintering on impact.  
 
    "No!" she hissed. How was Mr. Wright going to tell her it was safe to go across the street? 
 
    Her hands trembling, Becca began to sweat. Everything was unraveling. Her spy movie was turning into a horror movie. 
 
    Becca frowned and adjusted her top, channeling her father. He wouldn’t give up and get scared. He’d just find another way. "Fine. I'll just have to do this the hard way." Becca turned and tried to get her feet on the ladder, but it wasn't secured to the wall like the one they’d set up at HQ.  
 
    As her foot touched the first rung, the ladder slid sideways. She squeaked in surprise and reached out with one hand to grab the ladder but yelped and jerked her hand back. The aluminum was hot after baking in the sun.  
 
    With tears welling in her eyes, Becca reached out for the ladder again and used the long sleeve of her shirt to protect her hands as she stabilized the wobbly thing. "This sucks…" she muttered as she tried once more to mount the ladder.  
 
    A shout echoed down the street from the direction of the house with the car accident. Becca froze. She raised herself a little higher off the roof and spotted two heads bobbing across the street in her direction.  
 
    "No, no, no!" The men ran toward her to check out what was going on. She had just gotten her weight on the ladder when a gunshot rang out. It sounded close—like right on the other side of the house. Becca froze and realized she only had one option.  
 
    If she tried to go down the ladder and make a break for it across the street, the men on the other side of the house would easily see her and shoot her in the back. They might capture her instead…either way, she wasn't fast enough to get down the ladder and across the street before being seen. Her only option was to stay up on the roof. But if she got off the ladder, the men would simply climb up after her. 
 
    Becca took a deep breath. She had to pull the ladder up behind her and hope they went away. 
 
    She clambered off the ladder and back onto the roof, then turned around and grabbed the top rung with both hands. Her skin burned, but she clenched her teeth through the pain and pulled back. The ladder was heavy, but not impossibly heavy, she was pleased to see. She took a step back, and it scraped against the side of the house, but she felt the bottom lift off the ground. 
 
    "Okay…not so bad…just keep going…" she told herself as she took another step and then another step back. More shouts erupted from the other side of the house, then someone fired another gun. It sounded like they were speaking Spanish. 
 
    "Why did I have to take French in school?" she complained. "I should have taken Spanish…" 
 
    Sweat beaded on her forehead and her muscles strained as she struggled to pull the ladder further up the side of the house. She risked a glance up across the street and saw movement from inside the sniper nest. It looked like the man was waving frantically at her. 
 
    Suddenly, the back end of the ladder became incredibly heavy. It jerked straight down, and for a split second, Becca thought she would be launched through the air like a catapult as the aluminum ladder jerked down. She let go and the whole thing clattered over the edge and crashed to the ground with the distinctive sound of metal hitting stone.  
 
    An outburst of rapid-fire Spanish followed the echo of the crash. Her breath caught in her throat, and Becca crept back to the edge and peered over. A man wearing ratty clothes lay underneath the ladder on the ground, while his partner laughed, doubled over at the first one's predicament. A big black rifle lay in the dust on the ground next to the man pinned by the ladder, but the other man held his rifle in his hands while he laughed. 
 
    They yelled at each other in Spanish as Becca pulled herself back from the edge. She looked across the street and saw the sniper had exited the hide and set up his rifle on the roof of the little outpost. He aimed between the buildings at the two men on the ground. 
 
    Becca held up her hand next to her head in the universal sign of holding a phone to one's face, then shook her head and drew her hand across her throat. “Please figure that out…” 
 
    The sniper nodded, then settled himself behind his scope and raised his free hand, counting down with his fingers from five to one. His gun barked and Becca squealed in surprise and clapped her hands over her ears. Down below, one of the men screamed and rapid gunfire erupted from the ground. The sniper ducked behind the outpost and disappeared as bits of sand puffed up into the air on the Wrights’ house. 
 
    Suddenly Becca didn't like spy novels anymore. All she wanted to do was run and hide, but there was no place to hide except the sandbag outpost. But with the men on the ground controlling the ladder… 
 
    Becca grabbed her backpack and scrambled back to the outpost. There was nothing else she could do. 
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    Riley dumped all the first aid supplies he found by the pool into a duffel bag he'd brought in his pack. He raced to the front door of the rec center in time to meet the three-person squad sent from headquarters to retrieve the supplies he’d found. He opened the front door and ushered in a man and two women, who dragged a blue plastic toboggan and a Red Ryder wagon behind them. 
 
    "Where'd you get the sled?" Riley asked as he shut the door behind them and enclosed the building in darkness once more. 
 
    "Oh, this?" one of the women asked. "Me and my husband keep it for the grandkids. When they visit, we take them out to White Sands and they go sledding," she explained as she held up the plastic toboggan. 
 
    "Well, with all the dust out there, I guess this is going to be easy to pull, then," Riley said. He handed over the duffel bag.  
 
    “What’s this?” she asked. 
 
    “Medical supplies. I cleaned out the first-aid station by the pool." 
 
    "They said you found bottled water and sports drinks—things like that?" the man asked. 
 
    Riley nodded. “Follow this corridor straight to the back. You'll see the pool deck there.” 
 
    The other woman snapped her fingers. “Right! The concession stand!’ 
 
    Riley nodded. “You might want to hold your nose, it’s nasty back there. But there's plenty of usable liquids and stuff. I've pulled everything out on the counter to make it easy.” 
 
    Riley moved back to the front door and stepped outside as the retrieval team got to work. The sweltering heat of a late-summer day in New Mexico late-day felt cool compared with the stuffy confines of the rec center. He jogged across the parking lot to where he'd stationed Percy behind the building’s massive slab of a sign. The older man sat with his back against the brick structure in the shade. At Riley's approach, the short man waved, then crept around the corner and used his binoculars to peer down the street. 
 
    "Anything new over here?" Riley asked. 
 
    The old man shook his head. "Nope. Still a clean shot straight down the road back to HQ. Have you been listening to the radio about those people Otto spotted?" 
 
    “I'm going to check on that right now. Just sit tight." Riley left the pudgy man behind the sign and jogged down the length of the building on the north side. He glanced at the single row of houses opposite the rec center, nestled up against the neighborhood’s northern wall. At least there wasn't much of a threat from that sector.  
 
    He reached the corner of the building and wiped sweat from his face. The rec center may be hot on the inside, but it was still blazing outside. Three sat sweating in the shade under a tree not far from the edge of the rec center parking lot. Before he risked a run across the parking lot, Riley pulled the radio from his belt.  
 
    “Alpha Three, Actual." 
 
    He watched as the man fumbled for his own radio and brought it to his lips. "Three here—go ahead, Actual." 
 
    "You see anything?" 
 
    "I saw some movement a second ago, but they disappeared inside one of the houses down the street. I can't tell how many there were. What do you want me to do now?” the man asked, his voice unsteady. 
 
    Riley frowned. "Just hang tight and keep an eye out." Riley glanced up at the side of the rec center to the roof. "Overwatch, Alpha Actual." 
 
    Otto’s reply was instant. "Overwatch copies all." 
 
    "Any change?" Riley asked. 
 
    "Negative. Still five on foot approaching and one vehicle. They seem to have stopped a street over. I heard a gunshot earlier, and I'm watching them going in and out of a house." 
 
    "Sounds like a target of opportunity, then." 
 
    "Agreed." 
 
    “Can you see anybody right now?” 
 
    "I got eyes on one target,” the old sniper replied. “The others are inside. I think he's a look-out." 
 
    Before Riley could answer, the command frequency lit up on his radio. The little light flashed with urgency. "Standby, Overwatch." 
 
    "Roger that." 
 
    “Go for Alpha Actual," Riley said. 
 
    "Actual, be advised—we've made contact with enemy foot mobiles on the south side. We’re pulling back all the scouts. The storm seems to have picked up its pace. What's your sit rep?" 
 
    Riley took a second to catch his breath. A lot of military lingo flew at him and he wanted to make sure he got it right. He nodded to himself, swallowed, and brought the radio to his lips. "Roger that. Alpha Actual copies all," he said, then continued, "Retrieval team is here, loading up now. We've got eyes on enemy foot mobiles one block away. They have one vehicle with them. Still coming to our location, but they may have stopped to loot along the way. Otherwise, all quiet." 
 
    After a long pause, General Deckert got on the radio. "HQ copies all, Alpha Actual. Good job. Get that retrieval team back to base ASAP and maintain your position until further notice." Deckert kept the channel open, and more gunshots crackled over the little speaker in Riley's hand. "We're meeting some stiff resistance, so standby for a change of orders. Keep an eye on the sky and pull out if you need to." 
 
    Riley waited for more orders, and when the line stayed quiet, he hit the transmit button on his radio. "Alpha Actual copies all, HQ. Out." He waved at Three, switched frequencies to his team channel, then brought the radio to his lips. "Alpha Team, Alpha Actual. Check-in." 
 
    "One, standing by." 
 
    "Overwatch, standing by." 
 
    The man across the parking lot from Riley brought the radio to his lips. "Three, standing by." 
 
    “Uh…Two, standing by.” 
 
    Riley leaned against the building and let the warm bricks relax his back. "Okay, listen up, guys. I'm sure you’ve heard the gunshots by now. Gamma Team is taking some heat south of HQ. They’re worried about the dust storm coming on. We’re going to sit tight until the retrieval team is loaded up with all the supplies, then Two, you're going to escort them back to HQ. Three, Overwatch, and I will stay here and hold position until further notice." 
 
    "What about that storm?" Three asked, looking at Riley across the parking lot. 
 
    Riley glanced at the horizon. The worry in the man's voice wasn't unwarranted. The storm appeared twice as tall at the horizon as it did when they’d first arrived at the rec center. General Deckert wasn't kidding—it was moving faster than the first storm.  
 
    He didn't know if that was a good thing or bad thing, as most storms that tended to move fast didn't seem to pack as much of a punch as the slower ones. "I see it. Keep an eye on it for me—at this rate, we might only have about an hour before we need to pull back. But we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it." When no one said anything for a moment, Riley kicked himself. He forgot the closing command. "All Alpha Team acknowledge new orders," he said, trying not to feel like an imposter. 
 
    When his entire team radioed in that they’d heard and understood the new orders, Riley waved again to the man across the parking lot under the tree, then turned and jogged down the length of the building once more. As he got to the front, the door opened and the retrieval team emerged, pulling a wagon fully loaded with cases of water and sports drinks all lashed to the red wagon with black para cord.  
 
    The man pulled the wagon as one of the women pushed from behind and towed the toboggan with her other hand. The other woman came, held up the rear and carried the duffel bag of medical supplies over one shoulder as she lent her weight to push the toboggan from behind. The plastic made a loud scraping noise as it moved across the concrete foyer until they managed to get it onto the dust covered parking lot. 
 
    Riley walked over to them and inspected their load. "You got everything?" 
 
    The man pulling the wagon wiped sweat from his face with a handkerchief and tucked it into a back pocket. "Boy, did we! We also found some stuff in a break room. We don't have any anything else to carry it all in and these are overloaded as it is," he said as he patted the overloaded wagon. 
 
    "Me and my team have backpacks,” Riley said. “we’ll load up whatever else we can find before we pull out." He turned to Two and waved him over. "This is Alpha Two.” 
 
    “Percy,” the old man said with a shaky smile. 
 
    Riley ignored the interruption. “He's going to escort you back to base." 
 
    "Glad to have you," the man with the wagon said as he shook hands with Two. 
 
    "Why didn’t you guys bring a car?” Two asked. “I know they didn't work in the dust storm, but there's gotta be at least one working, now that the storm’s gone.” 
 
    "General Deckert didn't want to attract attention," the woman with the toboggan said. 
 
    "Besides, we’re only a couple of blocks away," the other woman added. 
 
    Riley slapped the gear strapped to the wagon. "You guys better get moving before the storm catches you." 
 
    "Right. Come on," the man with the wagon said. He leaned forward and pulled the overloaded child's toy through the ankle-deep dust of the parking lot. The women pushing from behind had an easier time as the plastic toboggan cut a nice path through the sand. 
 
    "See you back at base," Two said with a wave for Riley as he followed them with his rifle at his hip in a relaxed, ready position. 
 
    "Be safe," Riley said in parting. 
 
    He went back into the building and jogged down the main corridor until he found the break room the man with the wagon had mentioned. Inside, the single window high up on the wall illuminated the room in an eerie twilight, much like the pool deck. In the corner, a vending machine had been opened and packs of chips and pretzels and other prepackaged food lay scattered on the ground where the retrieval team had loaded what they could. Riley removed his backpack, opened it, and stuffed it full of the convenient snacks. 
 
    He pulled his radio from his belt. "Three, Actual." 
 
    "Go ahead, Actual." 
 
    “Any change out there?" 
 
    "Not from my position. Don't know what Overwatch is seeing." 
 
    "You got a backpack?" Riley asked. 
 
    "Break, break! Overwatch!" Otto said, cutting into the conversation.  
 
    "Go ahead, Overwatch," Riley said quickly, feeling his heart rate increase. 
 
    "I got eyes on five-foot mobiles and the vehicle, all headed this way. Whatever they were doing at that house, they're done. They're coming straight at us." 
 
    "How much time do we have before they get here?" Riley asked.  
 
    "If they keep coming on like they’re moving, it's only gonna be a couple minutes." 
 
    "Standby, Overwatch." Riley looked down at the bag full of snacks at his feet and pressed the transmit button again. "Two, Actual. You read me?" 
 
    "Loud and clear," the man providing escort to the supply convoy said. 
 
    "Did you hear all that?" 
 
    "Sure did…we’re about halfway back. Want me to come help?" 
 
    Riley sighed. "Negative. Stay with the retrieval team. Don’t let them slow down. Get those supplies back to base.” 
 
    "Roger that.” 
 
    "Actual, Overwatch," Otto said in a tight voice. 
 
    Riley closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. "Go ahead, Overwatch." 
 
    "That vehicle’s pressing forward. They may have seen me up here on the roof…" 
 
    "I see it!” Three cried. "Oh, God—I see the truck! There's a guy in it with a gun!" the panicked man cried. 
 
    "Three, hold position! I'm coming to you!" Riley said.  
 
    "No! I'm getting out of here! There's at least three guys in that truck. I can see them in my binoculars!" The radio went silent. 
 
    "Actual, Overwatch—be advised, Three has left his position. I think they spotted him! The truck is changing course to intercept.” 
 
    "Three what are you doing?" Riley practically yelled into the radio. “Overwatch. Can you cover him?” 
 
    The man didn't respond, but Otto's rifle did. Even inside the building, Riley heard the report. 
 
    "They definitely know we’re here, now…vehicle has been neutralized." 
 
    "What did you do?" Riley shouted into the radio. 
 
    "Three is right,” Otto reported. “They spotted him and were about ready to attack. I took out the driver, and they crashed into a house across the street. I think all but one of the foot mobiles in the truck are dead. Still have eyes on the others. They’re running towards us now."  
 
    Riley grabbed his overloaded backpack from the ground, then rushed to the sink across the room. He pulled open the cabinet door, dug around through the cleaning supplies until found a large black plastic trash bag. Grinning in triumph, he grabbed the bag and his radio. "Alpha Team, Actual, all units retreat to the front door of the rec center. Move!" 
 
    “I'm already here!” panted Three from the front of the building. 
 
    Riley ignored him for a moment and scooped up the remaining snacks into the garbage bag. He twisted it shut, then hefted the bulky, but light bag over his shoulder like a demented Santa. He picked up his grandfather’s Garand and jogged toward the front entrance. Above him, Otto's rifle barked again and again, the sound an eerie echo through the building. 
 
    At the front door, he dropped the bag of snacks and pulled out his radio. “Overwatch. What are you doing? Get off the roof!" 
 
    "On my way…" the old sniper replied, his voice uneven as he jogged across the roof. "That oughtta slow ‘em down enough for us to get outta here.” 
 
    Riley stepped outside and shielded his eyes against the bright light, then blinked. It wasn't nearly as bright outside as he’d been expecting. He walked to the corner of the building and looked at the western horizon. The dust cloud stretched almost halfway up the sky. He whistled. "That’s not good." 
 
    "No joke." Three said as he moved up next to Riley. "Listen, I don't move so fast…if we don't get going now, we might not make it back before that thing hits." 
 
    The front door burst open and Otto emerged with a ludicrous grin on his face. He racked another cartridge into his rifle. "There's only three of them now," he reported. 
 
    "Good work," Riley said with a lopsided grin. "Let's get out of here before their friends show up.” 
 
    As Riley hefted his bag of loot over one shoulder, his radio chirped with an emergency cut in from the command frequency. "All units, all units, HQ Actual. Return to base immediately. Disengage any contact and return to base. The storm is almost here." 
 
    "You heard the man," Riley said as he stepped out from the shadow of the rec center. A gust of wind barreled down the street and lifted dust into the air. "Let's get moving." 
 
    "Let's get out here before those looters show up!" Three said, jogging ahead. 
 
    "Aah, you guys are no fun," Otto said as he casually strolled into the parking lot, his eyes down the street toward the oncoming enemy. "I've half a mind to hang out and see if I can pick anybody else off." 
 
    "I think we've all had enough fun for one day," Riley said, anxious to wrap up his first mission with a win. "We don't need to lose anybody now. Let's go." 
 
    Otto reluctantly looked at him, but finally nodded. "Yes, sir." 
 
    Riley wasn't sure if the older man was mocking him or not, but at least he got his squad moving. He took one more look at the looming dust storm.  
 
    Yep. That one's going to be bad. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Sounden, Arizona 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hiram returned with a pair of big red gas cans, brimming with fuel. He dropped them on the ground at Derek’s feet and blew out a breath. “There you go. That’s about all I can spare—at least, all I can spare that the mayor won’t miss.” 
 
    Derek picked up one of the heavy red fuel cans and started to fill the Subaru. “Here goes nothing,” he muttered. 
 
    “You fill up—I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    Derek looked away from the car at the old man. “Wait, where are you going?” 
 
    Hiram grinned. “I’m gonna go check on your lady friend and see what the mayor’s up to. If your friend’s valuable, she ain’t goin’ nowhere.” 
 
    Derek looked down the street at the gathering dust storm. The clouds of dirt and dust built higher and higher into the sky, rolling up from the horizon. It wouldn’t be long before the second storm broke over Sounden. “You don’t have a lot of time…I think this one’s moving faster than the first storm.” 
 
    Hiram spat. “How much time do I have?” 
 
    Derek shrugged. “Lisa’s the meteorologist, not me—maybe an hour? She thought it might hit before sunset, but I think that was being optimistic.” 
 
    “Sure, looks menacing, don’t it?” Hiram asked as he stared at the storm on the western edge of town. 
 
    “My grandad used to call them black dusters. The ones he went through back in the ‘30s…” 
 
    Hiram whistled. “My father said the same thing. Them storms were monsters, but I tell you what, that one we just saw the backside of weren’t no joke. And this one don’t look no better.” He turned back to Derek. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. You get ready to roll.” 
 
    Derek watched the old man head off down the road. He met a few locals out in the street, said something to them, and pointed west. The locals turned and ran at the sight of the black-brown wall heading for Sounden. 
 
    When he’d emptied the first can, Derek stepped back and looked under the Subaru. Not a single drop of gas hit the dusty ground. He grinned. “Whatever you did, it’s working,” he muttered. He got up, dusted himself off, and emptied the second gas can into the car. 
 
    While he stood there waiting for the fuel to gurgle into the repaired gas tank, Derek pondered his next move. He couldn’t just walk into City Hall, guns blazing. All he had was a shotgun tricked out for home defense and a pistol…against who knew how many cops and loyal supporters surrounding the mayor. 
 
    He was a nobody, an outsider. They’d turn on him in seconds, no matter their personal thoughts about the mayor, how she came to power, and what she’d been doing since taking over Sounden. 
 
    Derek closed his eyes. Sleep. He wanted sleep. He wanted to sleep in a bed, free from worry, next to his wife and not wake up for at least three days. Most of all, he wanted to escape the madness. 
 
    And pizza. Derek groaned. “Fresh pizza, hot out of the oven, with crisp pepperoni…” His mouth watered and he opened his eyes. A gust of wind kicked up little dust devils, and he idly watched them skitter across the parking lot. A bigger one, about three feet tall, danced and whirled like a mini tornado across the open space, spinning bits of sand and leaves into the air before it came too close to the building and disappeared. 
 
    He glanced up at the wall of dust that looked like it was just on the edge of town in the distance. “Wherever you are, honey,” he whispered to Isabel, “I hope you and the kids are safe. I’ll be on my way…as soon as I can get Lisa.” 
 
    The gas can gurgled. He drained the last few drops, then put the can on the ground and replaced the gas cap on the car. He closed the lid with his hip and leaned against the solid bulk of his wife’s trusty Subaru, arms crossed and thinking.  
 
    He had to get Lisa and get out of town as fast—and bloodless—as possible. The longer the power outage lasted, the greater the chance someone who was injured wouldn’t receive the medical care they needed. Every day brought new dangers to him, stranded in a world knocked back in time a hundred years. He shook his head. He couldn’t take any unnecessary risks—if something happened and one of them was seriously hurt… 
 
    If everything truly had fallen apart, if there was really no going back, then modern medicine was finished—along with all the lifesaving procedures and drugs that had kept people alive for so long. From now on, people had to heal on the porch or dig graves. 
 
    A smile curled his lip. Crotchety old people like his father were going to do just fine—as long as they didn’t run out of heart medicine, or any number of drugs elderly people seemed to take. 
 
    He frowned as he stared at the might of the storm. At least he wasn’t a smoker. He couldn’t imagine what someone addicted to nicotine would be going through in the next few days and weeks. Alcoholics, drug addicts…people in hospitals…the list in his head grew to several million of souls. 
 
    Derek stepped away from the car. It was all too much to think about—he had to clear his mind, he had to focus on Lisa. Rescuing her was the first step to getting back to his kids and finding his wife. The NWS scientist had risked a lot coming with him, and he could do no less to make sure she escaped. 
 
    But how? Derek kicked at a dusty rock and looked back toward the car. 
 
    He stared through the back window at his climbing gear. An idea flared to life in his mind, audacious as it was stupid. Not only would he have to scale an unknown building to rescue Lisa—he’d have to do it at night, in the middle of a raging dust storm. It was madness. Suicidal. 
 
    Derek grinned. It had to work. It would work. 
 
    Before he knew it, he’d pulled out his favorite climbing harness, two coils of rope and a handful of carabiners and anchors. He extracted a pair of ice axes and examined them in the weakening light. They’d been a gift from Isabel, who didn’t know much about climbing but thought they were pretty, with iridescent orange and blue paint. He’d only used them twice, on trips to Colorado, but he couldn’t stand to leave them in Flagstaff. Derek always kept his tools clean, so the wicked metal gleamed in as he turned them this way and that. 
 
    “You plannin’ on gettin’ Medieval on someone?” Hiram’s voice called out from behind him. “I like it.” 
 
    Derek turned, one axe in each hand, the sinuous backward swept claws down by his knees. He spread his arms. “It’s not what it looks like, these are for—nevermind. What happened to you?” 
 
    Hiram limped closer and wiped blood from his cheek. “The mayor’s bodyguards—I mean the cops. They didn’t take a liking to me sniffin’ around HQ.” 
 
    “So, they beat you up and…what, they got away with it?” 
 
    Hiram spat again. “I done told you they’re in charge and there ain’t no law—who’s gonna arrest them? It’s all for show while they take what they want.” Hiram shook his head. “They roughed me up a little, and I went along with it to get away. I ain’t nothing to them, plus I’m the only one who knows how to run my gas pumps without electricity. They know it, but don’t have any use for the gas yet. Besides, I’ve had worse. Don’t you worry about ol’ Hiram.” 
 
    “Hiram,” Derek began. “I didn’t ask you to do this—” 
 
    “No, you didn’t—I’m doin’ this on my own accord. Now, you wanna hear about your lady friend or not?” 
 
    “I wish you’d stop calling her that,” Derek complained. 
 
    “I wish you’d point your meat hooks somewhere else…them things make me nervous, boy.” 
 
    Derek looked down at the axes in his hands. “These things? They’re for climbing up a mountain in the winter. They’re not weapons.” 
 
    “Yet,” Hiram said with a dismissive shrug. “Still look mean.” He held up a bloody hand. “Listen—you ain’t got much time ‘fore the storm hits. They got your friend on the top floor of City Hall. You know that pueblo looking monstrosity in the middle of town?” 
 
    “Where they took us after we got through the roadblock, yeah,” Derek replied. 
 
    Hiram nodded. “She’s okay—looks like someone hit her, ‘cause her lip’s split, but otherwise she’s full of spirit. She warned ‘em about the storm and now they got her tied up till it blows over. It’s like they think she’s a wizard or something…like she can tell ‘em what’s fixin’ to happen.” 
 
    “Why does that matter, now that there’s no power, no gas, no food, no nothing?” 
 
    Hiram looked at Derek. “Why’s it matter?” he repeated, as if talking to a child. “Because as long as they have her to predict the next dust storm, they—the mayor and her little gaggle of bullies—have knowledge…and lemme tell ya something, boy, that’s some real power nowadays, I tell you what.” 
 
    “I was only in the building for a few minutes…on the second floor…” Derek mused. 
 
    “Gimme one of them hooks,” Hiram said, holding out his hand. Derek handed over the axe. Hiram grunted and lowered himself to one knee. “Huh…lighter than I thought it’d be. Now lookie here,” he said as he sketched out a crude floor plan in the dust on the ground. “This here’s the ground floor. You remember these doors?” 
 
    “Yeah…I think,” Derek said as he watched the old man scratch in the dust. “We were taken right up the main stairs—why are you showing me this?” 
 
    “Well, when you bust in to get your lady friend, you can’t just walk through the front door. They got a whole mess of goons in there waitin’ for you.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “The goons? Because the mayor done hired ‘em, that’s why.” 
 
    “No,” Derek said, annoyed, “why are they waiting for me?” 
 
    “Uh…’cause they think you’re a troublemaker. And when they see one of these babies,” Hiram said as he held up the ice axe and the serrated, curved blade glinted in the sunlight, “you’re gonna prove ‘em right.” He looked down at his drawing. “Now, you recognize this?” he asked, pointing at the scratchings on the ground. “Pay attention ‘cause I don’t help often, but when I do, it’s worth its weight in gold.” 
 
    “Stairs, got it,” Derek said, trying to process everything and appease the old man at the same time. 
 
    “Yep…right here,” Hiram acknowledged as he made more lines in the dust. “And this here’s the second floor…this is the room you were in.” 
 
    Derek nodded. “Okay. What about the third floor?” 
 
    “Hold your horses, Dennis, I’m getting to it,” Hiram complained. 
 
    “It’s Derek…” 
 
    Hiram ignored his correction and continued to make marks in the dust, then sat back and sighed. “I ain’t been up there over much, but this is what I think it looks like. You got windows here, here, and here…small ones, mind…and a couple rooms. One’s a storeroom, I think…here’s the mayor’s office…and I’m pretty sure there’s another one over here, but like I said, I ain’t been up there over much. Probably keep all the city codes and stuff like that in there—all them laws the mayor’s been ignoring.” 
 
    “And this?” Derek asked as he pointed with the other ice axe at the last room on the third floor. 
 
    “Well…I don’t rightly know.” Hiram looked up at him through one bruised and already swollen eye. “You gotta figure there’s at least three or four cops loyal to the mayor up there. I made it to here,” he said, jabbing a finger at the room next to the stairs on the top floor,” before anyone saw me. “Your friend is here,” he said, as he drew a line in the dust directly opposite the stairs. “Or at least she was a few minutes ago. No telling if they moved her after my visit. She says to tell you she’s sorry about everything, by the way. She didn’t mean to go and get herself caught.” 
 
    Derek waved off the sentiment. “It’s not her fault.” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Hiram agreed. “You was dumb enough to go along with the notion of warning the others.”  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He held out a hand, and Derek helped him to his feet with more than a little groaning. “These knees ain’t what they used to be.” 
 
    A breeze kicked up some of the dust at their feet. Derek shielded his eyes. The storm was definitely just on the far side of town. “Come on, let’s get you inside.” He gathered up his gear and stowed it in the climbing pack, then threw it all over his shoulder and helped Hiram toward the service station.  
 
    “Hang on…” Derek said, pausing halfway to the building. He turned back to the car, grabbed his shotgun and a handful of shells, then dove into the emergency supplies bag and pulled out face masks, swimming goggles, and gloves—two sets of each. “Here, take these,” he said as he handed them over to Hiram.” 
 
    “What are you doing? That duster’s almost on us.” 
 
    “Just a sec,” Derek said. He pulled out the heavy duffle bags and loaded them on his shoulders. “We’ll take these inside with us. No sense in leaving them out here. At least you’ll have whatever you need when the storm hits.” He retrieved the bags in question, shut the door and locked the car, then followed Hiram. 
 
    “You can stash your gear inside the station here,” Hiram offered. “We’ll meet back here when the dirty deed’s done.” 
 
    Derek grinned. “Thanks, but I want to leave town as soon as possible. If Sounden is a taste of what’s coming from the bigger cities, I need to pick up the pace, you know?” 
 
    Hiram smiled as the wind rustled his thin, wispy hair and the storm loomed up over them both. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “I think you’ve done enough,” Derek said as helped the elderly mechanic into the service station and barred the door. One second, he could see the dust-covered town and the storm looming over the buildings. The next, the entire world dimmed and went red-brown as the clouds rolled through. The wind whistled and streams of dust trickled in from the ceiling from numerous cracks along the service station’s ancient walls. 
 
    “Those new cops the mayor brought in knocked me on my keister there a few minutes ago, and she’s responsible for taking my bride away from me before her time.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Derek asked as he set the duffle bags on the ground in the corner. 
 
    “I want some payback,” Hiram continued, seething. “And more’n that punk I put down outside, too…” He pointed toward the far wall where the fake cop had been executed. “He was just the beginning.” 
 
    Derek liked the fire he saw in the old man’s eyes, but it scared him the way Hiram had killed the imposter cop like he’d put down a rabid dog. It reminded him of his father—half scary, half dangerous, all business. “Okay,” he said slowly. “Let’s rescue my friend.” 
 
    “And get me some payback,” Hiram added nonchalantly. The old man smiled, a wolfish grin that sent a shiver of fear and excitement down Derek’s spine. “Now you’re talkin’, boy. Wait here—I’ll get the dynamite.” 
 
    Derek blinked as the old man shuffled past him. “Wait—what?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dana blinked and was surprised she didn't feel any pain. Kathy had fired point-blank, and the gunshot still rang in her ears, but the fugitive bent down and offered a bloodied, soiled hand. "Come on, we need to go,” she said in a voice muffled by the gunshot. 
 
    Dana clambered to her feet and took a glance over one shoulder. Someone lay on the road writhing in pain. "Did you shoot him?" Dana yelled to hear herself over the ringing in her ears. 
 
    Kathy drew her hand across her throat, then urged Dana into the house before slamming the front door. The house was dark as a tomb—stale air permeated everything, and the overall smell of sand and dust filled Dana's nostrils and made her sneeze. She freed herself of the go bag and dropped it on the floor, then slid down the wall and sat. 
 
    "You're lucky they didn’t shoot you instead of your bag," Kathy said as she handed Dana the Sig Sauer she’d dropped and moved to a window just to the right of the door. She used the barrel of the old man's revolver to peel back the curtain just enough for her to see out. "Whoever it is out there that was shooting at us, they had friends. I saw two as soon as you fell. I think I scared them off, but they know we’re in here now." 
 
    Dana looked at the pack on the floor and put her finger through a hole punched through an outer pocket. "Well, that was closer than I’d have liked." 
 
    Kathy snorted. "You got any Advil in there? I feel like I've been in a car accident," Kathy said.  
 
    Dana grinned and opened up an exterior pouch to pull out her first aid kit. “Here,” she said as she handed Kathy the medicine and a small bottle of water. "I only have two of those bottles, so you can have that one—just make it last." 
 
    Dana pulled the other went out and took a sip for herself. 
 
    "So now what?" Kathy said as she stepped away from the window. "I don't think there's anybody in this house…it looks like somebody already trashed the place." 
 
    As Dana's eyes adjusted to the gloom inside the looted house, she agreed. "Judging by the amount of trash and debris all over the place, yeah, I'd say somebody ransacked this place…either that or the owners left in a mighty big hurry." 
 
    "What are we going to do about Isabel? And why aren’t you going to arrest me?" 
 
    "Would you prefer I put you in handcuffs?" Dana asked. 
 
    "No argument there," Kathy said, her hands up. "Oh, sorry—here," she added as she turned the revolver around and handed it over. 
 
    Dana waved her off. "Keep it. Trust me, I'd much rather have somebody next to me armed than be walking around out there by myself. Even if you are a person of interest." 
 
    "Thanks," Kathy said in a soft voice. “We didn’t do anything, by the way…to the plane.” 
 
    Dana nodded. "We need to find Isabel," she said as she got up from the floor. "And we need to move." She stepped over to the window and pulled back the corner of the curtain like Kathy had done. "I see two people out there now, next to the body in the street. They’re trying to drag him off, but they might come back, now that they know we’re here.” 
 
    "I still think Isabel might be next door." 
 
    Dana nodded and stepped away from the window. "I'm beginning to think you might be right. Come on, let's see. We can find a back door and get out of here. We’ll check out the house next door and see where that takes us." 
 
    “First things first,” Kathy said. “Guess we should clear the house.” 
 
    Dana moved away from the front door. "You stay here," she whispered. “I'll do it." 
 
    Kathy leaned against the wall and sagged. "That sounds like a good idea…I'm starting to feel a little woozy. Probably the Advil on an empty stomach." 
 
    Dana placed a hand on her shoulder to steady the other woman. "The adrenaline is wearing off. Just sit tight. I'll check the house," she whispered. Dana pulled out her flashlight, held it parallel to her pistol and began the tedious process of searching the house, room by room.  
 
    It didn't take long—most of the furniture had been kicked over and knocked to the floor, and the owners’ possessions spread across the entire house. It took longer to pick her way through the debris and ransacked lives than it did to check that each room in the small house was indeed empty. By the time she circled the house and made it back to the front, Kathy was asleep next to the door, leaning against the wall where Dana had left her. 
 
    Dana wiped the sweat and dust from her face as she looked down at her fugitive. "Well…you're certainly not a threat to anybody right now." 
 
    She took another look out the window and discovered the looters had all vanished to parts unknown. Dana sighed and slid down to the floor again. She pulled over her pack, reached inside, and pulled out a protein bar. As she unwrapped, then chewed the bar in silence, she plotted her next move.  
 
    She glanced at Kathy again. The woman snored softly, then shifted position against the wall. Sleep sounded awfully good. Dana thought for a moment. She couldn't quite remember the last time she’d gotten any sleep. It'd definitely been before she'd been pulled off the Pict in Washington. 
 
    She leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes. "The Pict…wonder who the lucky one was who got saddled with that one…" She snorted. “The Pict is probably loving all the chaos out there right now." 
 
    She reached into the bag and pulled out the satellite phone Hank had provided her. She checked the charge—still full—and powered it up. Even extending the antenna, Dana quickly realized she wouldn't get the best signal inside the house. 
 
    She wasn’t about to go outside just to try to make a phone call to someone she might not be able to contact in the first place, so Dana left the phone on the windowsill and pulled out the first aid kit.  
 
    She dressed her superficial wounds, cleaning scratches and scrapes and applying bandages and salve, then carefully did so for Powell. Dana had to believe that the woman was simply caught in unfortunate circumstances and had no real impact on the plane crash that had started the whole fiasco, and she didn't want her to suffer needlessly. There wasn’t much Dana could do for the bruises and swelling—or the goose egg on Kathy's head—but she carefully cleaned and applied fresh bandages to several cuts and scrapes, especially the bigger one on her leg. Powell moaned in her sleep and shifted position but didn't wake up. 
 
    Satisfied Dana had done all she could without waking her…acquaintance? Prisoner?—she packed up the first aid kit and checked the front window again. The street was still clear. 
 
    Despite the fact that the front of the house appeared clear, the hairs on the back of Dana's neck tingled. Unseen eyes stared at her from across the street. Someone was watching. She just couldn't tell from where. Dana narrowed her eyes out the window. Why did it seem that the light was just slightly dimmer than it had been when they’d first entered the house? She glanced up at the sky. It was still blue, hazy from the remnants of the dust storm, but blue, nonetheless.  
 
    Dana frowned. First things first. 
 
    She retraced her steps around the inside of the house and moved from room to room, this time with her pistol holstered. Most of the windows in the house were already covered—it was probably standard operating procedure in New Mexico to save on energy bills—but a few had gaps that let in blades of light across rooms that she didn't like. If she could see out, someone could see in. Dana adjusted all the window coverings in the house to ensure no light leaked in—or out, should the sun set before they leave. 
 
    In the master bedroom, she peeked through the Venetian blinds and discovered the backyard — if one could call the rock and dust covered space a yard—to be just as empty as the front. The same Adobe covered brick wall surrounded the property, and she could just see the top of a tarp-covered grill at the neighbor’s house across the fence.  
 
    She frowned. The sunlight definitely seemed dimmer. The master bedroom faced west, whereas the front of the house faced east. She glanced up and immediately her throat tightened. The entire western horizon was a sickly shade of brown that shimmered in slow motion. Another dust storm. Dana sighed, placed her hands on the windowsill, and lowered her head.  
 
    She was no scientist—she had no idea how long they had before the second storm hit, but she knew, based on what the first storm did, she didn't want to be outside on the streets when it happened. She looked up again. The clock was ticking. She had to find Stagg and get them both…Dana’s train of thought paused. 
 
    "What exactly am I going to do with them? It's not like I even have the ability to get them to the field office in Albuquerque,” Dana told herself. “What the heck am I going to do with these two?” She shook her head, conflicting emotions fighting for dominance inside her head. Should she cut her losses, slap handcuffs on Powell and drag her to Albuquerque come hell or high water?  
 
    Should she hunker down with the other woman in the house and ride out the next storm, then go to Albuquerque? What about Stagg? If there was any possibility that she was in the second house, shouldn't her oath as a peace officer compel her to at least check it out? 
 
    Dana glanced at the oncoming storm again. "How much time do I have…?" 
 
    Her sense of duty kicked in. "Doesn't matter," she muttered to herself as she left the window and walked back to the front of the house. She was a federal agent—she had a job to do: find Isabel Stagg.  
 
    She glanced down at Powell. Injured and exhausted as she was, Dana figured there was no real danger of flight. Besides, the poor woman seemed desperate to find Stagg. As far as she could tell, there was no easy way for Powell to get to Arizona. Dana drew her Sig, ejected the magazine and checked it—five shots left.  
 
    Rolling her eyes, she reached down into her go bag and pulled a fresh magazine free. She slapped it home and holstered the pistol at the small of her back. She tucked the mostly empty magazine into a pocket, slipped another protein bar in with it, and pulled out her pocket notebook. She scribbled a notice to Powell that she'd gone next door to check for Stagg, then tore out the page and placed it in Powell's lap.  
 
    She delicately moved the old man's revolver close enough to Powell that the woman could reach it in the blink of an eye, but far enough away that she wouldn't twitch in her sleep and shoot herself. Dana frowned at the revolver as she squatted next to Powell. It only had two rounds left. She glanced up at the front door. She was only going next door. Two rounds should be more than enough. 
 
    "If you fire that thing, I'll come running," she whispered to the sleeping woman. 
 
    Dana stood, adjusted the holster at the small of her back, and put her hand on the front door, then let go. If the looters that had fired on them planned to come back, they’d most likely have left someone to watch the front door. They’d know exactly where—and when—she left. Dana smirked. "I'm not gonna make it that easy."  
 
    She turned and walked to the back of the house again and opened the kitchen door instead. Hot air pushed into her like a wall, and she squinted in the sudden light. She took another glance at the western horizon and her frown returned. The storm had grown appreciably larger than when she'd first spotted it in the bedroom. As Dana stepped outside and shut the back door, she drew her pistol and racked the slide. 
 
    "The question is, how much time do I have before you hit?" she muttered to the storm as she worked her way down the side of the house toward the adobe wall that separated the two houses. 
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    Nico clasped his hands in front of his chest. "Brothers and sisters of the Grove, I call to you, and heed my words!" 
 
    An old man in the front row of the crowded amphitheater stood up, a frown on his face. "What exactly is this about, Brother Nico?" 
 
    On the opposite side of the semi-circle shaped room, another well-dressed older man stood, adjusted his coat and glared at the first. "Yes! What exactly is this about?" 
 
    Isabel blinked in surprise when she saw a clear division in the audience. The two old men-controlled factions—the first one who spoke out had about half the people in the room on his side, judging by the number of nodding heads. The second man who spoke had the other half on his side, based on the dagger looks his supporters shot toward the other side. 
 
    Nico held his hands out to placate both sides as grumbling began among the crowd. "Some of you may not be aware of the serious charges that have been leveled against our two esteemed elders," he said with a flourish, pointing at both of them. "Very serious charges indeed." The crowd fell silent. 
 
    Isabel watched, fascinated as the older men flushed, the sallow, fleshy skin of their faces turning red. They glared at each other for a long moment, then started shouting.  
 
    "You put him up to this, didn't you?" 
 
    The one on the right acted as if he’d been slapped. "Me? You're the one who —" 
 
    Their words were drowned in a sea of shouting as the rest of the audience took up arguing and shouting amongst themselves. Nico tried in vain to get control of the situation, but it was clear to Isabel that both sides saw nothing but blood.  
 
    Isabel grinned. "I don't think Nico understands what he just unleashed." 
 
    Donald shook his head next to her. "Sadly, I believe he knows exactly what he's doing. He intends to divide the conclave and break the Grove into manageable pieces—have them attack each other, then the remaining elders will be easy prey." 
 
    "I don't know anything about your group or your religion or whatever cult this is, but if you purposely let him," she said with a nod of her head toward Nico's back, "become someone with any authority in your organization, then you guys have some serious screws loose." 
 
    "I assure you, I had nothing to do with that," Donald said with a wry grin. 
 
    Nico waved at the crowd and yelled one more time, but no one paid him any attention. Two men on opposing sides in the front row of the auditorium threw punches at each other, awkward, glancing blows that did little damage but enraged those around them. In seconds, a general melee erupted in the front row that spread to the next few rows. Papers flew through the air like a flock of startled birds, someone tossed a drink, and the chaos spread like wildfire. 
 
    Nico raised his hand and calmly signaled one of the men at the back of the room, who fired his rifle into the darkened ceiling. Isabel flinched—the gunshot sounded like a cannon blast in the enclosed space and the screaming stopped instantly, followed by a general crush of people as they dropped to their seats or to the floor.  
 
    "Now that I have your undivided attention," Nico said, sarcasm dripping from his voice, "this meeting can come to order. I will not have this holy dais besmirched by childish behavior.” He pointed at the two old men, who, among all the others, were the only ones standing. “You two have done enough damage to this grove already." 
 
    "Us?” blurted the man on the left. “We are both innocent!" 
 
    "Well, one of us is," said the other man from across the room. His supporters shouted in derision and laughter. 
 
    "Both of you have brought us to this critical juncture!” shouted Nico. “Our druid, of beloved memory, who so recently passed through the veil to be with gods is not yet cold in the ground, and yet you two—" Nico said as he jabbed fingers at both men, "defile the very Grove we all love." 
 
    "We're not the ones with hired thugs," the old man on the left countered. His supporters murmured acknowledgement, but Isabel noted no one really drew attention to themselves with Nico’s thugs keeping watch over the proceedings. 
 
    "We’re not the ones discharging firearms—of all things—in the holy sanctum," the man on the right blubbered, almost apoplectic. 
 
    "You will be silent as the charges are read!" Nico thundered. 
 
    Isabel leaned back in surprise. "How…how did he do that?" She asked Donald. "There's no way somebody that small could make that much noise!" 
 
    "Brother Nico is initiated. He has been brought into the fold of the elders. There are ancient mysteries passed down since the time of the Roman persecutions that survive among the chosen…" 
 
    Isabel glanced at Donald sideways. "Yeah, okaaaay…I don't see a speaker anywhere…" 
 
    Donald smiled at her and inclined his head but said nothing. 
 
    "…abusing acolytes, theft of Grove funds," Nico said, reading from a list of papers as he pointed at the faction leader on the right. With each proclamation, more of his supporters stood and attempted to shout over Nico. Those who stood by the man on the left laughed and jeered the supporters on the right. 
 
    "And that is only the beginning! You," Nico said as he swung the finger of shame to point at the man on the left, who appeared shocked that he should even come under such suspicion. "Have been accused of high crimes against the very religion we all share! By bringing…" 
 
    Nico continued to speak, but his words were drowned out by a cacophony of indignation that exploded behind the accused man. 
 
    “The god's demand justice!" Nikko screamed, and the room fell silent. "The gods demand blood." 
 
    Donald sighed next to her, and his shoulders slumped. Isabelle looked at him. "What? What’s that mean?" 
 
    "He’s officially begun a purge. A little-used administrative justice procedure to eradicate existential threats to a particular grove. I'd only heard about one being invoked. I’ve never seen it in action. To think that it would happen in my own grove…the gods do have a cruel since of humor." 
 
    The room remained deathly quiet until the faction leader on the right spoke. "You can't be serious," he muttered. 
 
    "Do you have any idea what this will do to the Grove?" his opponent on the left said. They looked at each other, their faces hardened and determined. Isabel noted their supporters did the same. She could almost see the hatred crackling between the two sides shift toward the middle. 
 
    "What are they going to do?" she whispered to Donald. 
 
    "If Nikko doesn't satisfy his claims, there will have to be a trial, and quite possibly an execution. Or two." 
 
    "Very well,” the man on the right said with gravitas. “As the senior representative of the elders, I assume responsibility for adjudication." He placed a solemn hand on his chest. Most of his supporters nodded, but a few were left stunned, open mouthed, and staring at Nico. 
 
    This immediately caused an uproar from those on the other side of the room. Shouts and insults flew, and fingers pointed in the air. 
 
    Isabel scoffed. "I don't think they like that idea.” 
 
    "Patience, child…” Donald chided. “Any minute now, we’ll be able to slip you out of here. I want no part of this—I have served the gods and this grove my entire adult life. I will not stand see here and watch everything I believe in fall apart because of this man's mad lust for power.” 
 
    "Well, if he doesn't get this crowd under control,” Isabel warned, “I don't think there’ll be any way to stop the bloodshed…these people look ready to claw each other’s eyes out.” She glanced at Donald. “I don't know if it's going to be the way he wants it." 
 
    Nico pressed forward toward the edge of the dais, his hands up in a calming gesture as he tried in vain to get control over the riotous affair once more. "Please! I call you to order. Heed my words! We will have justice, but it must be —" 
 
    "I will have justice!” the man on the left yelled over his supporters. “The gods demand justice, and you are not the one to give it!" 
 
    The man on the right joined in: "You are a minor, up-jumped brother! Little more than an acolyte!" 
 
    Nikko recoiled as if slapped. "How dare you question my loyalty!" 
 
    Isabel smirked. "Said every dictator ever…” 
 
    Beside her, Donald remained silent, but his body tensed. He reached out and placed a hand on Isabel's wrist. "Be ready,” he warned in a whisper.  
 
    "I will not be judged by the likes of you!" the man leading to the right side of the room called to Nico. His supporters roared in approval. 
 
    "And I will not be judged by you," the man on the left yelled, as he pointed an inflammatory finger at his counterpart. His supporters yelled in triumph. 
 
    Somewhere in the back row, another scuffle ensued. Isabel watched as a man who supported the right side lunged at someone on the left. They fell to the floor in a tangle of arms and fists, pummeling each other as a small space opened up around them. Others—on both sides—struggled to move out of the way.  
 
    Nico and the two faction leaders yelled at their supporters, but this time, there was no holding things back. The fighting erupted in the back rows, and in seconds, more than a dozen people punched, kicked and struggled against each other, enveloping everyone in the room. Spontaneous fights exploded in the first rows of the amphitheater and spread to the middle sections. Both sides smashed towards the middle, and Isabel gasped to see one person break her seat free and use that to bludgeon the man next to her over the head. 
 
    "Now is our chance," Donald said. He stepped cautiously back and pulled Isabel with him into the shadows. 
 
    Chaos broke free and several gunshots rang out, but this time, the crowd didn't back down. Isabel took one last look over her shoulder as Donald pulled her toward the back of the stage and watched several people swarm one of Nico's enforcers. The man with the gun shot two as they approached, then he was swallowed up by a wave of fists and chairs. 
 
    "Hurry!" Donald pleaded as he pulled Isabel further into the corner, yanked back one of the curtains and shoved her forward. They disappeared into the drapery’s velvet embrace, and the sound of the riot was instantly muffled. Gunshots continued to pop, but Donald pulled her further down a dark hallway toward a door, faintly illuminated by what looked like an emergency light.  
 
    "We haven't much time—I need to get you to safety." 
 
    "You need to let me go," Isabel hissed in the dim light. 
 
    They reached the door and Donald opened it, then paused as someone ran by in the corridor beyond. A second person chased them through the torch-light, and Isabel recoiled at the flash of a knife blade. Donald waited for the pursuer to disappear, then checked both ways. "Now, follow me—quickly!” 
 
    More gunfire rattled from the amphitheater down the secret hallway, and Donald urged Isabel ever forward. She followed the old man out into the hallway, and he immediately opened the first wooden door on the left and pulled her inside.  
 
    Before he could shut the door, however, three more people emerged from the passageway they’d just exited, eyes wide and crying for help. They quickly followed, though Donald attempted to bar their way, but they had youth and numbers on their side and bowled him over to get into the room.  
 
    Isabel shrank against the wall and pulled herself into a corner as a few others followed the first group into the little dark room. The newcomers looked just as scared as she felt, though, and no one made any overt threats. For a long, awkward moment, they all just stared at each other. 
 
    "Quick, shut the door!" one of them suddenly said. Another helped Donald up from the floor, then the door was shut, and they were all sealed in absolute darkness. 
 
    Donald dusted himself off and lit a cigarette lighter. "What is the meaning of this?" he demanded as he held the little flame high, casting a glowing light on his face. 
 
    "We can't…we can't stay in there," one of the young women said. 
 
    Donald frowned as he squinted at the others, moving the lighter to inspect their faces. "Who are you?" 
 
    "Acolytes,” offered one of the men. “We were with the group…we were supposed to be initiated today but—" 
 
    "I'm not—I can't take any part in that," one of the women said as she crossed her arms. 
 
    They all started talking at once, and Donald held up a hand to stop them. When that didn’t work, he snuffed the lighter and plunged them all into the dark once more. As they all fell into surprised silence, he fired up the lighter. 
 
    "You are the future of our religion; I will protect you." 
 
    “You can’t protect us all…everyone in that room went crazy,” someone muttered. 
 
    "What's she doing here?" one of the young men said, his face hardening as he stepped forward into the lighter’s glowing circle. He squinted at Isabel and frowned. “She was up on stage…” 
 
    "She’s the one Nico was trying to tell us about before the fighting started, right?" 
 
    "No, I'm nobody!" Isabel stammered. 
 
    “Nico's going to win this. You realize that don't you?" the suspicious young man said to the others. 
 
    One of the women turned and ran for the door. She threw it open. "She's in here!" she screamed. “Someone help me! The traitor is in here!" 
 
    “Whoa, wait a minute—traitor?” Isabel gasped. “I just want to go home!” 
 
    "Stop!” Donald snarled as he surged forward to grab the woman in the door. “You don't know what you're doing!" He pushed forward and grabbed the woman at the door. She screamed and cursed, then slipped from his grasp and ran down the hallway, shouting for help. 
 
    The others stood and looked at Donald and Isabel. "If Nico wants you that bad,” one of the women reasoned, “he'll be willing to kill—look what he did in the conclave—and that’s supposed to be a sacred ritual,” she said as she pointed it, Isabel. "You're going to get us all killed if we stay here." 
 
    "Maybe she was right…” the instigating man said. He looked around at the others. “Maybe we should take her to Nico…" 
 
    Donald stepped in front of Isabel. "No one lays a hand on this woman,” he said in a voice hard and unyielding. “She's under my personal protection as the Grove Caretaker.” 
 
    “So? You’re just an old man,” the young troublemaker said as he took a step toward Isabel. 
 
    Donald drew himself up to his full height. “This woman is under the Inquisitor’s protection." 
 
    That gave them pause. The group looked at each, then at their new ringleader. He froze just like the others, but Isabel could see in his eyes, he wasn’t going to be persuaded. She clenched her fists and fought the urge to throw up. 
 
    The young man narrowed his eyes at Donald. "Well…the Inquisitor isn't here, is he?" 
 
    Isabel closed her eyes. "Crap." 
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    With her back against the wall that separated the two properties, Dana knew she was dangerously exposed, but felt it was worth the risk. She glanced left and right to make sure she was still in the clear, then took a quick peek over the wall. She grinned at what she saw. 
 
    "Gotcha." 
 
    Footprints crisscrossed back and forth through the yard in the sand. The prints were especially heavy by the back door, where they had been disturbed in a semicircle pattern. She narrowed her eyes. Someone had gone in and out of the door after the storm.  
 
    Dana looked down the length of the adobe wall to the front of the house. Shifting wind patterns had created a bit of a tunnel toward the front of the house and, as a result, most of the rocks that covered the yard were free of dust. Yet halfway down the house, too far away to see from the front—where the car had crashed—drag marks appeared in the sand.  
 
    Dana followed the marks with her eyes, which left a wide path through the sand and bits of brown blood as the trail curved around the back of the house and up to the back steps. 
 
    Isabel Stagg had been injured and someone found her, pulled her from the driver’s seat, and dragged her into the house. They knew enough about tactics to go to the back door instead of the front and kept their presence hidden. 
 
    Dana adjusted her grip on the pistol and dropped back down behind the wall. She had to think about her next move. 
 
    The drag marks went into the house, but only footprints exited the house. Dana realized unless Stagg recovered incredibly fast, she was likely still inside the house. She scrambled over the wall, dropped down in a cloud of dust on the other side, and rushed forward, pistol up and ready. 
 
    Dana stacked up next to the back door, her chest heaving as her breath accelerated. She forced herself to calm down with breathing exercises and relied on her training. She’d never been part of the FBI's legendary Hostage Rescue Team—composed mostly of ex-SWAT officers and former military personnel—so she'd never been fully trained on breach tactics, but she was confident the training she’d received at Quantico would nonetheless see her through the door in a safe manner when the time was right. She just couldn't do it on a full burst of adrenaline. The last thing she wanted was to kick in the back door, go in guns blazing, and end up shooting Isabel Stagg by accident—if she was indeed inside the house. 
 
    Dana swallowed, checked her surroundings once more, and examined the footprints in the dust and sand all around the backyard. She saw two distinct sets of footprints approaching from the back gate, a wrought iron fixture built into the adobe wall that surrounded the yard. The gate was still open— whoever had gone through hadn’t bothered to close it. That meant they were lazy or didn’t care. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. The two sets of footprints, one larger than the other, exited the porch and made a beeline for the gate and disappeared. At some point, perhaps after Isabel Stagg had been dragged around from the front of the house, someone left the building. She crouched by the door and traced the delicate prints with her fingertips. She noticed two more sets of footprints—the big one from before, and a new smaller one…not in the work-boot style that had arrived with the larger set. 
 
    “What in the world is going on here?” she muttered under her breath. Dana shook her head. None of it made sense. From her cursory exam, someone wearing dress loafers had walked in with a smaller person in work-boots. Then after Isabel Stagg joined the scene, whoever wore the loafers left again with someone wearing tennis shoes. 
 
    Dana frowned as she adjusted her grip on the pistol. In no world could she imagine Isabel Stagg being dragged from a car wreck only to leave voluntarily with somebody. That begged the question, then…who did the tennis shoes belong to? Is it someone else inside the house? Did people break into the house before the storm, hunker down and use it as a base of operations? Was she about to break into a looter’s den? Or did Isabel Stagg wear tennis shoes…? 
 
    Dana closed her eyes. "What I wouldn't give for some backup right about now…" 
 
    She quickly pushed aside the thought of waiting until Powell woke up. She had to know what was going on before then. The woman had looked tired enough, she might sleep through— 
 
    Gunfire crackled down the street, startling Dana. She brought her pistol up and pressed her back against the house. An automatic weapon fired again: rat-tat-tat-tat, loud and close. Shouts quickly followed the firearm’s report, and several more guns popped in return fire. 
 
    Dana began to sweat. Whatever was going on out there was only a house away. It sounded like a real battle. 
 
    She clenched her jaw. If she'd reached the house Isabel Stagg might be in, she could get embroiled in a firefight of her own, leaving Kathy Powell unconscious and alone in the other house. She looked at the other house. Powell was a lot closer to the gunfight…but was she safer in a house that already looked looted? 
 
    Dana cursed. She was caught between a rock and a hard place. The gunshots continued—it was shaping up to be a running street battle. A door slammed, the sound echoing sharp like thunder on the other side of the wall, opposite the house where Kathy rested. 
 
    Dana swore again, torn between breaching the house and retreating to protect Powell. She had an obligation to protect Powell, as much as she had an obligation to find Stagg. But at least she knew where Powell was. She closed her eyes and tapped the slide of her pistol against her forehead as she debated with herself.  
 
    "I'll never forgive myself if something happens to her because I was over here…" Dana slowly backed away from the back door, retraced her steps and climbed back over the wall. She dropped down to her hands and knees on the other side of the wall as the sound of another door slammed.  
 
    She froze. That sounded like the door that she'd just been standing next to—it had to be…it was far too close for anything else. Someone inside the house had just left, and she’d been right there mere seconds earlier. 
 
    Dana waited, her heart thudding in her chest until she counted to 60. Then she slowly peeked over the wall. It was deserted. Another gunshot—close—made her drop to the ground. There was no one over there…where did they go? 
 
    "What are you doing out there?" Powell hissed from the back door of their own house. 
 
    Dana looked up in surprise, then waved her off from the ground, but the woman stood there in the doorway, groggy and rubbing her eyes. “What’s going on? Sounds like World War Three outside…” 
 
    Another gunshot rang out in the space between houses. Dana couldn't tell which side it was on, though. It was enough of a slap in the face to wake up Powell, however, so Dana scrambled to her feet in a cloud of dust. She sprinted across the open space, heedless of the fact that she was now completely exposed to incoming gunfire, and slammed into Powell, knocking them both inside the darkened house.  
 
    Powell cursed and rolled away, and Dana quickly spun and pulled the door shut as quietly as she could. More gunfire and shouts erupted from outside as Dana reached up with a shaking hand and latched the deadbolt, wincing at the click it made. 
 
    "What was that for?" Powell grumbled as she smoothed her shirt. 
 
    "Something's going on out there—a fight erupted just as I was about to breach the house next door." 
 
    "I saw your note. When I found you laying out there on the ground,” Powell said, “I thought you’d been hit.” 
 
    Dana shook her head. "I made the decision to come back and check on you instead of breaching the house, and as soon as I got back over the wall, someone left the house." 
 
    "Did you see who? Was it Isabel?" 
 
    Dana shrugged as she adjusted her grip on the pistol and cocked her head, listening for sounds outside. "I didn't get a chance to breach. There were way too many gunshots on the other side of the house. I had to make sure you were safe before I went looking for her." 
 
    "Listen, Dana, I was in the Army,” Powell protested. “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    "When I left you,” Dana interrupted, “you were bleeding and unconscious. I patched you up as best I could, but I couldn't leave you asleep and defenseless." 
 
    "Well…thanks for that," Powell grudgingly admitted. "But now what do we do?" 
 
    "First,” Dana said, “I don't know if you've noticed or not, but whoever’s fighting out there has some serious hardware." 
 
    Powell nodded, listening. "Sounds like an AK…maybe an M4. But…wait a minute…” she said, listening. “Somebody's got a full auto out there." 
 
    Dana tilted her head in admiration. "That's what I thought—you do know your way around firearms, Powell." 
 
    "I said I was in the Army, and it’s Kathy." She held up the old man’s revolver in her hand. "I know this pig has only got two pops in it. You got anything else?" 
 
    Isabel gestured with the Sig Sauer in her hand. "Just this and a couple extra mags." 
 
    A grim, determined look came across Kathy’s face as she compressed her mouth into a tight line. "Well, then, I guess we’re going to have to go out there and take something from somebody." 
 
    "Settle down there, Annie Oakley," Dana said with a calming gesture. "There's more bad news." 
 
    "We’re outgunned, and there's a bunch of looters having a…I don't know, a turf war or something out there?" Powell suggested over the staccato gunfire that echoed back and forth outside. "It sounds like a frickin’ infantry battle out there," she grumbled. "What could be worse?" 
 
    "Besides them getting into this house and shooting us?" Dana asked. "Well, there's another dust storm coming. A big one. And it's moving pretty fast." 
 
    Kathy got up and peaked through the window set in the kitchen door. "Son of a…" she glanced back at Dana. “How much time do you think we have?” 
 
    "If you feel up to it,” Dana began, “I think we have enough time to check out the house next door and see if Isabel is there or not." 
 
    Kathy put her hand on the doorknob. "I promised her I’d help her find her kids…I think I owe it to her.” She looked at Dana. “If it hadn’t been for me, she wouldn’t have been on that stupid plane in the first place." 
 
    Dana got up and took the spot on the other side of the door. "When you're ready, we’ll go." She peeked out the window one more time. “Whoa, hold up," she hissed. "Movement by the back gate." 
 
    Kathy glanced out her side of the window. "Great…I’ve got two on foot, armed with long guns. They’re checking out both houses." She glanced at Dana. “Assuming they’re hostile.” 
 
    "I can’t hear what they're saying," Dana whispered. 
 
    Kathy shook her head. "Me either, but they're definitely interested in these two houses. Sounds like the gunfire stopped…these guys must be the winners." 
 
    Dana adjusted the grip on her pistol. "We need to scrap plans for getting next door and find a defensive position here. I think we’re about to have company." 
 
    Kathy’s eyes widened as she stared out the window. "We better do that quick, then, because company’s on the way!" 
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    Becca's heart raced. She looked down at her hands. Literally, the only thing she could use as a weapon was her backpack. 
 
    Another rifle shot from across the street made her flinch. She ducked down next to her observation post and covered her ears. Several shots rang out from the side of the house. Becca screamed with each shot. When everything grew quiet again, she looked across the street at the Wrights’ House. The sharpshooter rolled on the roof next to the sniper hide. 
 
    "No, no…please don't die…you’ve got to help me!" she yelled. 
 
    "I'm coming uh-up!" a man from below taunted in a sing-song voice. Becca scrambled to the far side of the rooftop as the dusty aluminum ladder appeared and clanged against the side of the house. "You caused me a lot of trouble! I'm gonna make you pay for this…" 
 
    Heavy footsteps reverberated from the ladder as the man began to climb. Becca looked down at her hands again, scratched, dusty, and shaking. She was running out of options, and fast. Stealing herself, Becca realized she only had moments before the looter reached the rooftop. If she was going to knock the ladder off, she had to rush him and keep the element of surprise. 
 
    Setting her jaw, Becca got to her feet and sprinted across the roof, gaining all the momentum she could. The man was talking in Spanish when she slammed into the ladder and the air rushed out of her lungs with an ooof.  
 
    The ladder came off the wall about six inches, and she looked down in triumph to see the man's eyes go wide in fright. But she wasn't big enough to counteract his weight. The ladder tilted back, then slammed forward, knocking her back from the edge as it crashed into the roof once more.  
 
    The looter cackled, but as the ladder bounced, he lost his grip and slid two rungs before he arrested his fall. Becca ran back and tried to push again, but without the added momentum of running, she wasn't strong enough to push the ladder away from the roof.  
 
    The man's eyes narrowed, and his face twisted into a snarl. "Just a girl? Up here all by yourself? Well, hang tight—I'm going to give you some company, chica!" The big black rifle slung over his back added menace to his words.  
 
    Becca let go of the ladder and stepped back, casting glances left and right, desperate to find a solution. Her only option was either to be captured and submit to the will of the man climbing the ladder or jump from the roof and risk breaking a leg…or worse. If that happened, then she’d be no more than the injured captive of the man, once he climbed down off the ladder. 
 
    She looked across the street, but the sharpshooter on the roof of the Wrights’ house was in no condition to render any aid. She was truly on her own. The ladder shook and the looter's head appeared over the edge of the rooftop.  
 
    It was too late—even if her brother ran full speed from the Wrights’ house across the street, there was no way even he would reach the man in time before he got on the roof and got to her. 
 
    "If you're going to escape, you’re going to save yourself," Becca muttered through clenched teeth. With nothing else left to lose, Becca removed the backpack from her shoulders and tested the weight. The backpack still held the bottle of water, the binoculars, and her notebook. It wasn't all that heavy, but she could still control it and swing. It was her only option. 
 
    "Here I come, chica," the sadistic man on the ladder sang as his torso emerged over the edge of the roof. One hand gripped the rooftop, the other stayed on the ladder. He only needed to come up another couple rungs, and he’d be able to climb out onto the roof…then she’d truly be doomed. 
 
    Becca thought about what Riley would do in the same situation. Without a doubt, she knew her brother would charge and go on the offensive. That was just Riley. 
 
    "Maybe it's time I act more like him," Becca told herself. She ran forward, cocked her arm back and held the bag like a club. As she grew closer, she remembered the hours of coaching her brother had given her when she'd announced she wanted to play softball.  
 
    Swing from the hips, let the shoulders follow, and pull through with the arms. She did. 
 
    The bag whistled through the air and the binoculars inside connected with the side of the man's head with a loud crunch. Becca grimaced and hoped that was his face and not the delicate glass of the binoculars shattering under the impact. Then the bag flew out of her hands. The man lost his grip in surprise and fell backward. He sailed out into the air, spinning his arms for balance, and dropped out of sight. She heard a shout, and a bone-jarring thud…then all was quiet. 
 
    Becca fell back to the rooftop and coughed in the dust she kicked up. She got on her hands and knees and scrambled to the edge to look down. The first looter lay in a pool of his own blood, killed by the sniper across the street. The second man lay next to him, sprawled on his back, his arms groping at the ground, his face twisted into a mask of pain. One leg lay at an awkward angle, and Becca winced.  
 
    It looked like he’d broken his back in the fall. The man closed his eyes and screamed in pain, followed by a long string of Spanish. He took another deep breath and continued to wail and yell. 
 
    An answering shout echoed a few houses back. The rest of his group had heard his cries. She only had seconds before they descended on her location. Becca bent down and picked up her bag, ignoring the dust, and slung it over her shoulders once more. Her back immediately felt wet—the bottle had ruptured when she'd slammed it into the side of his head and water soaked the bottom of the bag and her shirt. 
 
    Becca didn't care—she scrambled over the edge, climbed onto the ladder with shaking arms and legs, and scurried down as fast as she dared. At the bottom, she hopped off, careful to stay clear of the man's flailing arms. He growled at her, and reached out, attempting to grab her ankle, but Becca kicked a cloud of dust into his face, and he screamed again. She looked down and realized he had not only landed on his back, but on the rifle, that’d been strapped to his back. 
 
    His partner’s rifle lay just a few feet away, though. Becca skittered over, grabbed it, and turned to run. She made it as far as the front corner before the man yelled out another string of Spanish behind her. 
 
    When she turned, he had a small pistol in his hand, which he struggled to aim at her. Becca had never experienced someone pointing a weapon at her before, and she staggered back in surprise, the rifle in her hands automatically aimed toward the man with the pistol. She put her finger on the trigger and squeezed, not knowing if what she was doing was right.  
 
    The rifle kicked and barked like thunder, which caused her to drop it in surprise. The noise was deafening, and she saw the glint of brass as an empty casing ejected from the receiver and sailed across her vision. She gasped, surprised to see a puff of red mist erupt from the man’s chest. He dropped his pistol and lay still. 
 
    "I shot him…" she muttered. She bent down, thought enough to grab the rifle from the ground, then turned and sprinted across the street on unsteady legs. 
 
    Halfway across the dusty street, someone at the outpost house shouted, and several gunshots rang out. Dust puffed up all around her, and Becca shrieked, then tripped and fell, sliding a few feet in the fine yellow dust. 
 
    When she looked up at the Wrights’ house, only 20 yards away, she expected to feel bullets stitch her from behind as the rest of the looters emerged near the house. But gunfire had erupted in the direction of the house where the car crashed. When she glanced over her shoulder, Becca saw two people emerge from around the house, glance down at the bodies of their comrades, and raise their weapons to aim at her.  
 
    She closed her eyes and awaited death, but gunfire in the distance distracted them. She opened her eyes and watched as they hesitated, conversed quickly, then disappeared back the way they'd come.  
 
    Becca got to her feet, ignored the dust that coated her clothes, snatched the rifle off the ground—again—and ran the rest of the way, tears streaming from her face. She didn't stop until she ran around the side of the Wrights’ house and crashed into Mr. Wright himself.  
 
    He held her at arm’s length and looked into her face. "Are you okay, Becca? Are you hurt?" 
 
    Becca buried her face in his chest and cried. “I don’t want to go back to the outpost again!” 
 
    “Come on,” Mr. Wright said, “let’s get you inside.” He turned her away from the wind. Dust swirled around them. “The storm is here!” he yelled over the wind. 
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    Riley waited out front of the Wrights’ house by the adobe wall in a crouch as the rest of his team caught up with him, passed him, and disappeared around the corner through the front gate. Gunfire crackled all around him, it seemed. The noise echoed from the south and the west. The only area that seemed quiet was back the way he'd come toward the rec center.  
 
    They knew there were at least three looters in that direction who had moved to the rec center as they left. He turned and looked down at the tracks on the ground. A slight breeze shifted the yellow sand that covered the ground, and a few tracks disappeared as he watched. But the deep gouges left by the wagon wheels and toboggan of the retrieval team left a pretty calling card from HQ to the rec center and back. It wouldn't take much for the looters to figure out where they went. 
 
    "Should've thought of that…" Riley muttered. He stood and jogged through the front gate toward the back of the house. Already the sky had darkened considerably and the dusty haze that presaged the onslaught of the first dust storm filled the sky for round two. At the back of the house, he met General Deckert, who greeted each one of his fire teams individually.  
 
    He waved Riley over with a grim look on his face. "Report," he said sourly. 
 
    Riley handed his bag of vending machine supplies to a man who walked up and took them in the house. "Otto took out the vehicle that was approaching the rec center," Riley said. He gratefully accepted a water bottle from Mrs. Wright, who passed by on her way to continue pulling patients from the covered triage area into the house. "Thank you, ma'am." Riley said.  
 
    He looked at the general, who continued to stare at him with his hands on his hips. "Otto says at least three more looters were killed when he neutralized the truck." 
 
    "You have a number on how many were headed to the rec center after that?" 
 
    Riley nodded. "At least three that we could see. But general, we left tracks—clear as day from the rec center straight here." 
 
    "Which was why I wanted no contact." 
 
    "Sir, we had no choice. The looters in the vehicle spotted one of my men and moved to intercept. If Otto hadn't taken out that truck, we would've lost Alpha Three. They were all armed." 
 
    The general’s frown softened. "We’re finding that's the case all across the neighborhood. We've got about half our people back to base now, but Gamma Team is still taking heavy fire south of here. They know we’re protecting something now, but at least it seems to be individual groups of looters. They haven’t organized yet, so we’re able to counter them pretty easy." He turned, and Riley followed him over to a map of the neighborhood spread out on a piece of plywood supported by two wooden sawhorses.  
 
    “Here's HQ," the general said as he pointed one thick finger down at the map. He traced the road north of the rec center. There was your position.”  
 
    Riley looked at the map and saw the yellow sticky notes cut out in the shape of arrows to indicate the locations of Fire Teams Beta and Gamma. Five red pushpins had been stuck in the map at other locations throughout the neighborhood. "Are those the scouts?" 
 
    "Affirmative," the general said. He reached out and plucked one off the map. "Cindy just returned safe. And Mike is only a block away," he said as he reached over and plucked another pin from the map. "Bess, Denny, and Hector are still out there, but they're all on their way—should be back any minute.” He glanced up at the darkening sky and squinted as a dusty gust of wind whipped around the house. 
 
    “Won’t be long now,” Riley observed. 
 
    The general grunted. He shifted his finger to indicate the position of Fire Team Beta. "Beta is moving to back up Gamma at the moment. The looters are concentrating around two houses. This one here," he said as he pointed at a circle on the map, “and this one here,” he added as he slid his finger to point at a different house two streets away from HQ. "I've already dispatched Chuck and the rest of the Watch who are available to keep an eye on the looters at this house.” 
 
    "What do you need me to do, sir?" 
 
    General Deckert looked him up and down. "You look pretty rough, son. How's the condition of your team?" 
 
    “We’re ready.” 
 
    The general grinned. "They up for a fight?" 
 
    Riley twisted off the top of his water bottle and took a long drink of the lukewarm water. "Well, Otto is…" 
 
    The general snorted. "He's always up for mischief. What about the other two?" 
 
    "Honestly, sir, Three left his post before I told him to—if he’d just stayed put, he might not have been seen by that truck. We might have avoided all this mess." 
 
    The general frowned. "I'll deal with him—what about Two?" 
 
    "He came back with the convoy. I think he's okay," Riley said. 
 
    The general nodded. "Well, beggars can't be choosers. Grab some extra ammo, water, and dust protection. You boys are going back out and you're going to be in the thick of it soon. I want you out the front door in five. Got it?" 
 
    "Yes, sir," Riley said with a salute. The general returned it, then took a report from Mr. Wright on the status of their main antenna. Riley took one last look at the map, then turned from the table.  
 
    Otto stood a few feet away at the weapons station, loading ammunition into his cargo pants. He was the only one that seemed to ignore the gathering storm. "Please tell me we're going back out." 
 
    "Are you serious?" Three said from behind Riley. Two was with him. 
 
    "Otto, me, and Two are going," Riley said. He pointed at Three. "General Deckert wants to talk with you." 
 
    "For what?" the man said defensively. 
 
    "I'd imagine it's got some to do with dereliction of duty," Otto said with a smirk. "When do we leave?" 
 
    "Five minutes," Riley said. He turned to Three. "The general’s inside. Go," he said as he pointed at the Wrights’ house. 
 
    Three left, muttering under his breath, and Two stepped up. "Riley…I don't… I don't know if I can…" 
 
    Riley stepped aside with Two as Otto went back to gearing up for the mission. 
 
    "What's the matter?" 
 
    "Guard duty—escorting those people with the supplies…I can handle that. I've never been in an actual gunfight before…I don't know…I just can't. I have a wife-” 
 
    Riley looked over his shoulder at Otto. The old sniper grimaced and shook his head slightly. "It's okay. They're going to need people to stand guard here. Why don’t you just find Mr. Wright—I think he's in command of the home guard." 
 
    Relief washed over the old man's face. He smiled through the wrinkles. "Thank you. I won't forget this." 
 
    "Neither will I," Riley muttered under his breath as the old man shuffled off to find Rondell Wright. 
 
    "So, it's just the two of us, then?" Otto asked. 
 
    "Looks that way." 
 
    "Well, you ready to have some real fun?" 
 
    "Shooting at people who shoot back isn't exactly my idea of fun," Riley grumbled. 
 
    Otto laughed and slapped him on the back. "Come on, there's nothing else like combat to make you feel alive!" 
 
    "It's what happens when you get shot that I don't like," Riley said. "I'll meet you at the front gate. You’ve got two minutes." 
 
    "Roger that," Otto said. He turned and headed toward the front of the house with his relaxed walk. 
 
    Riley jogged across the backyard to where he’d seen Fiona last. She was still there under the covered porch, stuffing a fresh pile of bandages into Ziplock bags. She looked up at him and smiled, the worry erased from her face. "You're back!" she said. "Can you help me get this stuff inside? The next storm is almost here, we’re trying to evacuate—" 
 
    "I'm sorry, I can't. The general asked me to join Chuck. There's some looters attacking a house about a block away." 
 
    Fiona stared at him for a moment. "You're going back out there? The storm’s almost here…" 
 
    Riley squinted at the dusty haze in the air. The air temperature dropped, and he felt a sudden shiver. "Trust me, I know." 
 
    "You can't keep taking risks like this," she said quietly. 
 
    "But under the cover of the dust, I figure I'll be safer than I was just now at the rec center. A truckload of looters drove up…we barely got out." 
 
    Fiona looked away. "Please be careful." 
 
    "Stagg! I need you and your team out there yesterday," the general barked from the doorway to the house. 
 
    "On my way, sir," Riley said as he left Fiona. 
 
    "Chuck says there's a couple of women trapped inside the house. We’re not letting these looters hurt anyone else today!" 
 
    "Yes, sir!” Riley said smartly as he glanced over his shoulder at Fiona. She offered a weak smile, but it didn't reach her eyes. "I'll be back," he called to her. 
 
    Her smile broadened. "You better!" 
 
    Riley left her as someone came out of the house and helped her get the wheelchair and the medical supplies inside. 
 
    At the front gate, Otto was champing at the bit. "It's about time! You ready to go or what, lieutenant? You can talk with your girlfriend when we get back…" 
 
    "She's not my—" Riley began. "Nevermind. Let's go." 
 
    Sporadic gunfire filled the air again. “That sounds a lot closer than before,” he observed.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Otto said.  
 
    Riley glanced up at the dust storm on the horizon. "That storm looks a lot closer, too." 
 
    "Agreed," Otto repeated. "If we hurry, we might get into position before it hits. You want to let Chuck know we’re coming up on his six?" Otto suggested. 
 
    "Oh, right," Riley said. "Hadn't thought of that…" 
 
    Otto laughed. "I'd rather not get shot by my own team…" 
 
    As they jogged across the street, Riley pulled his radio free. "Sheepdog, Alpha Actual. We’re coming in hot on your six." 
 
    "Roger that, Actual. Be advised, we have engaged the enemy. Best approach is Baker Street, then cut across the backyard at 1344 to our position. We’re behind an adobe wall—can't miss us." Gunfire rattled over the speaker in the background, in time with the shots crackling through the air Riley could hear. 
 
    "I got extra dust storm gear for you and your men," Riley said. 
 
    "Much obliged. It's getting a little hairy out here…" Chuck replied. 
 
    "You know where he's talking about?" Riley asked Otto. 
 
    The old sniper nodded as they rounded the corner and stepped into the lee of a house and out of the rising wind. "Sure do, just another block away. Follow my lead. We’ll cut through the Sandwycks’ yard." 
 
    Riley waited until they were across the second block before he asked. "You knew the people who lived here?" 
 
    "Yeah…they went on vacation to go see their kids up in Maine couple weeks back. Weren’t supposed to be coming home for another week. I was watching their house for them." 
 
    Riley paused for a moment at the corner of the house in question, while Otto took a peek to see if any of the enemy were in sight.  
 
    "Coast is clear," the sniper reported. 
 
    "You think the Sandwycks have any supplies in there?" 
 
    "I know they do…” Otto replied with a smirk. “I was in there two days ago to check on everything." He turned and looked at Riley. "This house is on the list the general has. We’ll be coming back here soon to gather supplies." 
 
    Riley followed Otto across the street to a nondescript house that looked like it had already been ransacked. All the windows were shattered, and curtains billowed in the increasing breeze, puffing out like ghosts attempting to escape the building. Boxes and miscellaneous debris lay scattered in the dust-covered front yard.  
 
    Riley tripped over something, and caught himself at the last second, then stumbled forward and took position behind Otto next to the adobe wall that lined the property. He found Chuck huddled with the group of the Watch and scooted over to him.  
 
    “Glad you could make it,” Chuck said with a grin. 
 
    "So, what are we looking at?" Riley asked in a steady voice that hid his nervousness. 
 
    Chuck grunted. "Across the street is the house we’re focused on. There's looters between us and the two women in the house…they’re trying to storm the place, so…" 
 
    "Rescue the ladies and defeat the looters, got it," Riley said with a grin. 
 
    "Now you're catching on." All joviality disappeared from Chuck's face. "Take your team to the south. Go to that corner over yonder," Chuck said as he pointed. Riley shifted so that he could see better, and a bullet tore a chunk off the adobe wall behind them. He flinched and dropped lower. 
 
    "Yeah, one of those guys is a bit of a sharpshooter. You’ll have to keep your head down," Chuck said with a grin. 
 
    "Now you tell me." 
 
    "It takes a special kind of stupid to go running into a firefight," Otto said with a wide grin. 
 
    Chuck looked at him, then glanced at Riley. "You keep your head on a swivel, kid." He pulled out his radio. "Switch to frequency four—that's where I’ll call out a signal for the attack. When you get in position, let me know, and we’ll hit ‘em at the same time." 
 
    "Got it," Riley said. 
 
    "Let's go before this is over—let's go," Otto urged. 
 
    "Why are you in a rush to get shot at?" Riley asked as he led them down the length of the property, careful to stay well below the top of the wall. 
 
    "At my age, there's not a whole heck of a lot to get excited about…combat never fails to make me feel invigorated." 
 
    Riley shook his head. "Retired people are something else, man," he muttered. 
 
    Behind him, a chunk of plaster exploded as a round ricocheted past them. Otto laughed. "I feel like a teenager again!" 
 
    "Well, I am a teenager, and I feel like I’m about to lose control of my bowels…" Riley grumbled. 
 
    "Aah,” Otto said dismissively. “You'll get over it." 
 
    Riley ignored Otto the rest of the way around the property, and they came to the corner without incident. "I don't think they know we’re back here." 
 
    "They know somebody's back here,” Otto muttered. “They just don't know where. If they got any smarts at all, they'll figure out that we’re going to flank ‘em.” 
 
    "If they had any smarts at all, I don't think they’d be trying to loot houses in the middle of a dust storm." 
 
    "Well, technically, the storm isn't here yet," Otto said as he glanced up at the darkening sky. 
 
    "It'll be here soon enough," Riley replied. The wall of dust to the west looked ready to fall on them at any second. The haze in the air had continued to increase, which only made it hard to see. Riley took a quick peek around the corner, and finding the way clear, signaled Otto to follow him.  
 
    He ran forward to the back corner of the property along the sidewalk. The house the looters were attacking lay across the street and just slightly to the north. Riley stayed hidden at the corner, so unless the looters had somebody in the adjacent houses, no one would see him. He pulled the radio from his belt, then pressed the transmit button. "Sheepdog, Alpha Team in position." 
 
    "Copy that, Alpha. Standby." 
 
    "Get your goggles on. That storm’s gonna hit any minute," Riley said over the rising wind. He and Otto pulled out goggles and strapped them in place, then Riley pulled out a mask and latex gloves. 
 
    "You serious right now?" Otto asked, looking like a mad scientist with his tinted goggles and stringy white hair sticking out in all directions. 
 
    "How much time did you spend out in the first storm?" 
 
    "Not much," Otto admitted with a shrug. 
 
    "Trust me then, you want to wear a mask and gloves. When that thing hits, it's gonna feel like you're walking through sandpaper. Every inch of exposed skin is gonna be on fire." He tossed Otto a pair of disposable latex gloves and a paper mask. 
 
    Several more gunshots crackled from the house under siege across the street. The looters hid behind that house’s adobe wall and fired across the street at Chuck's team to the north.  
 
    "All Watch units, weapons free! Weapons free!" Chuck yelled over the radio. 
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    The young man moved forward toward Isabel. "I say we take her back to Nico and see what he thinks." 
 
    "You will not," Donald said as he stepped forward, his voice full of menace. 
 
    The young man sneered at Donald, then reached out to shove the older man aside. “Out of the way, pops, I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Fast as a snake, Donald's hands whipped out, grabbed the young man's wrist and twisted his body. He thrust his hip out. The young man swung around with a gasp and crashed to the floor. Isabel’s hands flew to her mouth as she watched the young man’s face twist in agony as Donald bent his hand in the wrong direction. 
 
    While the young man squirmed and writhed on the floor, slapping his other arm on the ground in pain, Donald calmly looked up at the others, sweat beading his forehead. "Does anyone else wish to challenge me?” He waited a long moment. “No? Good—if you're of like mind with this wretch," he said as he looked down at the man on the floor and gave the captive hand a sharp twitch, which elicited a cry of pain, "I suggest you leave. Now." 
 
    "Okay, okay!" the man on the ground cried. 
 
    Donald released him, and as the young man slowly got to his feet, rubbing his arm, another helped him up. The two of them left, casting dark glances over their shoulders. "She's over here!" the injured man yelled as he stepped into the hallway and slammed the door. "We’ve got them trapped! 
 
    "Get Nico!" another voice in the hallway said, muffled by the door. 
 
    Gunshots cracked back and forth, and people continued to scream and struggle in the hallway. The wall thudded as a body slammed into the other side, and a picture frame fell off and shattered on the floor. One of the girls in the room squealed in surprise. The others started crying again. 
 
    "That won't solve anything,” Donald chastised gently, “follow me.” He adjusted his suit, stepped over to the far corner of the room, and tried to push a bookcase. He grunted, then looked at Isabel. "My dear, would you help an old man? I'm not as young as I used to be." 
 
    Isabel smiled despite her fear and took position next to Donald. Then they both pushed, and the bookcase slid forward, grinding on the wood floor. "What is this place?" Isabel whispered as yet another secret passageway opened before her. 
 
    "This building used to be a Masonic Lodge," Donald announced. "It's been controlled by the Druids for years. The old druid had several passages created for his own…private use." Donald's mouth turned down in a frown. "I never agreed with his…hobbies…but the druid was the ultimate authority, and I live to serve." 
 
    "So, I keep hearing," Isabel said. She put her hands on her hips. "Are you going to let me go or not?" 
 
    "If you seek freedom, then follow me—quickly now," Donald urged. "It won't be long before someone summons Nico, and he opens the door behind us." As he stepped into the dark passage, battery powered motion lights triggered and illuminated the hallway.  
 
    Unlike the marbled, carved staircase she'd encountered from the main foyer on the first floor, the new passageway was simple and carved straight out of rock. Their feet echoed on the floor as Donald led the way, followed by Isabel, and five acolytes—one man and four women. They left the safety of the small study opposite the amphitheater and dashed down the dark corridor. 
 
    The sounds of violence faded behind them, and Isabel finally was able to draw a deep, cool breath. A flashlight illuminated the tunnel in front of them and she turned and peered over the acolytes behind her. 
 
    "There they are!” a voice cried in triumph. The man Donald had injured had returned.  
 
    “Get them! Bring them to me!" another, familiar voice ordered. Isabel shivered. 
 
    "It's Nico," Donald said. “Hurry!" 
 
    The escapees ran after their savior until they came across a set of rickety wooden stairs. "Up—up! All the way to the top!" Donald urged. “This will lead us to the rear entrance—go!" he said as he encouraged Isabel to climb first. 
 
    "Don't worry about me," he said when she paused. "I'm going to make sure the others get out. If you want to see your children, go.” 
 
    Isabel looked up and spotted a wooden landing halfway to the first floor. "Come on!" Isabel said as she shepherded the other escapees up the stairs to the first landing.  
 
    Their feet thudded on the dry wooden steps and little showers of dust filtered down under them as they ascended. Once the last acolyte mounted the stairs and raced up after Isabel, Donald turned and followed.  
 
    "I can't catch you," he called from below. "Open the door on the landing and go left. That way will lead you to the rear exit. You'll be safe if you can get outside!" 
 
    "There's another dust storm coming," Isabel said from the first landing. She turned to the acolytes, all clustered around her like baby ducklings. "Go, I'm right behind you. Hurry—on to the next landing.” She turned to lean over the railing and peer down at the old man, who leaned against the wall below. “You can make it!" 
 
    Donald shook his head and placed one hand over his chest, the other on the wooden railing. "I…I can't…"he gasped, then sank to one knee on the steps. 
 
    “No!” Isabel cried. 
 
    Feet thundered down the dark corridor as the flashlight beam swayed back and forth. Nico’s men were almost through the tunnel. 
 
    Donald looked up at her and offered a shaky smile. "Go with the gods." 
 
    He turned and faced the tunnel entrance, then calmly drew a pistol from under his coat. Without warning, he fired a shot down the hallway, which caused their pursuers to scream in surprise. 
 
    "I have no wish to harm you,” Donald yelled, “but I will if you continue down this path! I'm following the orders of the Inquisitor himself. Stand down!" He looked up at her, his face a mask of shock and dismay. “What are you waiting for? Go!” he hissed. 
 
    Isabel turned and ran up the stairs, her ears ringing with the gunshot. At the middle landing, she took the stairs two at a time and at the top, found the acolytes frozen in fear. In the doorway loomed the tall, well-dressed man, the one who’d freed her from Nico’s captivity.  
 
    Isabel pushed her way through the younger druids-to-be and got right up in the Inquisitor’s face. "Did you mean what you said when you promised you wouldn't hurt me?" she demanded. 
 
    The Inquisitor glanced at the terrified acolytes, looked past Isabel and listened for a moment to the echoed chaos at the bottom of the emergency exit. Finally, his cold blue eyes rested on Isabel. "I did." 
 
    "Then you've got to do something. Get me out of here! A man named Donald is at the bottom of the stairs, holding off a bunch of Nico’s thugs. They're trying to capture me and take me back to him!" 
 
    "Isabel?" a voice asked from behind the Inquisitor. He stepped aside and revealed Cassie Lavoy. 
 
    "Cassie? What on earth are you doing here? Nico’s looking for you! You have to get out of here!" 
 
    "I could say the same thing about you!” Cassie said with a smile. “At least I belong here." 
 
    The Inquisitor glanced at both women, then shook his head. "There will be time to sort this out later. First things first." He made to move past her and head for the stairs. 
 
    "You can't go down there," Isabel warned, putting out her arm to stop him. "Nico started a huge riot in this amphitheater room. They’re killing each other down there!" 
 
    Color crept into the Inquisitor’s cheeks. "It is my sacred duty to preserve order. This grove shall not fall.” He gently but firmly moved her arm out of the way. 
 
    Another gunshot exploded from the bottom of the stairwell. The Inquisitor placed his hands on the railing and leaned over. "Donald?" 
 
    "Eh?” the old man said, looking up. “Inquisitor! Thank the gods you’ve returned to us!" 
 
    The British man nodded. "Do your best not to harm anyone." 
 
    "Yes, sir," Donald responded, his voice slightly echo-y in the tall stairwell. “But I daresay Nico has caused a bit of a fuss today.” 
 
    The Inquisitor turned back to Isabel. "I swore an oath before the gods to protect you—that I would not harm you. I now swear the same oath to get you to safety." 
 
    "What about me?" Cassie asked. “And them?" she asked, indicating the acolytes. 
 
    "I don't know what's happening here,” he admitted, “but I intend to find out.” 
 
    "Somebody's coming!" one of the acolytes warned. “We have to run!” She turned and fled down the hallway.  
 
    "Wait! No!” Isabel yelled after her. “Donald said the entrance is over here!" 
 
    A single gunshot rang out just around the corner, and a red flower bloomed on the white gown between the girl’s shoulder blades. She staggered forward, gurgled a cry, and fell on her face, writhing on the ground. 
 
    A large man appeared in the hallway behind the Inquisitor, his gun still raised. He turned and lined up the pistol on the Inquisitor, but that was as far as he got. 
 
    The tall Englishman lurched forward with a silent snarl, and in three lightning-fast blows, stripped the man of the weapon and spun him around. He put the weapon to thug’s head and pulled the trigger.  
 
    In a spray of blood and gore, the big man fell to the ground. The Inquisitor ducked as a second man emerged from the darkness and took a swing at his face. He dropped the gun, came up with both hands empty, and pummeled the newcomer with a flurry of blows to his face and neck. He stepped back and the second man fell to the ground, limp as a rag doll. 
 
    The Inquisitor checked the hallway, adjusted his dusty coat, and turned back to Isabel. "I swear to you now, you shall come to no harm while I yet breathe.” 
 
    Isabel blinked. "I believe you." 
 
    He touched his chest with one bloody hand and offered a curt nod. "You honor me with your trust—I won't fail you. Stay behind me, and I will get you all out of here and reunited with your loved ones." 
 
    "Donald said the exit was that way," Isabel said as she pointed down the hallway where the young acolyte had died. 
 
    "I know, but I must put a stop to the bloodshed below." 
 
    Isabel frowned. "You swore…" 
 
    The Inquisitor turned cold eyes on her. "And I have every intention of keeping that vow. But I am beholden to an older vow—made before I even knew you existed. I swore to uphold the Grove against all threats, both external and internal. Now I must fulfill my vow. Stay behind me, and you will be safe." 
 
    Isabel opened her mouth to argue when another figure emerged from the shadows. She recognized him from the brawl in the amphitheater. He’d been one of the first to throw a punch. Without warning, the bloody, disheveled man charged at the Inquisitor, blood lust in his eyes, hands outstretched. 
 
    Isabel froze in horror at the berserker. She backed into the acolytes, and everyone screamed at once. 
 
    The Inquisitor calmly deflected the man's clumsy attack, snapped a knife-hand chop to the man's neck, then kneed him in the chest and shoved the already unconscious body against the far wall where he slumped to the floor. 
 
    "Okay.” Cassie said simply. “Okay. We’ll go with you." 
 
    "I'm not going back down there!" one of the acolytes cried. She shook her head and ripped off the white linen initiation gown she wore. Underneath, she was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. "This is nuts. My parents were right, I have to get out here." 
 
    “Anyone of you that wishes to leave may do so now," the Inquisitor said formally. “Go that way." He pointed toward the door at the far end of the hallway, over the body of the failed escapee. "But I must warn you, another dust storm is almost upon us. If you go outside, you must seek shelter immediately." 
 
    "Anything's better than this madhouse," the only male acolyte said. He shoved between two of the girls, who protested his rudeness, then sprinted down the hallway. The others looked at the Inquisitor, then Isabel and Cassie. 
 
    “Come with us,” the one who’d stripped off her gown said. 
 
    “I…” Isabel began. 
 
    “Go, we’ll be fine,” Cassie said. The acolytes shared one more concerned look, then left in short order. 
 
    The Inquisitor smiled at the two women. "It pleases me that you've put your faith in me. Come, we must find Nico and put a stop to the violence." 
 
    "For somebody who wants to put a stop to the violence, you sure seem to be pretty…violent," Isabel observed. 
 
    The Inquisitor gave her a lupine grin. "Sometimes, I have found, one must fight fire with fire, no?" He started off down the dark hallway. Cassie began to follow, but Isabel stopped her.  
 
    "What are we doing? When do we get out of here?" 
 
    "You saw what he's capable of,” Cassie whispered in an almost reverent tone. “I have to see this through. Nico started all this mess and caused all these problems because of me. I owe it to the Grove." 
 
    "You don't know anything about these cultists…they’re all crazy. We have to get out of here!” 
 
    "No, I have to finish this,” Cassie argued. “I promised my daughter.” 
 
    “Cassie, my kids are out there in the Valley Village, just a few miles away with my in-laws. I can’t stay here!” 
 
    “Milton made it?" Cassie asked. 
 
    Isabel blinked. "I don’t know how you know that Milton was out there—what are you talking about?" 
 
    "Milton was here—well, he was at my house when all this started,” Cassie explained breathlessly. “With Riley…" 
 
    Isabel grabbed Cassie’s arms. "You saw him? My son?" 
 
    Someone crashed into the corridor by the exit door behind them. "Down here!" he shouted as he pointed toward them. "Tell Nico!" 
 
    "Hurry!" Cassie said as she pulled Isabel after the Inquisitor. "We have to go! Staying with him as our only option now!" 
 
    “Worst escape attempt ever!” Isabel cried as she ran down the hallway with Cassie. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    The Sangre Grove 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor stormed through the halls of the Grove, furious. The idea that brother would fight brother, sworn members of the Grove attacking each other…it was ludicrous—it was madness.  
 
    Yet even though the Inquisitor blamed Nico—he had started the schism, after all—the misguided man was only the visible symptom of the disease, not the underlying cause. The fact that there were even factions at all among the Grove faithful was telling. He’d never hear of such a thing.  
 
    He looked down at his bloodstained hands. Thanks to the dust storm and the city-wide evacuation in Santa Fe, he’d used the Grove's rear entrance and, in the process, had been forced to kill brethren to defend himself... It was unconscionable. Yet they had attacked him with a bloodlust in their eyes that he’d rarely seen in his entire blood-soaked career. 
 
    Gunshots echoed further down the hallway. The Inquisitor glanced over his shoulder to make sure Isabel Stagg and Cassandra Lavoy were still with him. They were further back than he’d have liked, but they appeared to be following him with without much encouragement. That was a good sign. He had a real fear he would lose them in the chaos if they decided to run for the main entrance.  
 
    A man with blood streaming down his face staggered into the darkened hallway in front of the Inquisitor and leaned against a doorway, wheezing. A dark stain soaked his T-shirt. A second man stepped out behind the first, much bigger and stronger, wielding a long, wicked blade. A bloodied blade. He turned his hateful eyes on the Inquisitor and smiled. 
 
    "Are you with Nico or not?" the man demanded in deep voice. 
 
    The Inquisitor stopped and adjusted his coat. "I stand for the Grove," he said boldly. “As should we all.” 
 
    "Then you're against us," the man said simply. He raised his blade and charged. 
 
    Behind him, one of the women screamed at the sight of the huge thug looming over the Inquisitor with a large, bloodied knife. 
 
    The Inquisitor frowned at the clumsiness of the man's attack. He sidestepped the first strike with disdain and felt the wind brush past his face as the man's knife arm swung harmlessly away. The Inquisitor stepped forward, gripped the man by his wrist and pinched just so, then smiled as the man tensed when the pressure point exploded with pain.  
 
    Before Nico’s thug could fully let loose a screamed half-growl, the Inquisitor had already stripped the big knife from his hand and slashed up toward his exposed throat. He expertly twisted the man's torso so that the wine-dark spray coated the far wall as the severed arteries spewed his blood outward in a crimson arc. 
 
    The Inquisitor closed his eyes and reveled in the sacrifice he’d offered to the Horned God and let the body hit the floor like a discarded sack of trash. He opened his eyes and turned to find Cassandra and Isabel staring at him in shock.  
 
    He adjusted his suit. "Stay close now, things have proceeded much further than I expected.” He turned without waiting for a comment and charged down the hall, now armed with the captured knife. 
 
    The first person he encountered at the next intersection of dark hallways deep inside the Groves lower level raised a small knife in his direction and shrieked a challenge. The Inquisitor stopped, tilted his head as he considered his reply, but her eyes found the huge, wine-red blade in his hand. She dropped her own knife, turned and disappeared down the hall without another word.  
 
    The Inquisitor smirked and went in the opposite direction. He could tell by the scraping sound behind him that either Stagg or Lavoy had picked up the discarded knife. His money was on Isabel Stagg—she seemed possessed of a sterner attitude toward life than the carefree Lavoy. 
 
    The Inquisitor was only a few corridors away from the inner sanctum, where the majority of the gunfire and screaming appeared to emanate. He slowed his jog to a steady march and determinedly pushed through the people running toward him, intent on escaping the chaos. More than once, he was bumped aside by a group of people tearing down the hall, heedless of who they trampled. 
 
    "Stay with me!" he yelled to Stagg and Lavoy. The dark-haired woman did indeed have the small knife clutched in her bloodied hand. Someone had gotten the sharp end of that device already. He smirked, amused that his assessment had been spot on. 
 
    He stepped around the next turn and found—10 yards down the hallway toward the entrance of the inner sanctum—Nico, holding a ridiculously large revolver in his hand. A body lay on the ground about halfway between them, still twitching. 
 
    "You," the Inquisitor growled. “Blasphemer!” 
 
    Nico looked up from the corpse and his eyes narrowed. "Inquisitor!" 
 
    For a brief moment, the surrounding chaos seemed to fall away. Most of the people fleeing the fighting in the sanctum had apparently already made it to the upper levels. Those who remained below were hard-core partisans determined to duel it out to the end. But at the mention of an Inquisitor in their mix, even the brawlers fell silent and watched. 
 
    A door opened to Nico's left, but he ignored the man who appeared. "Didn’t anyone ever tell you to never bring a knife to a gunfight?" Nico yelled with a sneer as he raised the massive handgun in the Inquisitor's direction. "I'm really going to enjoy this." 
 
    "For the Grove!" the large man in the doorway yelled as he lunged forward with claw-like hands reaching for the Inquisitor’s throat. 
 
    Taken aback by the sudden appearance of a man going for his throat, the Inquisitor backpedaled in time to hear the report from Nico's weapon. The big man slammed into the Inquisitor and knocked him into the far wall with the force of a pickup truck, but there was no fight in his arms and hands. He groaned, his breath escaping in a gurgling whisper, and slowly slid from the Inquisitor to curl up in a ball on the floor. 
 
    The Inquisitor looked down at the growing pool of red staining the man's back. He looked up, and Nico wore a frown of frustration on his face. "What a waste…” Nico growled as he walked forward. “I hate you even more now than I did before," he said. "This is for shooting me in the leg!" 
 
    "What did you do to my son?" a woman shrieked over the Inquisitor’s shoulder. Isabel Stagg flew like a banshee, her raven hair streaming out behind her in a blur as she whipped her arm around. The captured knife she’d picked up sailed through the air toward Nico, its blade spinning and reflecting the torchlight. 
 
    The Inquisitor knew as soon as he’d spotted the knife in the air that Stagg had no idea how to throw the weapon accurately. The blade tumbled wildly in the air but glinted prettily in the light as it sailed toward its intended target. 
 
    Nico, not nearly as experienced as the Inquisitor in such things, panicked. He choked off a cry of alarm and jumped to the side as the blade sailed harmlessly past where he’d been standing—handle first. 
 
    Nico gathered himself and sneered at Stagg. "Good thing you have no idea what you're doing," he said as he waved the pistol in the air and looked at the knife on the ground.  
 
    “Unfortunately for you, I do," the Inquisitor said. With a practiced hand, he flipped the large knife he carried in the air, cocked his arm back, snatched the tip in mid-air and flung it with a practiced flick of his wrist. The big knife sailed straight and true, its blade singing—in the right direction—straight for Nico's chest. 
 
    The little man in the big coat squealed, stumbled backward, and fell flat on his back in the middle of the corridor. He closed his eyes and pulled his hands up to cover his face as he lay on the ground. 
 
    The Inquisitor frowned as he watched his blade sail harmlessly over Nico’s head. He turned and grabbed Stagg, then shoved her into the open door to his left. A gunshot cracked as Nico fired at them from the floor, on his back. A bit of ceiling tile rained down over their heads as they disappeared into the doorway. Lavoy scurried in after them, her hands up over her head, protecting her face as she ran. More gunshots crackled down the hallway. 
 
    "Don't just stand there! Get them!” Nico yelled, his voice rising and shrill. 
 
    "How do we fight back?" Stagg demanded said as they pushed into the room—a small office. Her face was flushed and her long black hair was hanging in streamers. She looked every inch like the Morrigan herself. The Inquisitor shivered at the thought. The gods work in mysterious ways…could not the goddess of death have inhabited this mortal’s body to see him through his mission? 
 
    With difficulty, he shook such interesting thoughts aside, and walked over to a desk, the only bit of furniture in the room, and snatched a yellow pencil from the cup of writing utensils on the corner. "Stay low and keep against the wall.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with that?” asked Lavoy, her eyes wide and shining in the darkened room. 
 
    The Inquisitor grimaced. “Fulfill my vows." 
 
    The first man through the door carried a gun. He dropped it as soon as the Inquisitor stabbed him in the neck with the pencil. The gun clattered across the floor, right to Cassandra Lavoy. She bent down and picked it up with trembling hands. 
 
    "Don't use—" the Inquisitor tried to say, one hand holding a bloodied pencil, the other hand outstretched to stop her from using a firearm without any training. 
 
    The gun went off her hands, surprising everyone, but none more so than the man with the puncture wound in his neck. The bullet caught him square at the base of the throat and dropped him instantly.  
 
    Lavoy screamed and dropped the gun—which hit the ground and went off on its own, putting a hole in the ceiling. The Inquisitor stormed over and snatched the weapon from the floor, then casually shot the next man through the door with a well-aimed double tap to the chest, barely flicking his attention away from the two wailing women.  
 
    "Oh, please do stop," he said, irritated at Lavoy. He turned and in one smooth motion ejected the magazine, found he had four rounds left, then slammed it home. 
 
    Now…time to find Nico. 
 
    The Inquisitor turned back to the women and pointed at the desk. "Both of you: get behind the desk and stay there until I come back. Understand?" 
 
    "What if somebody else comes in here?" asked Stagg 
 
    "These bodies are going to stay right here. That hopefully will keep the curious away. I won't be long." 
 
    Gunfire erupted down the hallway again, but the sound came from the opposite direction. The rolling fight had shifted to the other end of the building. 
 
    "This ends now," the Inquisitor said as he stormed out of the room. A gunshot cracked behind him and he felt a hammer blow to his left hip. Spun around and facing the wall, he snarled and put a hand to his hip. It came away red in the torchlight. The pain flared through his mind a second later before he found himself about to kiss the floor. Behind him, Stagg and Lavoy screamed in terror. 
 
    As the Inquisitor lay on the floor, he felt blood leak down his leg. His good slacks were well and truly ruined. The pain was there, yes, but he didn't feel it, not completely. Years of training and more injuries to his body than he could possibly count, had all but inoculated him to the debilitating pain that would cause any normal man to freeze up.  
 
    When he looked up off the floor, he felt only rage, a white, searing hot anger that propelled him up off the floor and down the hallway, despite his injured hip. Nico would pay for the damage he caused to the Grove, for all the death and destruction to the sacred house.  
 
    A man at the end of the hallway holding a still smoking gun backed up upon seeing the Inquisitor’s face. “I…I didn’t mean…I’m sorry,” he said, holding his hands up. “I wasn’t t-trying to s-shoot you! They said—Nico said…” He gave up his explanation, dropped his weapon, and ran screaming in terror. 
 
    Furious that he’d been injured by such a fool, the Inquisitor roared, charged down the hallway, and brought with him holy vengeance. He would find the smirking little imp, Nico, and feed the insolent wretch’s blood to the gods. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dana glanced over her shoulder and spotted her go bag by the front door. "When they come in, empty your weapon at them, then run for the front door and grab my bag. I'll cover us." 
 
    "What are you thinking?" asked Kathy as she aimed her revolver at the door. 
 
    "When they come in here, they're not going to expect resistance. If we drop the first couple ones through the door, then we can buy ourselves some time.” She looked at Kathy. "You take the first man through the door, and I'll take the second one. Hopefully, we can drop two right off the bat. That may give us enough time to run for the front door. I'm hoping the others will fall back." 
 
    "So, say we make it out the front door and they don't have anyone posted out there…we going to head next door and look for Isabel?" 
 
    "That's the plan. If nothing else, it'll make them think twice about coming after us," Dana whispered. "I just hope the front door over there is unlocked…" 
 
    A heavy body slammed into the back door and Kathy never got a chance to reply. The door rattled again. 
 
    The two women looked at each other. Kathy gave a short nod. Dana took aim with her Sig. "Here we go…" she whispered. 
 
    The man outside hit the door one more time, and the frame splintered. It was just enough for the man to shoulder his way in. He pulled up short when he spotted Kathy, and she fired at point blank range. The big revolver in her hands went off like a cannon in the enclosed space.  
 
    The intruder grunted from the impact of the bullet at close range and doubled over, his eyes wide in surprise. Behind him, a second man appeared, frozen in place at the sound of the gunshot and sight of his comrade. He never even saw Dana before she pulled the trigger twice and punched twin holes in his chest. That man staggered back into a third, who yelled in surprise and caused a commotion on the back porch. 
 
    “Go, go, go!”  
 
    Kathy turned and sprinted for the other side of the kitchen. She was already halfway to the front door of the small house when Dana shifted position and followed her. 
 
    "Go, go, go!" Dana again when she saw Kathy pause in the hallway and look back. 
 
    Kathy made it to the front door and snatched up the heavy go bag. Dana was there a split second later and spun on her heel. She took a knee just as a gunshot from the back door popped a chunk of drywall free next to her. Kathy pushed forward and ripped open the front door, then stepped out and ducked to the right. The house flooded with light from outside, illuminating two more targets in the kitchen. They raised their hands at the sudden light. 
 
    "Clear!" Kathy yelled from outside.  
 
    Dana fired two more shots toward the kitchen, which caused another man to fall. He yelled in Spanish on his way to the floor. Dana counted to three. Another man's head appeared around the corner, and Dana fired, just missing him as he pulled back in surprise. She scrambled for the front door and dove through it as bullets peppered the floor and walls where she'd just been. 
 
    Kathy pulled her around the corner and shut the door. "We definitely surprised them!” she said with a grin. Her eyes twinkled. "They're shooting jihadi style, just firing blind around the corners. It’s risky, but we can take them…" 
 
    "Forget them. Now's our chance to head next door," Dana said, breathless. She pulled Kathy off the porch, and the two ran through the side yard and over to the house they thought Isabel might be kept in. 
 
    Dana led Kathy up the steps to the house next door. More shouting and gunfire erupted from inside the house they’d just left. "I don't think they know we’re over here yet," Kathy said with a grin. 
 
    Dana smirked as they reached the front door. "Hopefully shutting the door at the other house will keep them guessing." 
 
    Kathy charged at the front door, grabbed it, and threw it open. Dana didn't have time to comment before she stepped in behind Kathy, and they shut the door quietly behind them. The darkened house was brighter than the one they’d just left—most of the curtains had been pulled back to allow as much natural light in as possible.  
 
    “Someone’s definitely been here,” Dana whispered. 
 
    Kathy dropped to one knee on the right side of the front door, and Dana did the same on the left. She listened as Kathy struggled to free herself from the heavy pack and made a mental note not to forget it if they had to abandon the house in a hurry. 
 
    They stayed there for a moment, listening to the muffled sounds of gunfire next-door. "Anything?" Dana whispered. 
 
    Kathy shook her head, her eyes never moving from the doorways on the right side of the foyer. 
 
    "I'll take left," Dana whispered, barely audible. 
 
    Kathy nodded, then pointed right. 
 
    They stood at the same time and moved into separate rooms. Dana held her breath until she breached the room, then exhaled. It was empty. The house looked more abandoned than ransacked. Room by room, they moved through the little house and revealed more of the same. A few hurried possessions and pictures taken off the wall—judging by the dust marks left on the paint and empty hooks on the walls—but nothing that indicated vandals or looters. For the most part, knickknacks and items on shelves and bookcases remained where they’d always been. 
 
    Isabel and Kathy leapfrogged down the hallway checking the front room, parlor, kitchen, a spare bedroom, and bathroom in turn. The last two rooms left beyond the kitchen and living room, with a tall, vaulted ceiling, were a master bedroom at the far end of the hallway and one more bedroom. 
 
    Kathy and Dana surged into the living room and covered both sides. Kathy limped over to the couch, knelt down, and put her hand on something. She looked up at Dana, her eyes wide. "Somebody's been shot. This is blood…it's still fresh, too." 
 
    Dana nodded, then eyed the hallway down to the master bedroom. "Last two rooms, then. I'll take the one on the left, you go to the master." 
 
    "Roger that," Kathy whispered.  
 
    On the count of three, they both silently swept down the hallway, Dana peeling off into the left guest room, and Kathy charging forward into the master bedroom. 
 
    "Clear!" Kathy called from down the hallway a moment later.  
 
    Dana stood in the small bedroom and stared at the mess. A quick glance told her the room was empty. “Clear!” she yelled out the door. 
 
    A filthy, stained mattress sat pressed against the wall in the windowless room. A closet, completely emptied of its clothes, appeared as an hollow cavern on the right-hand side. Clothes had been spread out across the floor. Bits of drywall sprinkled the clothes in the closet, and a chair lay at an odd angle on the floor. What terrified Dana and fanned the flames of anger inside her, were the ropes tied to the four corners of the bed. She holstered her weapon and ran her hands through her hair as she thought. 
 
    Kathy limped into the room and paused, taking in the scene. "What the actual-" 
 
    "There's no proof that Isabel was here," Dana said quickly as she raised one hand to stop Kathy. 
 
    "You know many people who tie up men like that?" Kathy said, her voice shaking as she stared at the bed. 
 
    "Look, we don't have any evidence—” 
 
    Someone pounded on the front door and yelled in Spanish. 
 
    Dana and Kathy looked at each other. "There's your evidence, right there," Kathy snarled. "I guarantee you these looters broke in here, left me for dead in the car, took Isabel in here and…" she said, her words trailing off as she looked at the filthy, stained bed. She closed her eyes and looked away. 
 
    Dana shook the former soldier’s shoulders. "Snap out of it! Those jokers out there might still try to kill us—or have you forgotten we took down a couple of their men a few minutes ago?" 
 
    "Open up! We know you're in there!" a heavily accented voice demanded from the front door. 
 
    Kathy stormed out of the bedroom. "I say we walk right up to the front door and put one between his eyes!" 
 
    Dana was right behind her, but the sound of footsteps from her left made her pause and draw her weapon. "Behind you!" she shouted before a blurry figure–burst out of the living room toward Kathy. 
 
    Despite the fact that the other woman was wounded, she moved as fast as a snake. Kathy dropped to a knee, spun, raised her weapon, and fired all in one smooth movement. Her attacker yelled in pain and doubled over, then fell to the ground. He thrashed with his legs and knocked Kathy back. As she fell, she lost her grip on the revolver.  
 
    Dana stepped forward into the cursing, writhing mass of limbs in the hallway and put her pistol to the man's sweaty, grimy forehead. Upon feeling the cold touch of instant death, he froze, his bloodshot eyes wide as he focused on the black metal barrel between his eyebrows.  
 
    "Hey…hey, easy…." he stuttered in broken English. 
 
    Kathy scrambled to her feet, then kicked him in the side. The man closed his eyes and groaned but kept his hands away from his weapon—a rifle that he’d dropped in the scuffle. He scrunched his eyes shut tight. "Don't shoot! I mean, you kinda already shot me…" 
 
    Kathy disappeared for a second out of Dana's view, then reappeared with a big grin on her face. "Now this is what I'm talking about," the former soldier said as she held a black AR-15 her hands. She checked the chamber, ejected the magazine, checked it, slapped it home, and pulled back on the charging bolt...  
 
    "Now we’re in business," she said as she lowered the weapon to aim at the man's chest. "You so much as fart and I'll ventilate your chest." 
 
    "You kind of already did," the man said through clenched teeth. Sweat dribbled down his face in rivulets. He closed his eyes and groaned. "I don't want to die…God, it hurts…" 
 
    "Good," Kathy growled. "Getting shot is supposed to hurt." 
 
    "Kathy, let me do the interrogation, okay?" Dana asked in the calm, professional voice of a seasoned FBI agent. 
 
    Kathy struggled with the decision, but eventually relented, jerking the rifle away from the man's chest and stalking off toward the front door, where someone else continued to pound and demand entry. "I'll cover the front," she said as she stepped around the corner in the kitchen so that her body was hidden, but the rifle was still aimed toward the front door. 
 
    "They're not coming in…” the man on the ground wheezed. “I was supposed to sneak in and get you from behind…" 
 
    "How many out front?" Dana asked as she stepped back out of the man's reach, but kept her weapon trained on his face. "And for the record, I'm a federal agent, so if you try anything, I’ll be justified in any response.” 
 
    The man swallowed and nodded but relaxed slightly. "Okay…okay…t-there's three more out front, another in the back.” 
 
    “How big is your whole group?” asked Dana. 
 
    “We didn't know you were even in here,” the man continued, as if he hadn’t heard her question. “Honest! We’re looking for the painted dudes." 
 
    Kathy heard that and looked over her shoulder in confusion. "Painted dudes?" 
 
    "Yeah," the man on the ground said, anxious to ingratiate himself with his captors. He pulled a shaking hand closer to his face and traced a swirl on his cheek. "They got these blue things on their cheeks…some of them got tats on the wrists, you know? Crazy…we can't tell if it's a tattoo or not. But they fight like demons…" He crossed himself as he lay on the floor, dying. 
 
    Dana's blood ran cold. She could see the swirl pattern the man had traced on his cheek, outlined by the bloody smear his fingertip had deposited. She'd seen it several times on the bodies of the Pict’s victims, carved like a ritual sacrifice.  
 
    "What do you know about them?" she breathed, unable to trust her voice to speak any louder. “The painted men?” 
 
    "Nothing, man! We already claimed this whole block…then these painted tontos show up and start shooting at everyone. Funny thing was, they said they didn't even care about taking stuff. They were here chasing somebody, esse." 
 
    "Who were they chasing?" 
 
    "Beats me, man…” He closed his eyes and took a long, shuddering breath. “All I know is…" he winced and closed his eyes, pressing one hand to his waist. Blood leaked out between his fingers and created a small puddle on the floor. “It hurts…" 
 
    Dana glanced at the man Kathy had shot. The former soldier had drilled him right in the center of his abdomen. She frowned. There was nothing she could do for him, short of getting him to a hospital. Dana looked at the back door. She didn't even have a working car at the moment, let alone know where the hospital was. 
 
    "Look…you're going to need some medical attention. We need to get you patched up, but I can't do that if your friends out there are trying to break in." 
 
    "Then you’d better hurry…" the man said with a bloodstained grin. "Because Rafael won't wait very long before he comes in to find me." 
 
    "Is Rafael your leader? Maybe we can talk to him…" Dana suggested. 
 
    "Rafael is my big brother, yo. And yeah…he's our leader…” He coughed and his hand came away with a bloody splatter. “He's gonna kill both of you. Once he's finished with you…” the man whispered. 
 
    Dana looked up to see Kathy staring at her. "And?" Kathy called from down the hall. 
 
    "Get ready for another fight…” 
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    Derek peered through the dust storm at the shadowy building across the street. “You’re sure that’s City Hall?” he yelled over the wind. “I have no idea where we are right now…” 
 
    Hiram laughed. “Lived here my whole life—that’s City Hall. Now leave off botherin’ me, boy—I’m busy settin’ up fireworks.” 
 
    Derek turned and looked down at the old man as he fiddled with a package on the ground. He watched as Hiram nestled the wooden box up tight against the general store across the street from City Hall and carefully attached a length of wire. 
 
    “That’s a lot of dynamite!” Derek observed over the wind. 
 
    Hiram laughed again, the sound instantly swallowed by the storm roaring down the street. “‘Course it is! We need you a good distraction. And yes sirree, this’ll do just fine.” He patted the box. “My own recipe! I call it Thunder Powder. It’s a lot stronger than the regular stuff.” 
 
    Derek grimaced. What monster had he unleashed? “I don’t want anyone to get hurt—that’s not what we agreed to…” 
 
    Hiram stood and waved away his concern. “Don’t get your man-bun in a knot, there, grandma—this building’s empty! C’mon, I’ll show you.” 
 
    “What?” asked Derek.  
 
    Hiram shook his head and used his pistol to smash a window set into the front door of Gillian’s General Store. He reached in the hole and unlocked the deadbolt. “After you,” he hollered to Derek as he pulled the door open. 
 
    Derek slipped inside, let Hiram in, then pulled the door shut. He had to lean into it, as the wind wanted to rip the door from its hinges. When it finally shut, the storm whistled and howled through the broken window—almost as loud as outside. 
 
    “How do you know this place is empty…?” Derek began, then turned around to find Hiram standing in the…empty store. 
 
    The old man pushed his goggles up on his head, smearing dust from his face, and let his mask hang by one ear. “Because,” he said quietly, “my wife was Gillian. She owned this place.” 
 
    Derek removed his own mask and goggles. “She owned it?” 
 
    Hiram nodded. “She had the store; I had the station…” 
 
    “What happened?” Derek asked, running a hand down an empty metal shelf. The dust was substantial, but it wasn’t red, like outside. “This place has been closed for a while, huh?” 
 
    “Almost six years now,” Hiram said sadly. “Right after my Gillian died.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Derek said. His throat tightened as he thought about Isabel, potentially caught out there in the storm…alone. 
 
    “It’s Mayor Willis’ fault,” Hiram said, spitting the name. “Her and her whole family are crooked as they come. Her grandson got caught stealin’ daddy’s car after breaking into the liquor cabinet at home. He went on a little hot rod spree and hit several people that night. My Gillian was trying to help the victims and the drunk little punk attacked her. Got his butt thrown in the slammer for that,” Hiram said with pride. 
 
    “I don’t understand—if he was in jail…?” 
 
    “Oh, he weren’t in jail long,” the old man said as he leaned against the main counter of the empty, desolate store. “Willis pulled some strings—she was the #2 cop around these parts for decades—and got her sweetling out of the clink. The next month, he got drunk again, stole another car, and came looking for payback. Gillian had testified at his trial and the judge made special exception to lock his underage keister behind bars.” 
 
    “He came after your wife for revenge?” asked Derek, incredulous. 
 
    “That he did.” He spat again. “We were both put on a list when Gillian testified against Willis’ little angel. They turned the whole town against us. Then he…there was an accident…and Gillian...” Hiram looked at Derek, and his eyes shined with unshed tears. “I said goodbye to her in the hospital,” he said, looking down at his gnarled, grease-stained hands. “She never woke up…I never heard my wife say another word after ‘goodbye’ that morning when she walked to work.” Hiram smashed his hand down on the counter and a cloud of dust puffed into the air. “Willis got that animal grandson of hers released early, and he went and killed my wife.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “Who knows? He disappeared ‘fore the cops could find him. For all I know he’s hiding out there on her ranch—it’s half the county—and just living the good life, while my Gillian is six feet under and I die all over again, every day just thinking about her.” He spat on the floor. “I’ve been looking for a way to get even with that family—most of the cops in town are related to her, did you know that?” 
 
    Derek shook his head. “I didn’t know, but now you mention it, there is a little resemblance…” 
 
    “The one’s ain’t related to her are part of a gang. Did they tell you about some trouble we had with outsiders shooting up the place?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Derek said, not liking where the conversation was going. 
 
    “Well, the mayor bribed ‘em. All of ‘em. They’re the cops now.” He spat on the ground again, making a little puff of dust at his feet. “You two showin’ up talking about calling Washington probably got her spooked. Either way, it’s finally time I get some payback.” 
 
    Derek frowned. “I told you, I’m not interested in killing anyone.” 
 
    Hiram scoffed. “You didn’t seem to mind when I took care of that cop…if you can even call him that. I bet that rat was in prison just a few weeks ago. Ain’t never seen no cop with ink like that on his neck and face.” 
 
    “That was a little weird,” Derek admitted. “But that was also different—he had a gun on me and was threatening my life.” He pointed out the dusty window into the murky soup in the street. “Those people over there…there’s young people that are just secretaries and assistants. They didn’t have anything to do with your wife or Lisa. They’re just workers. I’ve seen enough death since these blasted storms started. I don’t want to be responsible for any unnecessary suffering.” 
 
    Hiram stepped away from the counter and held up the detonator. “You won’t be. I’m not a murderer—I know them people over there ain’t got nothing to do with Gillian. This building blowin’ up in the middle of the storm is going to be one almighty distraction. When everyone comes running to Gillian’s funeral pyre, you can sneak in and get your lady friend.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “How you do that’s up to you,” Hiram barked. He pointed at Derek’s climbing gear. “Looks like you already got an idea on how to do it, anyway.” 
 
    Derek looked down at the ice hammers in his hands. “Well…yeah, I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    “So, what are we waitin’ for, boy? Let’s light this candle!” 
 
    Derek looked at the bundle of wires Hiram had brought in from outside. “You’re not planning on staying in here when it blows, are you?” 
 
    Hiram laughed as he pulled his goggles down over his eyes. “Shoot, no. I wouldn’t miss seein’ Willis run around like a chicken with its head cut off for nothin’! I’m gonna pull these here wires on through the building and go hide out back. When this thing goes off, it’ll take most of the building with it. My biggest boom yet!” Hiram picked up the box of wires on the counter. He hesitated, then looked at Derek. “Oh, make sure you get a good view—it’s gonna be a whopper.”  
 
    “What’s the time frame?” asked Derek. He adjusted the pack on his back. “I’ll need about ten minutes to get into place, I think.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’ll set it off in fifteen minutes,” Hiram said, looking at a wrist that didn’t have a watch. “Just make sure you’re across the street when it blows. If you’re over here, I’ll be picking up pieces of you in the next county, you hear?” Hiram smirked.  
 
    Derek checked his watch, then realized he’d just seen Hiram do the same, only the old man didn’t have a watch. “Wait, how will you know what time—?” 
 
    Hiram grinned and turned to leave. “Good luck!” 
 
    Derek looked at the old man. He raised a finger and frowned. “No killing. Okay?” 
 
    Hiram paused and laughed, then continued to shuffle toward the back of the store. 
 
    “I guess that’s as good as I’m going to get,” Derek muttered. 
 
    “Have fun stormin’ the castle!” Hiram said. He laughed to himself and grabbed the blasting wires. “Fifteen minutes and counting!” 
 
    Derek watched the crazy old coot wander to the back of the building, whistling a nameless tune. He shook his head, pulled his googles down and his mask up, then headed out the front door. 
 
    He kept his head down and rushed across the street, angling away from the main entrance to City Hall. The three-story pueblo building had exposed wooden beams at regular intervals on every floor. The middle section of the building was taller, with each wing only two stories high, and on the south side, the building was only one story high.  
 
    Nestled next to City Hall along Main Street were shops and other single and two-story buildings packed shoulder to shoulder, frontier style. Derek rushed to one of the shops on the north side of Sounden’s municipal building to launch his assault.  
 
    As the storm raged around him, he peered in through darkened windows, trying to act casual. There was a tight alley between the shop and City Hall, so he confirmed the building was empty, then headed down the alley. Protected from the brunt of the wind, he peered out the end of the alley and took the time to find what he was looking for: a roof access ladder. Derek rubbed his hands together, checked his gear one last time, then got a running start, jumped up, and pushed off the wall. The parkour move added another two feet to his reach. It was just enough to grab the bottom rung of the ladder.  
 
    Hanging with one hand and grinning to himself for pulling off acrobatics fit for a much younger man, Derek felt the strain of carrying about twenty pounds of climbing gear on his back. He clenched his jaw and reached up with his other hand to the bottom rung, then struggled to pull up to the next one. After he was high enough up to get a foot on the rung and use the muscles of his legs to stand, he relaxed for a minute and caught his breath as the wind tried to rip the ladder from the building. 
 
    “I’m getting too old for this,” he muttered to himself, barely able to hear his own voice over the storm. He looked up into the swirling gloom, grateful for the goggles and mask. The new gear worked a lot better than the safety glasses he had in Arizona for the first storm. 
 
    On the roof, the wind threatened to throw him to the ground if he stood too tall. He walked, hunched over, toward the edge closest to City Hall. He was on the second story above the shops, so he was roughly even with the north wing of City Hall. 
 
    He stood there, trying to catch his breath and brace himself against the wind driving against his back. Derek checked his watch. It’d been ten minutes since he left Gillian’s shop across the street. It was time to get into position. He pulled the ice axes from the straps by which they hung from his pack and stretched his arms. 
 
    “Well, this works in the movies. Let’s see if it’ll work in real life.” 
 
    He backed up and got a running start, then sprinted for the edge. He had a ten-foot gap to clear, so he ran with both ice axes in his hands. Just in case. The final two steps, Derek pushed with everything he had and flung himself into the empty air over the alley. The wind added some speed to his forward momentum, but he still only managed to land halfway on the roof of City Hall. 
 
    The air rushed out of his lungs with one grunt as his waist hit the rounded edge of the adobe roof and his legs slammed into the vertical wall leading down to the alley. For a split second, as he hung not-quite-balanced on the edge, he started to slide. Panicked and unable to breathe, Derek contracted his core and swung his arms down, driving both axes deep into the roof. Their hooked, serrated blades bit deep, and he stopped. 
 
    Derek let his head drop to the dust-covered roof and didn’t move until his diaphragm relaxed and he was able to breathe again. Reluctantly, he pulled himself up and over the edge, then lay on his side and covered his face with one arm to recuperate. Exerting himself in the storm sapped more energy than he’d expected and, though the mask blocked the dust, it wasn’t easy to breathe through. Hiram’s distraction would have to be a big one indeed to cover for his exhaustion. He’d need every advantage to pull off the rescue attempt. 
 
    He checked his watch again. Two minutes remained. Derek groaned and rolled over to the other side, buffeted by the wind. The back of his neck had the old raw feeling he’d first experienced in the original storm. He tried to adjust his shirt but gave up when even more sand and dust blew down his back.  
 
    Derek got up and walked over to the tall middle section of City Hall. One more story to climb, then he could come in through the roof. He pulled his toe picks from their pouch on his pack, attached them to his boots, and braced himself against the wind. Derek readied his ice axes and looked toward the street. He couldn’t see Gillian’s General Store, but knew the building was directly opposite City Hall. When Hiram lit the— 
 
    The sun suddenly appeared across the street and blinded Derek—at least until the concussive shockwave not only blasted the storm back but sent Derek flying toward the rear of the roof. He landed in a heap at the back edge of City Hall, his ears ringing and the storm reduced to a whisper. When his vision cleared, he sat up and pulled himself away from the edge, panting. 
 
    Across the street, the entire block was on fire. Flames clawed up the sides of the whole row of buildings, illuminating Main Street in an orange hellfire. Where Gillian’s General Store had stood seconds earlier, only a crater remained.  
 
    Bits of flaming wood and debris rained down on the whole town and sailed like missiles on the winds of the dust storm. Derek cursed when a chunk of charred wood landed on his shoulder and drove him to one knee. His right arm went numb, and he dropped his ice axe. Wreckage pelted him and landed in flaming heaps on the roof all around him. 
 
    Derek coughed and struggled to his feet. “Really?” he yelled at Hiram into the maelstrom. “That’s not a distraction—that was freakin’ bomb!” 
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    Kathy looked at Dana. "What's the plan?" she asked in a quiet voice so the injured man couldn’t hear. 
 
    Dana frowned. "Sounds to me like we’re not going to be able to negotiate with these guys…" 
 
    Kathy smirked. "I was never good at negotiating anyway," she said as she settled herself behind the rifle and aimed at the front door. “I tried to get away from the army, and I keep getting pulled back…” 
 
    “What?” asked Dana. 
 
    “I served my time, then got out and ever since these dust storms hit, it’s like I’m right back overseas in the stink again.” 
 
    "You better open up!" a deep voice warned from the front porch. 
 
    "Come on in, big boy…I got somethin’ for you," Kathy yelled back. “You wanna party? I’ll show you how we handled things Bravo Company!” 
 
    Dana cursed. Antagonizing the men already hell-bent on vengeance and looting wouldn’t make the situation any better. "I’ll watch the back door…keep an eye out for somebody coming through the windows…" 
 
    "Don't threaten me with a good time," Kathy replied over her shoulder. 
 
    "You're insane," Dana muttered.  
 
    “I blame it on the head injuries,” Kathy muttered. 
 
    Dana wiped her sweat-slick hands on her pants, then readjusted her grip on the pistol. "This isn't happening," she muttered to herself as she stood behind the wall in the kitchen and aimed at the back door. She swallowed and tried to slow her heart rate. Any second now she expected someone to crash through the back door into the kitchen, guns blazing. 
 
    The injured man on the floor in the hallway moaned again and coughed. Dana risked a glance over her shoulder. The blood puddle had spread significantly and covered most of the width of the hallway. His pale, sallow skin glistened with sweat. His eyelids fluttered—she knew he didn't have much longer. 
 
    "Well, your brother’s not going to be happy about that," Dana whispered as she turned back to face the kitchen door. 
 
    Someone kicked at the front door again. Kathy continued to shout taunts and insults, and the man outside screamed in frustration and rage. Then the first rock went through a window and billowed curtains in the front room. The second one followed suit, and glass shattered all around them. 
 
    "Seems to me like there's a lot more than three out there!" Kathy yelled as rocks continued to shatter windows all around the house. “This is why I got out of the army!” 
 
    Dana frowned and took aim at the back door. What did I just get myself into? 
 
    The front door finally gave way and opened with a tremendous crash, followed quickly by two deafening shots from Kathy's AR. Someone screamed, then several more guns fired, but Kathy continued to calmly return fire with the AR, barking over the noise of the pistols. 
 
    A shadow crossed the window in the back door and the knob turned. Dana didn't wait for the portal the open, but fired a shot right through the center pane, shattering the glass and surprising the intruder. Someone outside yelled, and she heard what sounded like a body hit the ground on the other side of the door. A loud thunk drew her attention, and Dana glanced at the fridge, which sported a fresh bullet hole. 
 
    She grabbed the small table and chairs in the kitchen and sent them chattering across the linoleum floor to the back door. As fast as she could, Dana piled up the chairs on, under, around, and on top of the table. Whoever tried to barge through the back door next would at least find enough resistance—and hopefully make enough noise—that greater numbers would be neutralized. 
 
    "I could use a little help up here!" Kathy yelled over the gunfire from the front of the house. 
 
    "On my way," Dana hollered as she left the kitchen and scrambled down the hallway, slipping on the blood of the dying man. He reached out with one claw-like hand and snagged her shoe, which was enough to trip her up and send her sprawling in the hallway.  
 
    When Dana got her breath back and looked at him down the length of her body, he had a bloodstained smile on his face and a small knife glinted in his free hand. With a mighty struggle, he rolled and attempted to stab her in the leg, but Dana had managed to hold on to her pistol.  
 
    She swung the weapon down, aimed at his face, and pulled the trigger without another thought. As the body went limp and his hand released her leg, she scrambled from the bloody floor and dove for cover across the hallway from Kathy. 
 
    "Where's my brother?" a deep voice yelled from the front porch. Kathy glanced at Dana and took in the blood on her clothes and hands. Dana gave a short jerk of her head. 
 
    "Come on in, and you'll find out!" Kathy yelled, then fired two shots.  
 
    Dana stared at the hot brass that sailed through the air in slow motion and bounced off the hardwood floor. Kathy hissed in pain and pulled back around the corner, clutching her shoulder.  
 
    Time snapped back into the normal speed for Dana. "Are you okay?" she shouted over the din of the firefight. 
 
    Kathy nodded. "Lucky shot clipped me, that's all." Furious, Kathy leaned back out and fired a three-round burst which elicited a scream of pain from the front doorway. 
 
    Dust and wind billowed in through the broken windows. Dana squinted and tried to see where the front door was in the twilight. “The storm’s here!” 
 
    “Glad you’re here to tell me these things!” Kathy hollered back. 
 
    Dana took two quick breaths, then leaned around to the left and added her pistol to the cacophony. She saw blurred shapes in the doorway and couldn't tell if she'd landed a hit or not. At least three bodies lay slumped on the floor—one was still twitching. 
 
    She pulled back as the looters returned fire, hidden in the dust on the front porch. 
 
    "I don’t know how long we can keep this up!" she yelled to Kathy. 
 
    "Well, just keep shooting them! Eventually, their bodies will block the doorway!" Kathy laughed, then fired two more shots at the intruders.  
 
    Dana shook her head and focused down the hallway. From her position, she was uniquely suited to cover both the front and rear doors. Anyone who entered the kitchen would have to cross the hallway in her sights the entire time. She still felt exposed, but with her back to the wall…it was tolerable.  
 
    The volume of gunfire out front tripled. Suddenly, no one was shooting in through the front door at them. 
 
    Kathy looked at Dana and flinched as a stray bullet hit the wall near her head. “What’d I say?” 
 
    "I don't like this," Dana yelled to Kathy as she kept her eyes on the rear of the house. 
 
    "I don't either,” Kathy yelled back. “But we don't have much of a choice, do we?"  
 
    A lull in the gunfire drew Dana's attention back to the front door. She quickly peeked around the corner and got a glance forward. The three bodies were still there, but the one who'd been moving was now still. She heard someone say something, and a boot crunched on broken glass out on the front patio but she couldn't see any attackers. The wind howled and dust obscured everything beyond the front door.  
 
    The wind gusted, and the curtains parted in a billow of fabric. Movement through the broken window caught her eye when perhaps somewhere across the street, behind one of the houses that faced the road, flew a giant Betsy Ross American flag. The bright red, white, and blue stood in stark contrast to the pale, dusty yellow that covered everything else in sight and filled the air. In a second, it was gone, swallowed up by the storm. 
 
    "The dust storm’s getting bad out there,” she warned Kathy. 
 
    "Good, it'll be worse on them…at least we're inside!" She shifted the rifle to a more comfortable position and aimed at the front door. “Where’d everyone go?” 
 
    The gunfire erupted again outside. Dana shook her head. "We have to hold the house! We have nowhere to go…" 
 
    "Don't you guys have something better to do?" Kathy yelled as bits of drywall spun through the air and exploded from incoming rounds. 
 
    "Not anymore, honey!" a taunting, accented voice replied from the porch. "You got all our attention, now!" 
 
    "I'll give you some of my attention,” Kathy yelled back, “one round at a time!” 
 
    More shooting and rapid-fire Spanish was the only answer. Though Dana couldn't understand a word of Spanish, it sounded very much like vehement swearing to her. 
 
    After a violent gust shook the house, the firefight slowed to a trickle, and then everything fell silent—except for the keening wind whistling through the broken windows. Dana and Kathy watched their respective entrances and waited.  
 
    Dana shifted her position, and her shoes scraped across broken glass. She blinked in the dust that swirled down the hallway. The sound of the glass on the wood floor was loud in the quiet-as-a-tomb house. 
 
    She risked a quick peek around the corner. The front doorway was deserted, the door was open and riddled with holes, and the frame was absolutely splintered. Only one body remained on the floor. Blood splattered the hallway, the walls, and even the ceiling. The looters had made a complete mess of the two front rooms, but what really worried Dana was outside. The sky had turned a sickly yellow brown color, and clouds of dust strolled down the street choking her view of the front yard. 
 
    "Something’s not right," she whispered. “It’s too quiet.” 
 
    Across the hallway, Kathy nodded as she dropped her rifle and put both hands to her side. Bright blood leaked between her fingers. She grunted and slid down the wall to the floor. 
 
    “Kathy!” Dana exclaimed as she raced to her side. 
 
    "Figures,” Kathy groaned. She rested her head against the wall and closed her eyes. “I knew things were going too well." 
 
    "When did you get hit?" 
 
    The ex-soldier shook her head and kept her eyes closed. “Don’t know…must have been the last volley. It doesn’t hurt…but it’s starting to ache. So weird…” 
 
    Dana scrambled through the drywall, insulation, and dust to get her go bag, then dragged it over, keeping one eye on the front door. The wind howled and dust streaked in through the open windows as she ripped her first aid kit free. 
 
    “Just hang in there…let me patch it up…” 
 
    Before Kathy could answer, gunfire erupted again. Both women hunched over, and Dana tried to shield her patient with her body on instinct. It took her a moment to realize that none of the gunfire was directed at them.  
 
    "Whatever they're shooting at, they're not shooting us," Kathy observed. 
 
    "As long as they give me a minute, I don’t care if they’re shooting at the Easter Bunny,” Dana grumbled as she strapped gauze pads into place on Kathy’s side and frowned at how fast the white bandages turned red. 
 
    “Oooh…starting to feel a little dizzy,” Kathy said, slurring her words. 
 
    “Hey, stay with me,” Dana snapped, touching Kathy’s face. She pulled her hand back when she realized she’d left a bloody mark on the woman’s cheek. “You’re losing a lot of blood. I’ve got to get this stopped…” 
 
    “Just pack it in there…” Kathy muttered. “I’ve been shot before. Medics do weird things…” 
 
    Dana looked at the wound, then followed the advice. She pulled away the bloody gauze and put everything left in the first aid kit into the struggle. By the time she was done, she had several gauze pads, some triangle bandages and a bandana employed, and all wrapped in medical tape around Kathy’s waist. 
 
    “Okay, that should do it for a hot minute,” Dana reported. She looked up when Kathy didn’t respond. “Hey! Wake up!” she ordered. 
 
    Kathy’s head flopped over onto a shoulder, striking a pose remarkably like when Dana had first found her in the car out front.  
 
    “This is not happening,” Dana snarled as she lowered Kathy to the ground as gently as she could. “You hang tight…the shooting’s stopped, I’m going to check it out…” 
 
    She got to her feet and froze. The gunfire had started up again outside—she couldn’t tell who was shooting who, but there was an awful lot of gunfire out front. Bullets peppered the front of the house, shattered what windows and glass remained, and made her duck and cover. 
 
    Shouting in Spanish and intensified gunfire from the other side of the house caught her attention. "Somebody's getting flanked," Kathy said weakly from the floor. She raised a bloody hand toward the north side of the house.  
 
    “Hey, take it easy,” Dana said as she rushed back to her side. 
 
    Kathy shook her head. "The fight has shifted over that way. Whatever happens next, I think they're gonna be coming through the front door. You have to be ready…” Her head flopped back to the floor as she lost consciousness again. 
 
    The front door opened, and three men appeared in the storm. Dana drew her weapon, but before she could fire, the post next to one of the men exploded. They all screamed and fell back, but one didn’t get up. Then another thunderous gunshot signaled the demise of a second man on the porch. 
 
    Dana rushed forward while the last man recovered and fired as she ran. Two of her shots went wide, but the third caught him in the face. He crumpled on the porch as she reached the door and slammed it shut against the raging fight outside and the howling dust storm. 
 
    Dana dropped to the floor as bullets peppered the front of the house again and used her leg to hold the door shut. She lay on her back, facing the door, and kept her pistol up, ready to shoot anyone who came in. She held her breath and focused on the door, waiting. 
 
    Just then, the gunfire stopped. Dana distinctly heard someone yell, and then the answer: “All clear out front! Hold your fire!” 
 
    Moments later, a shadow passed behind the bullet holes in the door. Dana tensed and adjusted her aim. 
 
    "Hello in the house!" 
 
    Kathy coughed from the hallway. “What happened? W-what’d I miss?” 
 
    Dana jerked her head to look at Kathy, then back to the door. “I think whatever went down out there is over. I just can’t tell who won…” 
 
    “We’re still here…” Kathy said, then coughed. “I’d say we won.” 
 
    "Just sit tight. I'll handle this," Dana said as she got up and kept her gun trained on the door. 
 
    “My name is Chuck Yadkin,” a man outside shouted. “I'm with the Valley Village Neighborhood Watch. We’re not here to hurt you—we killed all the looters. Are you okay in there?" 
 
    "I got you covered," Kathy replied weakly. She’d managed to pull her rifle up into her lap, but her skin was pale white and glistened with sweat. She coughed again. "Whatever happens, thank you for believing me…" 
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    Before Riley's eyes, the ambush turned into a full-fledged battle. Members of the Watch, Chuck's core team on the other side of the house, opened up a wall of fire aimed at the looters across the street. 
 
    Riley raised his grandfather’s M1 but held his fire. Behind him, Otto shouted about joining in the fun and fired a volley from his AR. 
 
    Riley frowned. Something felt off—he expected to see four or five men scatter and run under the fusillade launched by the Watch. Instead, bits of mortar, brick, and adobe flew through the air as the Watch decimated the wall in front of the besieged house. As the men on his side of the street paused and took cover once more, Riley recognized that Chuck was giving them an opportunity to run and break cover.  
 
    He waited another few heartbeats. Then, no less than eight men emerged from the other side of the wall across the street and returned fire. 
 
    Behind him, Otto cursed and took aim. 
 
    There was no time to analyze the situation or lament the fact that they were attacking a force bigger than their own. Riley took aim at the man closest to him, positioned at the end of the enemy line. "Light ‘em up!" he called over his shoulder. 
 
    They fired at the same time, and the last two men on the enemy line disappeared in puffs of red mist and screams. 
 
    Most of the attackers had ARs while the looters had an eclectic mix of ARs, shotguns, and pistols. The commanding boom that split the air from Riley's M1 Garand drew far more attention than he would have liked. 
 
    "Keep at ‘em, kid!” Chuck yelled over the radio. “They're homing in on your location—it’s giving us time to regroup.” 
 
    Gunfire thundered all around them, and Riley felt lost in the fog of war. “Glad to be of service,” he muttered. 
 
    "Ha! That got their attention!” Otto cried as he dropped to the ground next to Riley in a hail of shrapnel and broken adobe.  
 
    Riley screamed as the incoming fire obliterated the wall behind him. He curled into a ball on the ground as chunks of brick rained down from above amidst the unceasing fire poured upon them by the looters. He couldn't even think of them as looters anymore—it was more like an occupying army, judging by the amount of gunfire coming from across the street. Even the Druids hadn't put up half the concentrated firepower as the group of looters they'd cornered. 
 
    A lull in the gunfire allowed Riley to lift his head up and shake off bits of dirt and rubble. Otto grabbed at his shirt.  
 
    "Come on! We gotta return fire!" 
 
    With shaking hands, Riley held the heavy M1 and raised it to his shoulder. He took several quick breaths in succession, then pulled himself to his knees. The Watch opened up, and the looters took shelter behind their own crumbling adobe wall. "I hope whoever's in that house is worth this!" Riley said as he fired off a shot and the M1 Garand kicked hard into his shoulder. 
 
    Otto laughed. "I hope whoever's in that house is staying close to the floor!" 
 
    Riley shifted his eyes from a section of wall he'd been watching to the house behind the wall. Bullet holes peppered the front of the structure. He swallowed.  
 
    Please don't let one of my shots hurt someone inside… 
 
    One of the looters stood and pulled his rifle over the wall. Riley, surprised at the sudden movement, squeezed off a shot before he’d aimed. A chunk of adobe flew up into the man's face and he dropped out of sight with a scream. 
 
    "You get him?" Otto yelled over the noise. 
 
    "I don't think so!" Riley yelled back. 
 
    "Well, don't waste any ammo! I don't have anything to back you up if you run out!" 
 
    As soon as he finished his statement, Otto stood and fired a pair of three-round bursts into the looters’ wall. 
 
    Riley glanced at the man and his hypocritical actions. "You are so weird," he muttered. 
 
    "Yeah, but that's a good thing!" Otto cried in response. He laughed again and fired another three-round burst at the first looter, who peeked over the wall. 
 
    "This is getting us nowhere!" Chuck yelled over the radio. Alpha Team, any way you can advance? We can lay down covering fire. If you can get around the corner…" 
 
    "Tell him yes!" Otto yelled, cutting off whatever Chuck was about to say. 
 
    "Are you crazy?" Riley said, his back against the wall. The adobe structure shuddered with the impact, and it sent chills down his spine to feel the bullets hit the wall just inches from his body. 
 
    Riley was about to tell Chuck there was no way he planned on running across the street when the sandstorm hit. The winds suddenly kicked up and dust enveloped everyone.  
 
    Otto cursed. "I can't see anything!" 
 
    Dust blinded Riley, too. The familiar sensation of static electricity crawling across his skin returned, and the hairs on his arms stood up, but a grin creased his face behind his mask. He raised the radio to his mouth. "Sheepdog! Alpha Team is on the move! Cover us." 
 
    "We can't see the targets, but we’ll start laying down fire, on your mark." 
 
    "Now you want to go out there?" Otto cried. "I can't even see the hand in front of my face!" 
 
    “Send it, Sheepdog! Alpha Team on the move!" Riley got to his feet as gunfire erupted from the Watch’s line. "Follow me." 
 
    "Where are you?" Otto called in the nearly blinding dust. 
 
    Cursing under his breath, Riley unhooked the shoulder strap from his rifle, clipped one end to his belt, then slapped the other end against Ottos arm. "Take this and hold on. We’re going straight across the street." 
 
    "You ain't so bad for a lieutenant, after all!" Otto called from the swirling dust surrounding Riley. 
 
    Riley ignored the crazy old coot and moved forward. He felt the shoulder strap tighten against his waist, then slack off again as Otto followed him. They shuffled forward in a clear patch of air, and Riley spotted the curb across the street. They rushed forward as gunfire continued to rattle and crackle from the other side of the house as Chuck and his team poured fire on the looters. It was the perfect cover. Riley grinned again as they crossed the street. 
 
    He couldn't believe how well everything had gone until Otto tripped on the curb and fell. His rifle clattered forward and went right between Riley's feet, which tangled him up and sent him to the ground with a curse. A single gunshot erupted from the end of the looters line, and as Riley lay on the ground, frozen in fear, he realized Otto might've just saved his life—the bullet whistled by overhead, right where he'd been standing before Otto tripped him. 
 
    The old man slapped at Riley's foot. "You're welcome!" he yelled over the gunfire; the smile evident in his voice. 
 
    The Watch continued to pour fire into the looters, and Riley unclipped the strap from his belt. He grabbed the M1 from the ground and rolled to the left, where he hoped to get into a position with an open shot down the enemy line. Otto scrambled next to him, a shadow in the dust.  
 
    "Let's do this!" the old man yelled. 
 
    Riley waited. "Hang on…just wait…the storm is real unstable.” The words had no sooner left his lips than the clear shot he'd expected opened up. A sudden gust of wind cleared the air in front of them for about 30 feet. Riley fired, and Otto only a split second behind. 
 
    But there was no one there. 
 
    "What the—?" Otto blurted as he looked down at his rifle.  
 
    Riley pushed forward to the edge of the pockmarked wall the looters had been hiding behind. "I don't see anybody," he said as he kept his rifle at his shoulder.  
 
    Otto transitioned to his left and cleared down the length of the besieged house. "The south side of the house is clear, too." 
 
    "Get down!" Riley yelled as he saw three men emerge from the north side of the house. He fired as he fell, and though he lost control of the rifle and hit the ground hard, his aim had been good enough to take out the first man. 
 
    Otto dropped to a knee next to him and fired off a three-round burst which stitched the second man around the corner from his waist to his neck. In a spray of blood that quickly vanished in the wind, the second man collapsed.  
 
    Three more men rushed the house, firing wildly, their attention split between the unwavering fire coming from across the street and Otto. Two of them rushed to the front porch and attacked the front door, attempting to get inside the house.  
 
    Riley aimed his M1 at the looters. "Oh, no you don't!" The door post next to the man at the front door exploded in a shower of splinters, and he dropped, losing his weapon in the process.  
 
    Next to Riley, Otto shifted his aim and bullet holes appeared in the wall near the other man at the front door. Riley lost track of where the rest of the attackers were. His vision narrowed not only by the rush of adrenaline coursing through his veins but by the dust storm that swallowed the house once more. Riley pulled Otto back behind the wall. Chuck would have to take care of the other men. 
 
    For a split second, Riley worried that Chuck and the other men of the Watch might end up shooting him and Otto by accident, but he didn't have to worry much longer. Before the man at the front door could kick it in, the bullet riddled door opened of its own, and a gunshot fired from inside. The attacker collapsed on the ground and within seconds, the battle was over.  
 
    The dust storm continued to rage around them, but Riley looked over his shoulder and found Otto grinning from ear to ear. "You okay?" 
 
    "No! But I ain’t shot, either!" the old man yelled. Riley kept his eyes on the house—the front door had slammed shut once more. He pulled his battered, scratched radio from his belt and raised it to his lips. "Sheepdog, Alpha Actual." 
 
    "Go for Sheepdog," Chuck said in clipped tones. 
 
    "We’re behind the wall, we flanked them. I don't see any others—the front and south side of the house are clear. Someone inside opened the door and gave us an assist." 
 
    "Roger that. Stay put. We are advancing on your position." 
 
    Riley got to his knees and kept his unimaginably heavy rifle aimed at the front door. In just a few moments, Chuck and the rest of the Watch poured over the wall and took up positions covering the house and the side yards. Chuck himself moved in next to Riley.  
 
    "You did good, kid," he yelled over the wind. 
 
    They waited until one of Chuck's men made a lap around the house and came back. "I got seven bodies, and a trail of blood leading over to the back wall…” the man hollered. “Everything is clear. Whoever that last guy was, he already took off." 
 
    Chuck nodded, his face hidden behind a mask like Riley's and goggles of his own. "Roger that. Come on kid, you earned this." 
 
    He got to his feet and pulled Riley toward the front door. Carefully, Chuck advanced and knocked on the door. "Hello in the house!”  
 
    Riley looked at him. No one answered. Chuck shrugged. “My name is Chuck Yadkin. I'm with the Valley Village Neighborhood Watch. We’re not here to hurt you—we killed all the looters. Are you okay in there?" 
 
    After a long moment, the door cracked open, and a disheveled woman with shoulder length hair faced them, a semi-automatic pistol aimed straight at Chuck's forehead.  
 
    Chuck kept his hands in the air and his rifle hanging from its strap. "Whoa, ma'am—we’re the good guys!" 
 
    "Dana Sinclair, FBI! Keep your hands where I can see them!" she barked. 
 
    Riley gaped at the woman. "You're with the FBI?" he asked. The pistol swung to point at him.  
 
    "Hands up!" 
 
    Riley froze, his rifle across his chest. "Okay! Okay! But I have to put down the rifle…" 
 
    "Ma'am, did you not hear me? You see all these bodies out here? We did that." 
 
    "That doesn't mean anything," she said, doubt evident in her voice. 
 
    Chuck lowered his hands, frustration entering his own voice. "Lady, I don't care if you're with the FBI or Santa Claus—how many looters do you think look like me, with a big gray beard? Take a look at the rest of my guys—we live here. All we’re doing is defending our home from punks like these," he said, as he kicked at one of the bodies on the front porch. 
 
    Eventually, she lowered her weapon, but kept it ready at her side. "Thank you," she said in a strained voice. "Would you like to come in? I have an injured woman in here." 
 
    Chuck shook his head. "No ma'am…as I want to get out of this accursed storm, we need to get back to base. We don't have enough people to protect all the civilians. But we couldn't stand by and allow you to be taken." 
 
    "I appreciate that more than you know. We need to get my…friend…some medical attention.” 
 
    "From the looks of it, you could use some yourself," Riley said. 
 
    "That's the pot calling the kettle black. How old are you?" the agent asked Riley. 
 
    He was happy for the mask over his face as he felt heat flush cheeks. 
 
    "Old enough to lead a fire team and direct the assault on the looters who had you surrounded," Chuck snapped. "Here," he said to Riley, "give me that boom stick. You go get the other woman and carry her to HQ." 
 
    The agent looked at Riley, then back at Chuck. "I don't know…" 
 
    "Ma'am, you don't live here. You don't know what's going down. We've got plenty of medical supplies and trained individuals back at HQ. If you want us to help your friend—" 
 
    "She's…not my friend, she's my suspect." 
 
    Riley and Chuck shared a glance. "You mean she's a criminal?" Riley asked. 
 
    "I don't…it's complicated," the agent sighed. "All right, I'll take you to her, but I'm not leaving her side." 
 
    "Fair enough," Chuck said. "As long as you don't go pointing that pea shooter at anybody in HQ," he said with a grin. "We got a lot of vets back there that don't take kindly to being threatened." 
 
    "Well, I'm glad you're there, because I didn’t know how I was going to fend off those jokers," Dana said as she looked down at the bodies on the porch. She glanced at Riley. "Come on, Junior, I'll show you to my…I guess she's not really a prisoner. Just come on, I'll take you to her." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    The Sangre Grove 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor burst through a small knot of people entangled in a fistfight at the entrance to the Sanctum. They stepped back after two—one from each side—went down under a pair of precision strikes from his bare hands. He kicked the double oak doors open and strode in like a conquering general. 
 
    He froze in shock at the scene of utter pandemonium that greeted his arrival. “What…what is the meaning of this?” he demanded of the people, who didn’t listen. 
 
    The two elders leading their factions were locked in a pointing-shouting match on the dais, restrained by a couple of supporters each, while the rest of the crowd made a sacrilegious mosh-pit of the auditorium. Interspersed among the chaos lay the bodies of several big men, likely Nico’s, who had used their firearms effectively to a point—judging by the blood and bodies of others—and then been set upon by the surviving Grove Brethren. 
 
    The horror that washed over the Inquisitor’s heart actually made him stumble. The pain witnessed in this most holy of holy places…he steadied himself on an upturned chair and stared in dismay at the riot staining the grove’s inner sanctum. A place of peace and contemplation, a place of celebration and worship, a place of solemn ritual…stained by the blood of innocents and the agents of chaos. 
 
    “Shame!” he called out, regaining his strength. A few people near him paused mid punch and watched. “Shame on you all!” he yelled. More people stopped to watch. 
 
    “Oh, if the High Druid could see how low this grove has fallen. Shame upon you all!” 
 
    “Hey, screw you!” someone shouted to his right. A group of people in the midst of a fistfight separated, and a lone man stepped forward, his shirt torn, and his lip bloodied. “Who do you think you are, comin’ in here and telling us—” 
 
    The Inquisitor glared at him and the man closed his mouth. He held his hands up and backed away. “My mistake, man…sorry…” 
 
    A few more people on the fringe of the tumultuous fight noticed him and fell silent, sullenly fixing hair and torn clothes, blotting at cuts and scrapes, and stepping aside. As silence began to overtake the major actors, more and more people—brethren—turned their eyes upon him, then looked at the ground. 
 
    “Shame,” he said again as he moved toward the dais. 
 
    Eventually, as he walked forward with more dignity than he felt, the room fell completely silent, and the only sounds of strife came from the hallway. “Shame upon this Grove. Upon all of you.” 
 
    At last, even the two bickering elders on the dais came under his spell and turned their angry gazes upon him. Mortimer Crowley pointed a shaking, arthritic finger at him. “The Inquisitor has returned!” 
 
    “Will the gods not save us from your meddling?” demanded Adam Standish, the other elder. 
 
    The Inquisitor stopped short of the dais, shocked. “Excuse me?” He looked around. “It appears to me that Nico has done quite enough damage on his own.” 
 
    “Nico?” demanded Crowley. 
 
    “What’s he got to do with this?” asked Standish as he adjusted his shirt and tie. “He tried to call us all together…” 
 
    “Quite right,” the Inquisitor said, mockingly. “And look what happened when you all came together! This Grove is a disgraceful mockery of order. It’s in complete shambles!” 
 
    “No, sir—it is your presence that has sent us into hysterics,” Crowley said. 
 
    Standish beamed. “Agreed! By the gods, agreed!” 
 
    The Inquisitor was left in a most peculiar state: speechless. “Surely you cannot-” 
 
    “We are in a state of crisis, sir,” Crowley said, barreling over the Inquisitor. “The entire country is falling apart—” 
 
    “Perhaps just falling,” added Standish. 
 
    “Indeed,” quipped Crowley. 
 
    “While I find it immensely amusing to watch you two love birds complete each other’s sentences,” the Inquisitor growled, “this really has gone on quite long enough. I can see it’s simply time for me to get on.” 
 
    They both looked at him with unrepentant disdain. Standish spoke first. “Where were you when the power went out, when we were trying to sort out who gets what supplies from our stores? We have dozens of families in dire need right now and we are their only source of succor since the government has all but imploded in the wake of the storm and the resulting power loss.” 
 
    Crowley nodded. “Where were you, sir, when the brethren called out for justice and leadership in this time of crisis?” 
 
    Indignation bubbled up to the surface and the Inquisitor finally exploded, no longer able to maintain his legendary stoicism. “I was out there,” he yelled, pointing at the far, bloodstained wall. “I was in the storm, attempting to solve the question of how you came to be in this state of crisis in the first place—doing what I could to save this grove from utter destruction!”  
 
    Crowley opened his mouth to argue. 
 
    “How dare you, sir,” the Inquisitor roared, pointing a finger at the insolent old man. “How dare you presume to interrupt—” 
 
    “I think it’s time you left,” Standish said simply. Crowley looked at him and nodded succinctly. They presented a unified front. Their supporters noted the new development and faced the Inquisitor, a solid wall of scornful looks. 
 
    The Inquisitor, for the first time in his long career, took a step back, uncertain as to his next move. He couldn’t very well just leave, as they had so implicitly stated—that would be tantamount to direct insubordination. 
 
    “I swore an oath to the High Druid himself—” 
 
    “This crisis has moved beyond Nico and his pathetic attempts to consolidate and steal power here,” Standish said.  
 
    “We have moved on from any concern for the High Druid’s wishes on the other side of the planet,” Crowley added. 
 
    “We have progressed to a state of survival, sir,” Standish continued, “and quite frankly, your very presence is threatening to upset the tentative truce we were in the middle of hammering out when you so rudely breached this Sanctum.” 
 
    “I mean, really…kicking open the doors?” asked Crowley, looking at Standish. 
 
    The Inquisitor clenched his hands. “This will not stand. The High Druid—” 
 
    “The High Druid can pound sand for all we care,” Standish yelled. “There, I said it! You all were thinking it, but I said it.” 
 
    “When this is all over, when the storms are finished, and the country gets on its feet again—” Crowley began in a somewhat placating tone. 
 
    “If it gets on its feet again,” Standish interrupted. 
 
    “If…then and only then will we atone for what has happened here,” Crowley said.  
 
    Standish nodded. “Until that time, we must focus on the survival of the brethren.” 
 
    “And what do you think I’ve been doing?” demanded the Inquisitor, spreading bloody hands in exasperation. 
 
    “Tell me, sir, whose blood is on your hands?” demanded Crowley. “Whose blood stains your clothes?” 
 
    The Inquisitor opened his mouth. “Those who would attack me, the personal envoy of the—” 
 
    “And yet, despite your accusations, we have not killed anyone. Certainly, none of our own brethren,” Standish concluded. 
 
    Several people in the audience nodded their heads and leveled angry, accusing glares at the Inquisitor. A trickle of sweat slipped down his back between his shoulder blades. Unaccustomed to the sensation, he clenched his jaw. “Nico.” 
 
    The two elders sighed as one. “In that, we are in complete agreement with you. Brother Nico has indeed caused an inordinate amount of pain, turmoil, and suffering, yes,” Standish announced. 
 
    “And he shall be dealt with accordingly,” Crowley added quickly. Standish nodded in agreement. 
 
    The Inquisitor stepped back. Several people in the crowd, buoyed by false courage, stepped forward. “This is sacrilege,” he hissed. 
 
    The two elders stared down at him from the stage, illuminated by the sputtering torches in metal wall sconces. Standish cleared his throat. “Yes, well…times force us to do things we would not normally do in better situations. Surely you can understand that?” 
 
    “I shall remember to explain exactly what transpired here to the High Druid. He shall be most vexed,” the Inquisitor threatened, but it seemed empty, even to his ears. 
 
    The two elders looked at each other. Standish smiled. “Now that’s going to be a problem.” 
 
    Without giving them any other chances to repent their apostasy, the Inquisitor turned and exited the room, ignoring the barbed looks from the audience. They strained forward, as if on invisible leashes. He felt their eyes on his back but didn’t care.  
 
    “My oath is thus discharged,” he called over his shoulder. In the double-wide doorway, he turned and paused for dramatic effect, his hands flung wide once more, though not in supplication. The Inquisitor prepared to pass judgement. “I declare this Grove to be in abeyance.”  
 
    Satisfied with the handful of startled gasps from the crowd, and apoplexy of the two elders on the dais, he left the Sanctum. Standish gathered his wits first and shouted something at his back, but the Inquisitor ignored them. As far as he was concerned, they were dead—all of them. The High Druid could deal with them. 
 
    He had another oath to fulfill. 
 
    He found Stagg and Lavoy right where he’d left them, down the hall in the small office. They still cowered behind the desk, but Stagg gripped a book like a weapon and stood when he entered. He held up his hands.  
 
    “Don’t bludgeon me, my lady, I beg you.” 
 
    A gunshot echoed down the corridor. Stagg flinched, Lavoy whimpered, and the Inquisitor frowned.  
 
    “We thought maybe you’d left us.” Lavoy stood, her eyes as big as any child’s. “T-thank you for coming back.” 
 
    The Inquisitor inclined his head in a slight nod. “I gave you my word—both of you. Now, if you’ll be so kind as to accompany me, I believe it is time we left.” 
 
    Stagg stepped forward; her book still clutched to her chest. “But…the fighting…” 
 
    “Nico…” Lavoy added. 
 
    “The storm…what about the storm?” Stagg added. 
 
    “Nico and the Grove…and the storm,” the Inquisitor said with a sigh. “They are now the High Druid’s problem. This Grove is in abeyance.” 
 
    Lavoy put her hands to her mouth. “No…” she whispered. She looked at Stagg. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” the scientist said with a shrug. 
 
    “Abeyance is a term not used often, and only under the gravest of circumstances,” the Inquisitor explained as he leaned against the doorway and peered out into the hallway. He could hear the elders shouting and rallying the troops in the Sanctum. “It is essentially one step away from dissolution. I have never personally placed a Grove under abeyance, though my predecessor used his powers to interdict often enough.” 
 
    Stagg put a hand to her face and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Can I just leave, now? I’m sorry, I’m sure all…this…” she said waving one around about, “is really important to you—to both of you,” she added for Lavoy.  
 
    “But…” Lavoy prompted. 
 
    Stagg ran a hand through her hair and sighed. “I’ve survived a plane crash, been on the run from the FBI, been kidnapped by Nico, rescued by you,” she said as she pointed at him, “awake for…I think a day and a half now…I…I just want to go home—and barring that, find my children. Who are, I might remind you, at this very minute only a couple miles away.” She glared at the Inquisitor. 
 
    A woman appeared in the doorway. She didn’t see the Inquisitor—he was too close to the wall next to her. “Have you seen him? Where did he go?” 
 
    Stagg jumped forward. “Hurry! If you run you can catch him, we just saw him!” She pointed back down the hallway the newcomer had travelled. “He went that way and turned the corner!” 
 
    She smiled. “Thanks! This way!” she added over her shoulder. Several others raced after her, their feet thudding on the tunnel floor and their shadows dancing like demons on the walls. 
 
    “We must hurry,” the Inquisitor said quietly as he stepped out of the shadows. “We must leave this place.” 
 
    “Where are we supposed to go?” asked Lavoy. “Where can we go? It’s not like we can just call an Uber…” 
 
    The Inquisitor inclined his head. “My car still works,” he offered. “It’s in the south parking lot as we speak.” 
 
    “And where are we going to go?” demanded Stagg. “You promised you’d keep us safe—you promised you’d see me to my family…” 
 
    “And I will,” he said with such force that both women took a half step back. He smoothed his jacket. “To keep you safe, we shall travel to the safe house, known only to me and the caretakers on Anglesey.” 
 
    “Where is it?” asked Lavoy, coming around the desk, suspicious but curious. 
 
    “In Santa Fe—near Canyon Road.” 
 
    “The art district?” blurted Lavoy. “That’s not far, only a few blocks away…we don’t need a car, I can get us there.” 
 
    “We can regroup, rest, and ride out the new storm—” the Inquisitor began. 
 
    “Fine, let’s go,” interrupted Stagg as she tossed the heavy book onto the desk. “But I’m leaving as soon as possible to find my children, with or without your help. Got it?” 
 
    The Inquisitor looked at Stagg. She’d have made a fine druid—sheer determination radiated off her in waves he could almost see. “Remarkable,” he muttered as he adjusted his coat once more. “Right then, follow me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    City Hall 
 
    Sounden, Arizona 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek shook off the effects of Hiram’s distraction and turned his attention to the wall. He jumped up and drove the ice axes into the adobe siding, then kicked his toes in, as if he were climbing an ice sheet on Pike’s Peak back home in Colorado. Moving one step at a time, he scaled the vertical wall and crested the third story.  
 
    “That was a lot easier than jumping across the alley,” he muttered to himself as he stood up on the third-floor roof. The space was maybe fifty by fifty feet square. There was an enclosure for the rooftop access stairs, protected by a rusty fire door. On his right, squat air conditioner units sprouted from the rooftop like giant square mushrooms. The sand made a hissing sound as it peppered the thin steel sided AC units and little blue sparks crackled between them. 
 
    Derek steered well clear of the rooftop condensers and made for the far side of the roof. He looked over the edge and spotted the exposed wooden logs jutting out from the second floor. The supports held up the third floor in the traditional pueblo architecture and provided visual interest from the exterior. But for Derek, they also provided the perfect anchor points. 
 
    He pulled the ropes from his backpack and secured them to the edge of the roof with several anchors for redundancy, then rappelled down to the row of exposed beams. Working fast, as several people emerged from City Hall to examine the destruction across the street, he set more anchors and several pulleys in the beams, then prepared his ropes before hauling himself back to the roof. 
 
    Panting and nearly spent, Derek unclipped his harness, made his way to the emergency roof access, and examined his next challenge. The door wasn’t locked from the outside—that was good—but it didn’t open when he tried it, either. 
 
    He slammed one of the ice axes into the metal door. The racket he made was engulfed and muffled by the storm, but he imagined it was a lot louder inside the building. If someone heard it, they’d hopefully come investigate.  
 
    While he waited, Derek looked over his shoulder toward where he’d secured the ropes against the side of the building. Worst-case scenario, he could rappel down the side again and come in through a window on the second floor... 
 
    As he was contemplating his next move, the door opened and a man in a full-face gas mask with a flashlight stepped out. Derek edged behind the door and waited. The man cleared the exit and left it as the wind tried to force the door all the way open. 
 
    The man took two steps, spotted Derek, and went for the gun on his hip. That was all the motivation Derek needed. He swung one of his ice axes and connected the flat side with the man’s head. The impact sent a shock up Derek’s arm, and he almost dropped the axe in surprise, but instead the man with the gun dropped. 
 
    Derek immediately took a knee and felt for a pulse under the man’s chin by a tribal tattoo that crept up under his collar. It was Larry from the roadblock. He closed his eyes and sighed in relief at finding a strong, regular pulse. He hadn’t killed the tattooed cop, but Derek was sure the man would wake with the mother of all headaches. 
 
    He rummaged through the fake cop’s many pockets and pulled a ring of keys off his utility belt. He took the pistol and a spare mag as well, then used the man’s own handcuffs to secure him to the railing inside the stairwell. As much as he disliked the so-called police force in Sounden, he wasn’t about to leave someone exposed to the dust storm on purpose.  
 
    Derek crept down the stairs and removed his goggles and face mask by the time he reached the third-floor landing. He cracked the fire door and peered into the dimly lit hallway. 
 
    “…was that? No one will tell me anything! What was that explosion? Why are all the windows broken? Have you noticed the cuts on my arms? Is my face bleeding? It stings…” 
 
    Derek caught his breath—it was Lisa, complaining loudly to someone. His heart raced as he listened. He had to know who was in the room with her if he had any chance at all of rescuing her. Armed as he was, he still wasn’t comfortable going in, guns blazing. The storm blew freely through every window on the front of the building, invited in by Hiram’s explosion—which left cracks in the walls and furniture scattered across the floor wherever Derek looked. 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m very sorry, but the mayor said I have to stay with you. Everyone has been pulled away to handle the…emergency.” 
 
    Derek relaxed. It was Melissa, the little administrative assistant. She had looked maybe a hundred pounds soaking wet, and he was confident she wouldn’t pose much of a problem. He opened the door and stepped into the dusty hallway as Lisa continued to argue. 
 
    “Well, there’s no reason to have me tied to this chair like some criminal! I’m a scientist for cryin’ out loud. And why won’t you even tell me…” she paused to cough, and her words trailed off as Derek rushed into the room, his gear clanking and bouncing off his body as he arrived. 
 
    “What—?” Melissa the admin said before she froze, her face a mask of fear, her eyes wide. 
 
    “I know, I must look like the abominable sandman,” Derek said with a casual smile and empty hands spread wide, “but I need you to step away from my friend.” 
 
    “Derek!” Lisa said as she struggled to rise and almost knocked her chair over in the process. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Rescuing you,” he said, “obviously. Or couldn’t you tell by the nuclear bomb that went off next door?” He moved around the startled young assistant and pulled a knife out of his pocket. Derek smiled at Lisa, knelt, and started cutting through the ropes tied—fairly tightly—around Lisa’s wrists and ankles when something hit his back. Hard. He dropped the knife and crashed forward into Lisa with a grunt. 
 
    By the time he disentangled himself from her and turned around, Melissa had taken a fighting pose and had kicked off her high heels. She was even shorter than before on her bare feet. The wind whipping through the room caused strands of her blonde hair to slither around her shoulders like living snakes. She squinted at him through the dust in the air.  
 
    “That’s right, you picked the wrong girl to mess with.” She threw a few punches in the air and gestured for him to attack. “Come on…or do you have a problem fighting girls?” 
 
    Derek got to his feet and dusted himself off, a useless, but habitual gesture. As he stood, he couldn’t help but notice he was at least a foot taller than her. “Uh, yeah…I do, actually, have a problem with fighting girls. As a general rule, I don’t fight girls at all.” He looked at Lisa. “Is she for real?” 
 
    The punch Melissa landed to his solar plexus felt real. Derek coughed and staggered back; the wind momentarily knocked out of him. “W-what…what was that for?” he gasped into the dust storm that had invaded City Hall. 
 
    “You’re trying to break my prisoner free, and I can’t let you do that,” Melissa said, a frown turning her pretty face into a scary mask. “The others wouldn’t give me a gun, so I’ll have to take you down the only way I know how.” She spun and one bare foot whipped out in a high kick and made Derek duck. That exposed his face to another hard punch. 
 
    He picked himself up off the floor and shook the stars from his vision, anger rising and hands clenching into fists. “Stop it!” he snarled. 
 
    “What’s the matter? You afraid to hit a girl?” she taunted. 
 
    Derek rubbed his jaw. “No, I’m not afraid to. I don’t want to. What’s wrong with you?”  
 
    “Just hit her!” Lisa urged. 
 
    Melissa swung at him again, but he was ready and used his longer reach to swat her attack away. He spotted the follow up punch and just managed to turn sideways, so his ribs absorbed the blow, but it still made him grunt as he stepped back. 
 
    “Just hit her and let’s go! The cops will be back any second,” Lisa urged. 
 
    “You should listen to your girlfriend, old man.” 
 
    “They’re not cops,” Derek replied to Lisa over his shoulder as he danced out of the admin’s reach, and they circled each other. The pack on his back and gear attached to his climbing harness made quick movements awkward, but his advantage in size evened the match. “And she’s not my girlfriend,” he told the angry little elf in front of him. “And I’m not old, and I’m not going to fight you, and you can’t drop me, so why don’t—” 
 
    Melissa scoffed. “Too much negativity!” She lunged at him and though he barely blocked the kick, he missed her other knee that hit him square in the gut and attempted to drive his stomach into his brain. He staggered back, afraid he was about to vomit, and found himself under attack again. Furious that the crazy little woman was so insistent on fighting him, instead of blocking her punch, he grabbed her arm and shoved her back. She tumbled to the ground and rolled back to her feet.  
 
    “So…you got a pair after all,” she taunted as she tamed her loose hair into a tight ponytail.  
 
    “Derek,” Lisa said quietly. “She’s stalling…if you two keep making all this noise, the cops—” 
 
    “They’re not cops,” Derek gasped, his eyes glued to his opponent as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    Lisa sighed. “Whatever! They’ll hear you and come back and capture both of us!” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll capture you,” Melissa said to Lisa. “They’re gonna kill him.” 
 
    “What? Why?” demanded Lisa, aghast. 
 
    “You have value…he’s just a troublemaker. And trust me, Bert and his boys know a troublemaker when they see one,” she said with a snicker. Then her mood changed, and she yelled and charged.  
 
    Again, Derek turned her attack aside—just barely—and shoved her back. “We have to get to the stairs,” he told Lisa, “get behind me. She can’t stop us if I stay in front.” 
 
    Muffled shouting from the lower floors made everyone freeze. Derek looked at Melissa. “Don’t…” he whispered. 
 
    “Up here!” Melissa shrieked at the top of lungs. “She’s trying to escape!” 
 
    Furious—and confused that someone so small could make so much noise—Derek took a step forward but checked himself. He ground his teeth in frustration. She’d managed to position herself in front of the door to the hallway while he was distracted with her reinforcements.  
 
    “What?” she asked Derek sweetly as she tilted her head to the side and made her ponytail swish coquettishly. “You wouldn’t hit a girl, would you?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t,” Lisa growled as she emerged from behind Derek, holding the wooden chair to which she’d been tied. “But I will!” She swung for the fences and connected the seat back with the Melissa’s face. With a crash of breaking wood and a grunt of pain, the troublesome little administrative assistant crumpled against the wall. 
 
    Lisa dropped into the broken chair and looked at Derek. “What? You weren’t going to do it. Let’s get out of here before the cavalry arrives.” 
 
    “Get to the stairs.” Derek ran and secured the hallway. He ushered Lisa up toward the roof. “Go on up, I’m right behind you.” 
 
    Lisa nodded and limped up the stairs without a word. Derek paused in the doorway. Angry voices bellowed up the stairs down the hall. The cavalry had arrived, and they weren’t happy to see Melissa unconscious on the floor. 
 
    Three uniformed and tattooed cops—one with the mangiest beard Derek had ever seen on an inmate, let alone a peace officer—paused for a split second across the hallway. 
 
    Derek drew his captured gun and fired at the floor as he turned and ran. He caught a glimpse of the ‘cops’ diving for cover before he dove into the stairwell behind Lisa. “Go, go, go!” he yelled up after her. 
 
    “I’m almost to the top,” she called out as she limped up the steps. “Oh, not again,” she moaned when she approached the rooftop door as sand blasted its way through the open door. 
 
    Derek caught up with her and pushed her out into the storm, stepping over the still unconscious man chained to the railing. He’d barely gotten his goggles and mask back in place when the first cop emerged, one arm up to shield his face. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” he yelled into the wind, gun aiming just to Derek’s left. 
 
    Derek put a protective arm in front of Lisa. With her eyes closed against the stinging sand, she latched on, totally blind. “Do you trust me?” he said just loud enough for her to hear. She hesitated, then nodded. He faced the cop and took a step back from the door. Lisa followed suit, holding tight to his arm. 
 
    “Freeze!” the second cop onto the roof bellowed. He was likewise half-blind and doing his best to shield his face from the wind and dust. 
 
    Derek grinned behind his mask and took another step back. He was almost to the edge where he’d secured his ropes. Just a little further… 
 
    “Derek,” Lisa blurted, “I can’t see.” 
 
    “I know, don’t talk,” he hissed, leaning in close so he didn’t have to raise his voice. “They can’t really see us, either. Just a little further and we’ll disappear into the storm.” 
 
    “How are we going to get off the freakin’ roof?” she asked into his ear, her voice high with fear. 
 
    “Just stay with me,” he replied as he took another step back. 
 
    The cops fanned out and swung their weapons in wide arcs, shouting to each other and to Derek. “Don’t make this hard on us and we won’t make things hard for you!” 
 
    Lisa tightened her grip on Derek’s arm. “I don’t like the way that sounds…” 
 
    “Almost there,” Derek advised. “I need to bend down for a second—just hold still, and whatever you do, don’t step back.” He squatted and connected the ropes on the ground to his harness while keeping an eye on the cops. One had stumbled to the far side of the roof, the other—the one with the scruffy beard—was blundering his way toward the center and threatening an air conditioning unit. 
 
    “We’re going to find you, you know,” he shouted. “You may as well give up now before we get mad.” 
 
    “Derek,” Lisa said again. 
 
    Derek winced as the cop turned at the sound of her voice and aimed his gun right at them. “Gotcha!” he yelled. “Now freeze, or I’ll shoot!” 
 
    “Dang it, Lisa,” Derek said as he stepped to the ledge and put an arm around her waist.  
 
    “Hah! I see you now. Hold it right there! Hey! Austin! I found ‘em!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Don’t you move,” he growled at Derek. 
 
    “Hold on to my neck,” Derek said into Lisa’s ears. “As soon as you can, wrap your legs around me,” he instructed as he looped the extra rope around her body and tied them together. 
 
    “What are you…oh, my God…no…no, Derek,” Lisa whimpered as he pulled them closer to the edge and her foot slipped over into empty air. “Wait, I can’t do this—” 
 
    “Just shoot him!” a voice carried on the wind called. 
 
    The bearded cop smiled, his teeth white through the tangled, gnarly mess on his face. “With pleasure.” He raised his gun and took aim. 
 
    Derek leaned back and held onto Lisa, who screamed into the wind as they dropped off the rooftop. The cop fired, but the storm swallowed them up before the bullet came close. 
 
    He watched the ground fall away in slow motion and the red-brown clouds swallowed the rooftop, then vertigo set in. Derek caught a glimpse of the cop’s gun firing, but it was a spark in the night and gone before he could blink. He couldn’t tell what was up and what was down, only that his body felt gravity’s embrace and he was facing the wrong way as he fell. 
 
    For a split second, his stomach flip-flopped in the weightlessness, then the rope caught, and the wind rushed past his ears and the weight of Lisa’s body threatened to pull him right out of the harness. He thought his ribs might break under the strain as harsh centripetal force whipped them down and toward the back of the building in a long, graceful arc. 
 
    Lisa screamed the entire time, only pausing to take a deep breath of sand and dust, before commencing her best impersonation of a tornado siren. As they reached the limit of their forward momentum and started to swing to the rear of the building once more, Derek expertly let out some of the line to lower them and counter-act their momentum. 
 
    They hit the end of the arc near the rear of City Hall, and Derek let the rope fly through his hands. As they began to swing forward, Lisa still screamed the whole way. Derek’s feet touched the ground, and they ended up in a pile on the dust-strewn pavement. He felt Lisa’s body trembling as he tried to get up off her, and just managed to avoid the spew of vomit as she emptied her stomach. 
 
    By the time Derek finished tearing off his climbing harness, Lisa had picked herself up off the ground. She wiped her face with the back of her hands and angrily pulled her sodden hair out of her eyes. “I hate you!” 
 
    Derek laughed and pulled her deeper into the alley. “You’re alive, aren’t you?” 
 
    She stopped him and raised a hand as if to slap him, her eyes tightly shut against the stinging sand. “If you ever pull any of that Spiderman crap on me again, so help me, I’ll shoot you myself!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Derek promised solemnly. “Now can we please go before the rest of the thugs they call the police in this town figure out we escaped?” 
 
    “But where can we go?” Lisa cried. “I can’t even see…and my face feels like it’s on fire from this stupid sand!” 
 
    Derek rummaged in his pack. “Here, take these,” he said and handed over a pair of goggles and a mask. He waited while she put on the gear and checked both ends of the alley. He thought he heard voices on the wind, but saw nothing, only sand and dust whipping past the entrances. “I think we’re still okay…” 
 
    “Great, now where do we go?” she demanded. “They’re all—is that building on fire?” Lisa asked as she looked toward Main Street. “Is that what the explosion was?” 
 
    Derek grinned. “That was my distraction. A friend of mine likes to play with explosives.” 
 
    “Wow,” Lisa said, leaning forward to get a better look down the alley. “Is that…is that a crater over there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Derek said, as he pulled her away from the street and toward the rear of City Hall. “Come on. We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “Do you know a safe place?” 
 
    Derek shrugged. “Sort of. Hiram’s gas station…” 
 
    “Hiram? Who’s that?” 
 
    “The guy who blew up the block across the street,” Derek said as he checked the back alley and determined the coast was clear. “Now’s our chance!” 
 
    “Do you know where you’re going?” Lisa asked as she limped along behind him. 
 
    “Not really,” Derek said, grinning behind his mask. “But as long as we get away from City Hall, I figure we can’t go wrong. Come on, this sand is killing my hands and Hiram already fixed the car—it’s waiting for us and all gassed up. We just need to get back to it and get out of this crazy town.” 
 
    “That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day,” Lisa yelled as the storm enveloped them. “Lead on!” 
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