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Book 1 Summary
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Encircle Energy is celebrating the development of their revolutionary, non-toxic fracking formula by using it simultaneously in locations around the globe. Test sites include, but are not limited to: Australia, Las Vegas, Ohio, Arizona, and underwater off the coast of British Columbia. 

In Las Vegas, Dr. Marina Goode, Encircle’s Chief Scientist, oversees the launch of their new product. Her boss claims the credit, but knowing her formula will allow for cheaper, safer fracking, makes up for the slight. But when the demonstration turns into a fiery hell, killing reporters, politicians, and her coworkers, her boss wastes no time pinning the blame on her and imprisoning her in the company’s penthouse, with a mandate to fix something she didn’t break.

Encircle’s headquarters are in danger of collapse, so Dr. Goode and security consultant, Blake Watson, escape and take refuge in an abandoned prison, where Marina hopes to build a lab and find a way to stem the unending fires, before the world swallows itself whole. Their plans are thwarted when they discover the prison has already been claimed by a hardened criminal.

Reporter Nora Bennani plans to blow the lid off of Encircle Energy’s corrupt practices. She has proof that Encircle has bribed safety officials, gotten workers killed, and worse, there are credible rumors of slave labor. 

When the undersea fracking births a volcano beneath their cruise ship, Nora escapes, but her family dies. Determined to get revenge, Nora will stop at nothing to bring the head of the parent company down.

She travels across the country, piecing together a dynamite story about Encircle Energy and its parent company, Martinez Corporation, but is met with organized resistance. While she’s trying to find Martinez’s imprisoned workers, none other than Michael Martinez orders that she be neutralized.

In Ohio, sculptor Evelyn Parker is content with her secluded life. Medication keeps her anxiety at bay, and her estranged husband’s prolonged absences allow her breathing room. When everything around her explodes, Evelyn is sure remaining in her house is the only way to stay safe, but she’s forced out of her comfort zone when her friend and neighbor, Floyd Beck, is critically injured by falling debris. Making matters worse, her husband, Jack, shows up, her medication runs out along with the electricity, and the boys next door turn out to be more than brats—they’re murderers.

Evelyn begs Jack to go to Colorado with her, to find her daughter, Sandy. Jack forbids it, imprisoning her in her own home. It isn’t until Evelyn has to face down the thieving neighbors that she finds her spine and decides to head out for Colorado, with or without Jack.

Meanwhile, Michael Martinez, the head of Encircle Energy’s parent company, will not go down with the ship like his father did. No, he’ll not only survive, he’ll command this new world. And if he can take out Nora Bennani, the reporter who left his father to die along the way, he’ll be one happy billionaire. He orders Nora’s execution and, just to keep things lively, charges one of his goons to chase Jen McCreedy off the land his granddaddy once owned. After all, he needs a place that’s way inland, to hole up until the tectonic plates get a grip and stop rattling civilization. Chaos brings opportunity.
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Book 2 Summary
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Feisty and independent, widowed rancher, Cat Murphy, reigns over her desert estate with grit and grace. She’s scratched and clawed her way up to build a state of the art horse facility and the cattle operation of her dreams. But when the nearby Encircle fracking rigs blow up, her idyllic world is blown sky high and all hell breaks loose. 

The cartel have a people-smuggling ring that runs through Cat’s land. Cat fights back, driving them away, only to find them ransacking her neighbor’s ranch. With little more than a rope and some gasoline, Cat once again bests the invaders, but she’s critically injured, her beloved horse falters and splinters her leg, evacuees from a nearby city try to rob her, while the fracking fires are growing ever closer. Cat’s injury renders her lame, but she presses herself at every turn, blunting the pain with whisky, until finally her injuries require surgical intervention. 

Meanwhile, in northern Arizona, Jen McCreedy lives a hermit-like life, just the way she likes it. She raises chickens, grows a garden, and interacts with the nearby townsfolk as little as possible, preferring the company of her dogs. She gets caught in an earthquake-driven landslide returning from town, but it turns out she’s not the only victim. A child, Robin, is orphaned in front of her eyes leaving her no choice but to take the kid under her wing. Despite the little girl’s pleading, she must turn her over to the authorities if any can be found in the madness. 

The problem is, the authorities have their hands full. The area is cut off from all outside assistance and Michael Martinez’s henchman, Charlie Billings, has been tasked with driving Jen from her land so that his pal can hunker down on her farm. He starts his offensive by insisting that Jen has to allow the townsfolk to camp out on her land “until the dust settles.” Jen can’t find a way to fend them all off, so she reluctantly allows her pasture to be turned into a camp ground for the displaced villagers.

Legal immigrant Alma Garcia was torn from her parents, and put to work on Encircle Energy’s manufacturing lines, along with her younger sister and brother. Her mother charged Alma with keeping them safe, and she has, by keeping her head down and shoulder to the wheel. But when they’re suddenly moved in the middle of the night and split apart, Alma must find new strength and rescue Emelia and Matias, and then find her parents, crossing a vast empty country she doesn’t know, all while surviving earthquakes, the waterless desert and more people determined to take advantage of them. But she must succeed, or betray her mother’s trust and break her father’s heart.
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Book 3 Summary
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Unable to find a laboratory in the shattered remains of Las Vegas, Dr. Marina Goode and security consultant Watson find themselves at a prison, but they’re not alone. Beset by trials, Marina and Blake fight off criminals, rogue soldiers, and their former allies. 

Blake calls in a favor and hitches a ride to Northern Arizona University, where Marina and a resident biologist finally crack the mystery of the corrupted fracking solution.

Sculptor Evelyn Parker has lost her home and life’s work to the treacherous Lewis twins. When her husband, Jack, is kidnapped by those murdering scumbags, she and her neighbor Floyd Beck join forces with Floyd’s sister’s militia to fight for Jack’s life. 

Firefighter Kit Walsh, on a wildland fire in the middle of nowhere, Idaho, has had enough—the earthquakes are causing trees to fall, and the increasing ash isn’t from a fire; it’s volcanic. He’s not obeying orders, or staying on the line, until he makes sure his wife is safe. When he finds out their Tacoma home is under a lava and mudflow, he leaves the wildfire fight, determined to find Taylor—even if it costs his life.

Michael Martinez, CEO of Encircle Energy’s parent company, is on a mission to rescue his only living sister. If you’re in his way, you’re as good as dead.
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Chapter 1
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Eugenia "Jen" McCreedy

Daybreak, Harmony Ranch, Arizona

A gunshot shattered the darkness. Jen McCreedy bolted upright in bed, the last shreds of a nightmare echoing with the livestock dog’s sudden silence. Frantic, she untangled the twisted covers and lurched out of bed. The invasion hadn’t been a dream. The people were out there. Her livestock dog was out there. He’d been barking, and now was utterly silent. The pup, christened Ladybug by Robin, danced out of the way of her stumbling feet. Ladybug raced out of the room and back again immediately, as if making sure Jen followed. The weak light of early dawn shone through the windows. 

Torn between wanting to race for the door, and terror at what she might find, she hesitated. Her heartbeat clawed its way up her throat and choked her. Robin was not in the bed. The little girl she’d rescued scant days before was gone. 

Ladybug’s sharp yip snapped Jen out of her frozen indecision. She raced from the bedroom, through the living area and out the front door of her home. Even in August, dawn in the high country of Arizona was cool. The chill struck her bare legs and feet. Wearing only sleeping shorts and a baggy t-shirt, she leaped down the three steps from her porch to the ground. Ladybug dashed toward the chicken pen. 

She followed the small black-and-white streak around the trees that shaded her front yard, and stopped, throat closing in grief. Charlie Billings stood outside the chicken pen, two dead hens at his feet and another dangling by its neck in his hand, feathered body still twitching. Beside Charlie, his friend, Bull, stood with a pistol in his hand and a smirk twisting his blocky, stupid face. Charlie winked at her and held the dead chicken up in a mock salute. Surely they hadn’t been dumb enough to shoot the chickens. No, she recognized the tell-tale signs of wrung necks. It made her stomach churn. But if not the chickens...

Heat burned away fear and grief. Blood pounded through her ears. She clenched her jaw in an effort to bite back the primal urge to scream. Six feet away, mostly hidden behind the wide trunk of a tree, was the furry white rump of her livestock guardian—Smoke, Robin had named him—lying perfectly still. The sting of tears added their burn to the heat flashing through her body. In a daze, she moved around the tree and dropped to the ground. The dog was on his belly, tucked as tight into himself as he could get. 

He turned and licked her face. A whimper of relief escaped her tight throat. He was alive. Shaking, but alive. She ran her fingers over his body, through the long white fur. There was no blood, no injury she could find, but he’d never cowered that way before. 

A warm hand touched her shoulder. She stood and spun with a snarl. A stranger watched her with soft blue eyes and a hard, grim mouth. Having spent the last few days trying to avoid everyone as much as possible, she hadn’t been introduced to anyone, but she recognized him as the man standing with Doctor Boleski at the town square gazebo on her last day in town. 

“He’s not hurt.” The man’s words were direct and efficient. “The shot was just meant to scare him, which it did.” His eyes shifted away from hers and hardened as he glared at Charlie and Bull. 

Every muscle in her body stiffened and she clenched her fists to keep from shaking into a puddle of rage. She turned away from the stranger and stepped over to confront Charlie, deliberately placing herself between Bull’s gun and Smoke who stayed on his belly against the tree. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 

Charlie tilted his head back and looked down his nose at her. “I told you I’d shoot that dog if it came at me. Be glad that Bull’s the merciful sort.” 

“And the chickens? Did they come at you? Did the big brave man have to defend himself against them pecking at his boots?” Blood still roared through her ears. She couldn’t hear anyone else talking, but a crowd gathered around, drawn by the gunshot and drama, no doubt. 

“Folks gotta have breakfast.” Charlie dropped the bird onto the other two carcasses. Three good hens, all good layers, including the feisty girl that liked to hide her eggs. He dusted his palms and looked down at her with smug satisfaction. 

“Are you insane? I allow you and these people onto my land, not that you gave me much choice, but I give you a place to shelter, and less than four days into it, you’re slaughtering my animals and shooting at my dog? What gives you the right?” 

“We’re going to need this food. This is a lot of mouths to feed. We need to harvest what we have and freeze it for the future.” 

The idiocy of his statement took her breath away. “What the hell are you talking about? A day or two of safe shelter may have turned into four or five, but the authorities will get the roads open and send in repair crews any time now. This is safe ground to camp out on. That’s it. If you didn’t bring enough supplies from town to feed these people, that is not my fault.” 

Charlie’s expression sobered. “You may have been resting nice and cozy in your little cocoon of denial, but some of us have been up all night following the news. The entire western US coast is either buried in ash or swept out to sea. Los Angeles, San Diego, San Francisco... all gone. Strange explosions and quakes are ripping across the Midwest, Texas, and even here in Arizona. Hawaii was struck by multiple record-breaking tsunamis and has been pretty much wiped off the map. But don’t you worry your pretty little head about that one, because the volcanos going off will rebuild the islands again in no time.” The sneer in his tone was clear. “Japan is getting those same killer waves. Even the Atlantic coasts are receiving tsunami warnings. New volcanos in Iceland are spewing ash across the European continent...”

She wanted to slap her hands over her ears like a child and babble nonsense words to cover the hateful news he threw at her. She also didn’t want Robin hearing any of his news. The poor kid had enough to deal with without adding those horrors. The new worry clutched at her and she scanned the crowd for Robin. There were no kids anywhere in the yard. If any children were awake so early, wise parents kept them far away from where the gunshot had gone off. Jen, by contrast, had no idea where Robin was. Not that Robin was hers, but either way, she was no wise parent and never would be. Ladybug had gone to lie beside Smoke, her smaller body pressed up against his big, white side, her black nose buried under his chin. 

“... and you’re over here worried about a couple of dumb chickens. Get over yourself, Jen. No one is coming to our rescue. This isn’t just a little community campout.” 

She’d missed some of what he’d said, but she didn’t care. What she did hear sent ice racing through her veins. No one was coming to their rescue. It couldn’t be true. He had to be saying all that just to scare her and the others into doing what he said, to keep them isolated and in fear. “Let’s say that’s all true, Charlie. How dumb do you have to be to start killing off precious resources now? How many freezers do you think I have, that I can store up food for this many people for any stretch of time?”

He blinked at that, as if he hadn’t considered a lack of freezer space in his plans to slaughter everything she owned. Then his eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Way out here all by yourself, I know you’ve got...”

“You don’t know jack.” She took a step closer, fists clenched at her side. Even when her ex had left her and stolen her life’s work, she’d never experienced so much pure fury. “You don’t know anything about me or what I have. But you’d kill the animals now, for a short-term gain, rather than let them continue to provide additional resources and reproduce. How many eggs are lying at your feet right now? Eggs that could be providing breakfast to the people you say you want to feed, and baby chicks for even more eggs and more chickens. You’re an idiot, Chuck.” 

A red flush rushed up Charlie’s face like a cartoon thermometer. “You’d better watch your mouth.”

She half-expected to see steam come out of his ears or blow the top of his head off. She also expected him to hit her and, in that moment, didn’t care. “No, you watch it. You’re on my land. These are my animals.” 

“We’ll see how long that lasts. You’re just one person, one bitter old lady against an entire town in need.” 

She scoffed. Entire town—as if. Maybe one tenth of the town had followed him out, a figure she ought to be grateful for. It could have been worse. But she couldn’t let it happen again. She couldn’t let some man walk into her life and take what was hers and leave her with nothing. “And you’re just a...” 

A gentle hand on her arm interrupted her angry words. Dr. Carlton Boleski, the town’s semi-retired doctor stood beside her. Though his hand remained on her arm, his eyes were trained on the men. “Charlie, maybe we can start over. This is hard on everyone. Why don’t we take a step back and cool off and then talk things through?” 

The words, spoken so calmly, sent a new rush of anger through her and she opened her mouth to fire off a scathing retort. Doc squeezed her arm in another gentle interruption. She turned and he looked at her with eyes filled with concern. The deep crinkly lines around one eye deepened in a quick, subtle wink. The unfamiliar anger suddenly ebbed, like a tub full of hot water draining away to leave her cold and hollow. She wanted it back, wanted that fury and the power that came with it, but there was nothing but weary resignation. She shifted so that Doc’s hand fell away and then crossed her arms over her chest and waited for Charlie to speak.

Charlie nodded and took a deep breath, his expression morphing from jeering to sober in an instant. Maybe he was trying to calm down as Doc suggested, but she didn’t buy it. He was just making a show. 

Doc raised his voice so that those who stood around watching could easily hear. “It looks like we may be stuck here together for a little while. No one really knows for how long. We’ll need to set down some boundaries and expectations.”

“How about boundary number one be to not hurt my animals.” Maybe that anger wasn’t so far gone after all. 

Charlie nudged the birds with the toe of his boot. “They’re just chickens. They’re meant to be killed and eaten.”

“That may be,” Doc did not give Jen a chance to snipe back. “But doing so without a clear plan ahead is foolish. If we’re stuck here for more than a few days... if the world isn’t going to ‘go back to normal’ like we all long for it to do, we’re going to want to be careful with our resources. Very careful.” 

“It’s not like she’s the only one with chickens and livestock around here. We’ll get more.” 

The tips of Jen’s fingers dug deep into her own thin biceps. “Oh great. So, you’ll steal other people’s food the way you want to steal mine?” 

“Enough.” Doc’s single word was neither loud nor sharp, but it somehow carried enough weight to shut them both up. “Charlie, we’re on Jen’s land and these are her animals. And she’s right. Even if we assume this is all now a community pool of resources, those resources need to be carefully managed and guarded.” 

“Community pool of resources, my ass,” she muttered under her breath. She’d thought, for just a single moment, that maybe he was on her side. She should have known better. She raised her voice. “Somebody better get those cleaned and dressed and cooked right away. Share them with whoever needs them and don’t let their lives go to waste.” 

She turned away from the men and moved to where her two dogs cuddled together against the tree. She dropped into a crouch, lifting Smoke’s face in her hands until his deep brown eyes stared into hers. She never needed words for her animals. She rubbed her thumbs along his ears and kept his attention focused on her until his tail crept out and swished once against the ground. Standing, she clucked at the dogs and stepped away. They both immediately jumped up to follow her. 

Before she could get away from the crowd, she found herself face to face with the stranger who had spoken to her earlier. He was taller than her, with a head of thick, dark, wavy hair shot through with strands of pure white. His blue eyes were unreadable but watched her with an intensity that made her belly quiver. She broke his stare and stepped around him, heading for the big barn. 

At one end of the barn, a large, fenced area held her small flock of sheep and goats; Smoke’s charges. While he was possessive of all her land and animals, these were his family. Before he could worm his way under the fence to join them, she opened the gate and signaled the dogs to round them up and take them to the back pasture. Ladybug jumped into action, darting into the pen and driving the animals through the gate with something akin to glee. Smoke hugged Jen’s leg, an uncharacteristic gesture that broke her heart. But once the flock was out of the pen, he took his place behind them, pushing them toward the east gate while Ladybug kept them in a tight bunch. 

People watched her. She still wore nothing but shorts and an old t-shirt and could feel their judgement crawling over her skin. They passed through the gate out of her main yard and into the wide-open field that separated her yard from the back pasture. In that space, they had set up several tents and a camper. A few small campfires were burning, and she could smell bacon on the wind. At least some of them had brought more of their own food and knew how to cook it outdoors.

Smoke’s white plume of a tail waved again when he passed through the gate into the back pasture. He seemed relieved to be away from the people and drove his flock deeper into the wide field. Normally, she would leave the gates between the pasture and the yard open so the animals could go back to their pen if they wished, or graze in the other fields. Things were far from normal, however, and she closed the gate. She’d have to go find a lock and chain, make sure the strangers stayed out and left her animals alone. 

Leaning on the gate, she let the empty rolling plains and the distant horizon ground her. She had to find her way past anger and back into productive reasoning. The animals disappeared in the tall, dry grass. Beyond them, at the northernmost section of the pasture, was a collection of old bunk houses that once housed the field hands who worked the land and the cattle. She hadn’t been out there in more than a year and hadn’t put in any effort to rebuild or maintain them the way she had the house and barns in the main yard. But old and neglected as they were, they were in pretty good shape. Some even older, more rundown bunk houses were in the southwest corner of her property behind the orchard. Those would need a lot more work, but maybe the bones were still good. They might be relatively comfortable and secure shelter...

A shudder of revulsion rippled through her. She couldn’t believe she was contemplating helping the invaders to stay. Things were crazy and people needed help, for sure, but it was all temporary and the last thing she needed to be doing was planning how to build better shelter for them. Charlie was nothing but bluster and bluff. The roads would open, and when they did, she would get the county and state authorities involved to get him off her land. She’d press trespassing, animal abuse, and theft charges against Charlie. 

With renewed confidence, she turned away from the pasture. It was time to get dressed. She needed to find Robin and then get going with the day’s chores.
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Chapter 2
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Kit Walsh

Morning, Spokane WA 

Kit Walsh laid his hand gently on Taylor’s shin, her swollen ankle too clear against the bright flowers of the cheap comforter on the crappy motel bed. “How does the ankle feel this morning, baby?”

“Will you quit it with the ‘baby’ thing? It used to be cute, but now—” His wife scowled at him.

He threw up his arms and paced. “Now what? Look, Taylor, I drove into the disaster looking for you, dragging Sean into danger too, and all you can do is get mad at me for not immediately dropping the child I had just saved from choking.” He couldn’t seem to do anything right. Taylor kept pulling away from him. She gave him lots of excuses, but nothing real. “Forgive me for not endangering a child, would you? I didn’t even look at any of those women. I only cared about the kid.”

“That’s not what this is about, Kit.” Taylor’s brows knit and her fists clenched. “This is—” 

A thumping resounded from the cheap door. Kit growled. “We’re going to finish this discussion.” He threw open the door to find Sean grimacing at him. Great. Just the person he wanted to see. 

“Let me in. We need to talk, fast.” An N-95 mask dangled from Sean’s hand and he glanced over his shoulder at the US Air Force cargo jet taking off from Fairchild Air Force Base. The big planes had been leaving all morning, noisily burning holes through the increasing volcanic ash. 

“Fine.” Kit stepped back and motioned to the chair, but Sean brushed past him, to the bed.

“How’s the ankle today?” Sean ran a finger along the compression bandage. Taylor giggled. 

Sean got giggles but I got snark and attitude. Kit’s fists clenched.

“That tickles.” Taylor jerked her ankle away. “It actually feels better. I don’t want to walk on it yet, but it seems less swollen. All the ice and elevation is helping.”

“Good. Because we’ve got to go.” Sean turned and dropped into the chair. 

Kit sat on the end of the bed, near Taylor’s feet, but didn’t touch her. “What makes you say that? You’re the one who’s been insisting we stay; get an X-ray. And you’re right, she needs an X-ray.” 

“Because I was on the base early this morning helping in the medical tent. There are a whole lot less military people there today.” Sean’s expression was unusually grim. “That guy you helped our first day on Fairchild, Paul? I asked him what’s going on. He pulled me outside and told me the Air Force is leaving. They’re pulling all their planes and people to Little Rock, Arkansas. Those planes taking off are full of Air Force people; military and their dependents. They’re leaving before the ash gets so thick they can’t fly. He said they’ve pushed up the timetable, because it’s already chancy. They probably shouldn’t be flying, but it’s the only way to get their people out safely. Going cross-country with all the fracking-caused fires in the Midwest is really dangerous. They can’t get everyone out, though, so they’re also putting together convoys right now. We can join one, I guess. I don’t know where else we can go.”

“But Ashley’s still out there!” Taylor bit her lip. She loved her sister, even if she didn’t like her superior attitude or constant putdowns. Her sister’s job as a TV news reporter put too much emphasis on looks, and not enough on reality.

Sean shook his head. “They think the Army convoy from Ft. Lewis is dead, probably caught in a landslide, or volcanic eruption. They don’t know for sure, because the surveillance satellites are useless; they can’t see through the ash, and the fires mean they can’t use infrared, either. But they haven’t heard from them for two full days. They had multiple communication systems; one of them should have worked despite the ash.” He grimaced. “I’m sorry, Taylor.”

“But why do we have to leave? So what if the Air Force is pulling out?” Taylor whined. “Can’t we wait a few days?”

Things were going to get ugly, fast. Kit touched her foot with one finger. “They’ve been organizing everything. Who’s going to make sure the food keeps flowing, or the water is purified, or people don’t start attacking other people to steal their share? Who’s going to keep law and order?”

Taylor tilted her head, eyes narrowed. “Well, the police, right?”

Kit shook his head. “Maybe, but there’s a lot of people on the base.” He had to make her understand how dangerous the situation could get. “The Air Force cops are leaving. There are some non-profits here like the Red Cross, but they don’t have that many people and they don’t do law enforcement. Without the big organization of the Air Force behind them, it’s likely to fall apart, fast. Besides, there’s someplace I’ve got to go.”

“Where?” Taylor and Sean both asked, but Sean’s puzzled look faded before Kit could speak. “Really?”

“Yeah, really.” Kit shifted uneasily. The days of waiting and hard, but routine work gave him a lot of time to think; he had to come clean. “My Aunt was a stickler, but she took me in, raised me, and supported me until I had a career of my own. When we were kids, I thought she was mean, cold, unfeeling. But now I know she was just overwhelmed.” Unable to sit still while he exposed his less-than-stellar childhood, he got up and paced. “She didn’t want kids. Then my mom goes to jail, and she’s stuck with me. She was barely making it, and when I came, she had to work two jobs just to stay afloat. Then Mom gets killed, and she’s stuck with me forever. Now, she’s all alone in the middle of nowhere in Arizona. She’s going to need help. She helped me when she didn’t want to, so now I need to help her.” Taylor and Sean’s mouths opened, so Kit held up a hand. “Besides, Arizona seems like a good place to go. No volcanoes, no fracking except a tiny bit way down south.”

“No volcanoes yet.” Sean swooped his hand from side to side. “There’s a ski area, on a mountain near Flagstaff. Pretty sure it’s a dormant volcano.”

“Well, it’s not going off yet, and if it hasn’t, the scientists on the base said it wasn’t likely to erupt. The tectonic plates around the world are settling into their new normal. I didn’t understand everything in the start of shift operations briefings, but I got that. And we know the Air Force started a relief mission there and turned it over to the local National Guard, so the general area should be safe, too.” 

“Didn’t you tell me a massive earthquake destroyed the Salt Lake City region?” Taylor’s gaze ping-ponged between him and Sean. 

“Yeah, that’s true, and we’d have to go through there.” Sean drew a line in the air from above his head down to his knee. “We can’t go west; it’s destroyed or full of refugees, or the water is burning. We can’t go east, because landslides blocked the northern Rocky Mountain passes. We have to go along the west side of the Rockies. There’s a lot of desert out there.”

Kit stretched his fingers. Clenching his fists all the time probably wasn’t good for him. “But not a lot of fracking, other than the mine near Las Vegas where Encircle Energy did their test. So water shouldn’t be burning along most of our route, unless someone dumped a bunch of the chemical up in the mountains.” Kit tilted his head toward the pile of stuff Taylor had spent all their cash on. “We should be able to fill those collapsible water containers Taylor insisted we needed pretty easily and have enough to get through the waterless parts.”

“We’d still need to purify it.” Taylor tapped the notebook she’d been scrawling in non-stop. She was writing down everything she remembered. Her job had been creating marketing materials and videos, mostly for preppers and survivalists. “If the Air Force is leaving, do you think we could get in the base pool?”

“What? Why?” Kit spun toward her.

“Because—” The motel floor trembled and the room rattled. “Woah!”

Kit scooped Taylor up, stumbled out of the motel room, and across the parking lot to their fire truck. Smart people didn’t park next to buildings. He wore the key to the room and the truck’s fob around his neck. He’d left them inside too many times. Sean opened the backdoor, and Kit plopped her inside. 

He and Sean pulled on their N-95 masks and ran back to help their elderly neighbors, who wouldn’t leave without their equally old cat. Fortunately, the cat slept a lot, so it was easy to scoop into the carrier. Kit dropped the cat on the hood of the couple’s Buick, and sprinted back to half-carry Mr. Martin across the parking lot and get him inside his car. They had grumbled about parking so far away, but understood Kit’s point. 

They waited in the parking lot, watching the land heave and roll like a Jell-o salad. The building creaked and groaned as the tremors continued, longer and stronger than the last few days. The no-tell-motel was an old single story, every room filled with survivors. So far, it had moaned and wailed, but stayed upright. But Kit was never sure how long that would last.

And after withstanding quake after quake, the motel’s wail turned into a shriek, the whole thing leaning precariously to one side, then crashing to the ground. Kit turned away and crouched next to the truck. He took a few hits, but it was all small rocks and shards. A dust cloud enveloped them.

After the dust subsided a bit, Kit put his wildland fire shirt on, with his big rubber structure boots and helmet. Technically, they should wear full structure turnouts, but with the August weather, they’d collapse from heat exhaustion in the heavily insulated coats and pants. Kit grabbed the Pulaski, the double-ended pickaxe tool useful for more than digging fire line, and Sean took a shovel. There wasn’t more help coming; they were on their own. The gas and electric were already off, so all they had to worry about was the debris. “Taylor, you’ve got your notebook, right?”

“Yeah.” She waved it in front of her. 

He held up a hand. “Keep it. If anyone approaches us, we’ll send them to you. You write down their names, room numbers, and how many people were inside, okay?”

She nodded, wide-eyed. 

Kit pointed at her, deliberately keeping his face stern; or at least that was his hope. “This is the best way to help us. Don’t go into the debris yourself, because you’ll make the ankle worse. Okay?”

“Be careful. Both of you.”

Kit smiled tightly, then turned to survey the destruction. There shouldn’t be too many people inside; it was near dinner time.

Sean pointed at the left end of the building. “Least amount of debris there. Let’s walk around to the right, the south, then start on the north end, unless we find someone immediately.”

“Agreed.” They crossed to the edge of the debris pile. The building had collapsed to the south, mostly in one piece, the interior walls falling like a set of dominoes, resting on furniture and the other walls, the roof still connected in most places, leaving triangles of empty space. The exterior walls had either broken off or collapsed. The exterior wall to their room had smashed into pieces, leaving a hole. Their bed crushed the gear Taylor bought into one of those small spaces. Once they were sure no one was inside, they’d be able to retrieve most of it. 

Water spurted from broken pipes, settling some of the dust. They’d shut off the main when they reached it, to save the water pressure for the remaining intact buildings. The city had kept the water running longer than he thought possible. They stepped over and around beams, partial exterior walls and broken furniture, stopping to listen every three steps or so. At the north end of the building near the manager’s apartment, he heard a moan. “Crap. Let’s go.”

Sean pushed ahead of him. “Ms. Laner? Is that you?”

“Help!” 

Sean stepped up on a beam sticking out of the rubble, and something inside the mess shifted and groaned. Ms. Laner shrieked. “Are you okay?”

“I can’t move my arm!”

Sean charged ahead, but Kit caught his shirt. “Look, we’ve got to be smart about this. No one is coming to help, and we don’t have a crane. We’ll have to use some of this stuff to stabilize the upper roof beams so we can get in there and dig her out.”

Sean turned back. “Ms. Laner, do you know where you were standing during the earthquake?”

An aftershock vibrated through. Kit pulled Sean away a few steps, and Ms. Laner shrieked again. “Help!”

“We’re coming Ms. Laner, hang on. Where were you?” Sean bellowed.

“I’m in the doorway between my office and apartment. There’s a small gap, but my arm is stuck behind me. Hurry!”

The fake front, a triangular piece at least twenty feet long and fifteen feet high, dangled with one end attached to a still-upright support pillar, the other ten feet above the ground. “We can’t go under that. Let’s go to the back and see if there is a clear path inside.” 

“Slow and steady, Sean. Hurrying will just get us trapped, too.” They walked around the end of the motel, the end of the building’s flat roof resting on the ground, the other end still suspended on an upright support column at the front, the rear column leaning to the north at a forty-five degree angle. The flat, tarred roof had torn, splitting in two, leaving a narrow space between the two pieces of roofing. Piles of debris littered the ground, but nothing clung overhead, waiting to fall on them.

Sean put a foot on a piece of the exterior wall that had collapsed into the destroyed structure, resting at about a twenty-degree angle. He stepped on it, without committing both feet. It creaked, but stayed steady. “I’m heading in.”

“Copy that. I’ll follow when you’re off that piece. Test before you step.” 

Sean shuffled forward, testing each small step for stability, and pushed on each piece of debris to either side. Creaks and groans emitted from the settling building, but overall, the pile remained stable. Sean pushed on another piece to his left, and it crashed down. They both froze, ready to run. “We’re coming, Ms. Laner. You might hear stuff moving, but don’t worry.”

Kit clamped his lips together. Ms. Laner had plenty to worry about, but telling her about it wouldn’t help. 

Sean stepped off the broken exterior wall. “I’m clear of the first piece. Got a lot of beams and interior walls, but no overhead hazards. Moving ahead.”

The exterior wall section, free of Sean’s weight, rose about an inch with a screech. Kit put one foot on, testing it just as Sean had, then shuffled forward across the twelve-foot section, waiting for movement after each step. As he neared the end, it sank slightly, and rose a little after he stepped off. They clambered into the interior of the destroyed building, both of them telling each other what they were going to do before they stepped or pushed, and pointing out hazards. Slowly, they made their way inside, sliding around and climbing over wall sections, furniture, and cabinets. When they had to duck under a huge roof beam, they pulled 2x4s out of the destroyed walls, and propped the roof beam up, wedging the 2x4s under both sides as best as they could. If only he hadn’t left the Halligan behind at the car crash. The Pulaski would have to do as a pry bar. 

Mrs. Laner sat under a doorway leaning at a precarious forty-five degree angle toward the north end of the building. The back of her bright flowered muumu was barely visible around another massive old-style roof rafter trapping her arm behind her. The main beam was at least an 8x8 square, with a smaller 4x4 crossing above, holding pieces of tarred roofing. Some 4x4s had torn loose, but others held the roof beam up, keeping the structure from flattening. 

Sean stepped forward but Kit pulled him back, his mouth near Sean’s ear. “We can’t just pull that roof beam off her arm or the rest of the roof might come down. We’ve got to shore it up with debris around her arm so it can’t crush her, and then raise it slowly, one end at a time.”

Sean’s head turned to follow Kit’s finger. “Yeah, I see what you mean. Okay, I’ll block it around the arm. But that beam is huge. We don’t have an inflatable lift or any of our regular gear.”

“We’ve got a jack for changing the truck tires.”

“Yeah, that might work.”

“Hey, you guys need help?” A woman’s voice yelled behind them. 

Kit turned, peering around a leaning section of wall. “Can you find the fire truck on the other side of the building and talk to the woman there? Tell Taylor we need the tire jack, then help her get it, will you? She’s got a broken ankle.”

“Yeah, sure. Give me a few.”

“Thank goodness for helpful bystanders.” Sean stepped carefully to Ms. Laner’s fingers, sticking out under the beam. Kit followed, leaving a couple of feet between them. “Ms. Laner, we’re working to get your arm free.” Sean crouched near her deep purple fingers. “Kit, can you find some blocks, and I’ll place them?”

Kit pulled broken 2x4s from the debris piles and shattered walls, then found a couple of broken shelves to fill the smaller gap. Ms. Laner yipped when Sean tried to shove the final piece of shelving in place. Kit placed the larger end of the Pulaski between the stack of 2x4s and the beam, and pulled with all his might, then put almost all his weight on the handle, praying it didn’t shatter. 

Ms. Laner screamed. Sean shoved the piece of shelving in place. “Release. Other side, fast.”

“Oh, it hurts so bad.” 

Kit maneuvered around Sean’s right, putting the Pulaski in place. Sean readied the broken slab of wood. “That’s a good sign; that’s blood returning to your hand. Kit, one, two, three, lift.”

Kit pulled on the Pulaski’s handle, then shifted his full weight on it, balancing on one foot. 

“Just a little further...”

He rose on his toes, putting almost all his mass on the handle.

“Got it.”

Kit released the Pulaski and inspected the handle. It didn’t show any obvious signs of stress, but he suspected it wouldn’t take that kind of pressure much longer. “I’m getting the jack and the first aid kit too.”

“Copy that. I’ll assess Ms. Laner.” 

Kit trod carefully back to the parking lot, looking for the woman who’d offered to get the jack. 

“Kit, we got her free! We’re on our way out.” Footsteps, and Sean’s voice, directing Ms. Laner where to step came from the rubble. 

An aftershock rumbled through. Kit stumbled a few steps farther from the building; he couldn’t rescue anyone if he got stuck, too. Groaning and screeching, the fake front holding the motel’s sign gave way, crashing to the ground, taking the front support pillar with it. A cloud of dust and ash flew, obscuring the scene.

“Sean!” 
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Chapter 3
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Alma Garcia

Mid-Day, Southeast Utah

Alma kept low and hurried down the side of the house, stopping at the kitchen window. Eric was banging around and his gagging meant that he had tried the fridge for food. There were beers in there. A drunk Eric was not what Alma wanted, but if drinking kept him busy, she would take that. She backtracked to the bedroom window, stood tall and pulled herself up on the bars. Emelia lay in a contorted manner on a mattress; her hair over her face. Alma held her breath and waited. Emelia had been limp in Eric’s arms, but that didn’t means she was... she couldn’t bear to think about it. One dead sibling was already unbearable. Two would break her.

“Please God, let her be alright!” 

Emelia moved; shifting herself into a more natural position and groaned. Her wild hair tumbled away from her face revealing blood on her cheek, but her eyes remained shut. Then she was still again.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you, Lord.” The tears streamed down Alma’s face. Scared and trembling, and not knowing what she was going to do next, she was flooded with a strange mix of relief and daring hope. Alma made to tap on the window to let Emelia know she was there but withdrew at the last second. Eric would hear her.

“Em!” Her urgent whisper fogging the cracked glass. Her sister did not stir.

At least Emelia was alive; thanks to her own increible plan. That had to be enough. Alma couldn’t taunt Eric or lie about the passports, laughing in his face. As long as Eric believed Emelia had hidden the rucksack, he couldn’t kill her.

Alma rested her forehead against the wall and bit down on her lip. She’d have to trust that monster with her sister’s safety. She turned away and tiptoed across the screaming gravel to the trees, hoping he wanted the bag badly enough to keep his trigger finger under control. The passports were in her possession; she must use that wisely. A sob caught in her throat. If Emelia was unable to talk, he’d leave her alone. 

Matias gripped his stuffed rabbit tightly, his eyes wide. Alma picked up the blanket bundle and the rucksack with one hand and took his in her other. The pain in her shoulder was nothing compared to leaving her sister, but she had to keep at least one of them protected.

“Emelia?” Matias tugged on Alma’s arm as they left the cover of the trees.

“She’s...” Alma swallowed. “She’s going to be alright, little one.” She could taste the lie. She could not know that for certain. “That man won’t hurt her because we have these.” Alma lifted the rucksack.

The midday sun pounded the ground and the growing wind did nothing to dampen the waves of heat. Dust blew in flurries with each step, but with any luck they were far enough from the trees encircling the house for them to go unnoticed. Alma led Matias to the large rock formations south of the boundary. She had often noticed them looming in the middle distance, their great dark presence a craggy outline against the starry night, but they were not as impressive as she had once thought. She slumped in the welcoming shade.

Matias put his hand on hers. “Will Eric come for us?”

Alma shook her head. “He doesn’t know we’re here.” At least, he hadn’t searched the property. Or if he had, she hadn’t heard him slamming doors or swearing or doing any Eric-ish things. Emelia was clever in making him believe that she was the only one in the house. Alma stroked Matias’ hand. “We need to get her out of there.” 

Matias pushed the rucksack forcefully toward Alma. “Can’t we just give him that?” 

Alma took it and dropped it to one side. “I thought she’d already gotten out of the house.”

Matias bowed his head. “She was using the toilet. She told me to go outside and help you with the eggs. It’s my fault! I’m sorry!” His narrow shoulders trembled.

Alma cursed herself and reached for him, wrapping him in her arms. “Oh, Matias! It’s not your fault at all.” She held him close and rocked him gently, just like she did when he was a baby. “I’m supposed to be the one looking after you both.” The green wall of trees mocked her, blocking any view of the house and her sister. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I’ll get her back. I promise.”

It was a waste of energy to sob in the afternoon heat, but Matias didn’t hold back. With each jerking breath, guilt stabbed at Alma’s heart. Even holding him and whispering his name didn’t stop his tears. She wanted to beg him to stop but couldn’t take the release from him, too. She had failed Emelia, and he was in pain because of her mistakes.

There was only half a bottle of water left. She unscrewed the lid and offered it to Matias, he drank it down in three massive gulps, a small trail dribbling down his chin when he was done. Thankful at last for his stillness, they rested against the towering rock face. There were no sounds from the empty town drifting on the wind; only the insects chirruped and buzzed. It was useless to reach out for distant noises; no one else was in the burned out and deserted town. 

A vehicle door creaked and slammed; the van. Alma crawled to the edge of the rock. The dirt track was empty and there were no signs of disturbed dust. The white outline of the vehicle glinted in the sun, and sharp reflections from the metal shone through the trees. No engine hummed. Eric was not leaving. If only he would. A cracking bang made Alma jump. She gagged. It wasn’t sharp enough to be a gunshot but she couldn’t turn away and didn’t run toward the house either. Then as a gust of wind tossed her hair into her face, another bang, a faint squeak, and a shout. It was the back door swinging in the wind. Not the gun. Of course, it was the door. She had given up hope far too quickly.

She picked the grit from under her nails. In her panic she’d clawed at the rock, waiting for the worst sounds, yet doing nothing. It wasn’t right to leave her little sister alone. If their roles were reversed, Emelia would have thought of something. Her sister hit every button Alma had with her stubborn, argumentative willfulness, but when push came to shove, she was a genius at wriggling out of a jam. Apart from the last bit where she got herself knocked out and locked in a bedroom. No, that wasn’t fair. Eric was the one to blame for that. He was evil on two legs and no amount of teenage smarts could outweigh his taste for blunt force and violence. Emelia might be smart, but Eric was strong. If he decided Emelia wasn’t worth keeping alive, he’d end her without a second thought. Alma had experienced enough of his cruelty to know that was true.

Matias hugged his rabbit close, watching her every move. He said so little she wasn’t sure what he saw when he looked at her. She licked her thumb and wiped away the tear track etched in the grime on his cheek. “We’ll get in and get her. Trust me.” As usual, Matias didn’t make a peep.

“You trust me, don’t you?”

The back door squeaked on its hinges again. Alma bolted upright. If Eric had opened the back door, there might be a way of getting in. It had stopped banging, but the hinges were still giving off their tell-tale whine, so perhaps he’d propped it open. She could wait until nightfall; until he slept. Then sneak in and get Emelia out of that locked room. That would not be too difficult. She wiped her sticky palms down her sweatpants.

Matias fidgeted with his rabbit’s ears. Papa told a story about the “Rabbit Who Listened” Each night it was a new adventure. Rabbit and the Caverns of Doom. Rabbit and the Search Home. Rabbit Runs Through the Maze. Rabbit...
“Matias? Do you remember the story of the Invisible Rabbit?”
He nodded and waved a hand in front of his stuffed rabbit, just like Papa did; like a magician. 

“Now you see me, now you don’t.” Alma took the rabbit from her brother and tucked it into her shirt. “Where is it?”

Matias grinned. Her heart did little flips to see him look like himself again. “I don’t know, it’s invisible.”

“And what do we do when the Invisible Rabbit comes calling?”

Matias pulled his bunny back and snuggled it close. “We sleep so the rabbit can clean away the dust bunnies without anyone knowing where he hid them....”

Papa’s “go to sleep” story was a little mad, but also a little fantastic. If Matias slept he’d be safe. He never budged once he went down. And with him curled and snoozing, she could do what the Invisible Rabbit did, and collect the dust bunnies. Or, in this case, her sister. All she needed was for the right people to fall into a deep sleep.

She pulled the elastic from her ponytail and brushed the tangles from her hair. It wasn’t necessary to tidy herself, but Alma needed to do something; to move; to distract herself. It had the advantage of demonstrating that it was definitely bedtime. She always did her hair before she turned in. 

Matias snuggled down on the blanket. She was grateful that he had taken her suggestion; if only she could trust herself as he trusted her. She continued the hypnotic combing, steadying her own shaking nerves and going over her plan.

The relentless heat was exhausting, and Matias was off with his dreams within minutes. Shimmers disturbed the ground in an illusion of silent shaking and shifting. She kept moving; reorganizing the blanket pack, relacing her trainers and braiding her hair several times. Matias slept on, with his mouth slightly open; there would be no waking him for quite a while. Perfect. Resting her head against the rock, she pulled at a loose thread in her shirt, twisting it through her fingers. The others would sleep, but she would stay awake just like the invisible rabbit.

Alma crawled to the side of the rock. There had been no sounds from the house for at least an hour. Eric would have nothing to do but wait for Emelia to wake up; perhaps the heat had lulled him to sleep, too. Time to make her move.

She arranged Matias’ rabbit next to him, put her hands in her pockets, and stood back. He was the picture of peace. If only she could borrow some of that. The beads of Mama’s rosery clinked under her fingers. She pulled them out. Mama and Papa would come for them; she needed to keep Matias and Emelia safe until then. Getting Emelia back was her priority. She threaded the rosery over the rabbit’s head and gently kissed her brother’s precious face.

She rushed down to the trees and squidged herself behind the trunk. No sounds. Just the occasional squeak of that hinge on the back door. She tiptoed over the gravel as slowly as she dared, quietly cheering at the wide-open back door with its handle tied to a bar of the neighboring window. Only forty more feet of ear-splitting crunches and she’d be inside the house.

‘I am invisible.’ Alma repeated Papa’s words in her head. ‘I slide through the sleeping world on padded paws, with whiskers of silk, and a heart of gold. No one knows I’m here, but I do what I do to keep the room safe and clean, so Mama doesn’t have to tell us seventeen times that we have to clean up after ourselves.’ It had never occurred to her that Papa was probably the invisible rabbit who tidied up when they fell asleep. Her heart ached to curl up on the end of Matias’ bed and listen to another impossible story.

The breeze carried dirt through the open door, but there was no other movement. Or sound. Alma’s heart quickened. Creeping forward, the gravel crunched underfoot and she cringed. She checked the filthy windows for Eric’s shadow. Nothing. Alma pulled herself close to the house wall. All her sleepiness was gone. She gingerly placed her foot on the step. It squeaked. A snorting snuffle rumbled from the direction of the kitchen. She waited, her heart pounding so hard that it made her hands shake.

Nothing. Nothing except low grunting snores. Emelia didn’t snore.

Alma bent and slipped off her sneakers. She tiptoed along the hallway toward the room where Emilia was held captive. A cooling breeze flowed between the open doors, but it didn’t chase away the exhausting heat and Eric slept on. The other rooms were empty. Alma hunched over, making herself as small as she could and edged closer to the locked door.

The steady snore growled. She dared to lean around the kitchen doorframe. Eric had tipped his chair so that it sat on two legs with the back against the cupboard. His mouth drooped wide and his greasy hair fell away from his face. He was splayed in the chair, with his feet resting on the table littered with several cans of beer and the gun. It was tempting. If she dared to get close, she could reach for it. His fingers twitched. She withdrew and waited. A steady snore was her reward. She had no need for a gun. Alma was here for one reason; Emelia.

She turned the key to Emilia’s room, and the lock clicked. She twisted the knob and eased the door open. 

Emelia gasped. She held a bucket in her hands, poised to throw it. Alma put her finger to her lips. Emelia staggered to the wall, putting out one hand to steady herself. Alma rushed forward. The bucket fell to the mattress, the handle clanking louder than any bell Alma had ever heard.

Emelia gripped her forehead. The cut on her cheek was deep and dried blood smeared the side of her face. “I’m dizzy.”

Alma reached for her sister’s elbow. “Can you walk?” 

Emelia pushed her away.

Alma quickly put her sneakers back on and gripped Emelia around the waist. She waited for her sister to resist, but instead she clutched Alma’s offered hand in support. The two of them shuffled out of the room. They weren’t silent. Far from it. Their shoes dragged and scuffed along the wooden floor, sending Alma’s blood pressure sky high. She should have told Emelia that Eric was close, perhaps then her sister would have made more effort. Alma made a shushing noise as the grit ground into the bare floorboards under their feet. “Be the Invisible Rabbit,” she whispered.

Emelia frowned and tried to pull away then swayed and lost her balance. Reaching for Alma’s outstretched hand, Emelia grabbed Alma’s injured shoulder and squeezed hard. Pain shot through Alma, faster than lightning and twice as sharp. She yelped.

The snoring stopped and beer cans hit the floor.
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Chapter 4
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Catherine (Cat) Murphy

Mid-day, Arivaca, Arizona

“Oh, my—Cat, what in the holy hell have you done? Ben held the clear glass vial up to his face, rotating it, his lips moving as he read. “Excuse my language, ladies.” 

“I know, Ben. We know, Ben.” Cat hopped over to Rebecca, steadying herself on the vet table, Irritated that she didn’t have a crutch, she wondered if Tom had deliberately kept hers away. “I am so sorry, sweetie.” She nudged Ben. “What does the label say we should do?”

‘Women of childbearing age... should exercise extreme caution when handling this product... Dinoprost tromethamine is readily absorbed through the skin and can cause abortion...’ Oh, here it is, ‘accidental spillage on the skin should be washed off immediately with soap and water.’” Ben worked his way over to the big, deep utility sink opposite Rebecca.

“What does it say about injection?” Rebecca held her trembling hands out, displaying her bleeding palms.

“It says, uh,” Ben scanned the label. “‘In the event of accidental self-injection or needle stick, wash the injury thoroughly with clean running water. Get medical attention immediately.’” The young cowboy sat the bottle down and squatted behind the pregnant woman. “Let’s get this stuff off you.” He slipped his willowy arms under hers. “Ready, Bec?”

“Yes!” She drew a knee in next to her oversized belly, pulled that foot underneath, and pushed off the floor when Ben said “Three.”

As they stepped forward, he supported her, bracing Rebecca’s forearm, her hand clutching his. His other hand hovered in the small of her back, poised to catch her should she fall again. The two made their way over to the utility sink, Ben reached in front of Rebecca to turn on the water. She thrust her arms into the basin, splashing water over her upper body. He pulled out a spray nozzle and drenched her from chin to navel.

Cat’s ears pricked at the sound of heavy footsteps and the tinkling jingle of spurs. Tom shouldn’t be back yet. She spun toward the door, toppling over and crashing to the wet floor, gritty with small pieces of broken glass. “Dammit!” Something in her chest, maybe her sternum, popped. She lay on her stomach, hands pressed into the floor holding her face out of the poison-soaked bits of glass.

Tom crouched down, putting his face next to hers. “Give you a hand?”

She gritted her teeth and glared at the solemn faced cowman. “You could give me a goddamn leg.”

“How ‘bout we get you outta that mess there first, huh?” Before Cat could answer, he maneuvered around, helping her to a standing position. “What in blue blazes happened here?”

With Tom holding her by the arm, Cat leaned out picked up the unbroken bottle, tipping it back and forth. “Lutalyse. I broke several bottles.” The label fluttered, showing additional cautions on the second layer. “It puddled around Rebecca and she cut herself on some of the shards, I’m worried that she absorbed quite a bit.”

Tom walked her over to the corner near the sink, glass crunching under their feet, and sat her down on a hard, wooden chair. Hunkering down to her eye level, he put his hand on hers. “Good Lord, Cat. You know what that means?”

“I do.” She’d screwed up, again... and this time it might kill Rebecca—or her baby. Avoiding his eyes, Cat turned the bottle over in her hand, reading the Lutalyse label. “Guys... It says, ‘Ventilate the contaminated area. Do not breathe mist or vapor. If inhaled, remove to fresh air. For breathing difficulties, oxygen may be necessary. Call a physician or poison control center immediately.’ We need to get out of here right now, especially you, Tom—your lungs don’t need any more damage.”

“Ok, but before we worry ‘bout that, we’re going to get that nasty junk off you.” Tom stood. “Then we’ll vacate the room.”

Both sodden from head to toe, Ben and Rebecca moved out of the way, giving Tom and Cat access to the sink.

Together the pair rinsed and scrubbed Cat from head to toe, soapy water running down her leg and puddling on the floor.

“Okay, dear.” Tom dried his hands and offered her the towel. “We need to vamanos, but this floor’s mighty slippery. Let me carry you?”

Cat capitulated. If she didn’t swallow a bit of pride, she’d be fighting the man for the rest of her life. “Fine.” Being so helpless was getting pretty darn old, and that pride tasted pretty bitter.

Tom scooped her up. “Let’s go back to your place, we’ve got to get prepared. Y’all, I’m pretty sure that baby is coming today, whether we are ready or not.” 

Rebecca was ahead of them, stepping toward the door. “Oh, Mr. Callahan! I think you’re right.” She doubled over, grimacing, and clutching her belly.

Ben stood with his hand on her back. The pregnant woman straightened, and he offered his elbow. “I’ll help you back to Ms. Murphy’s.”

Back in the apartment, Cat settled in her chair, and Rebecca stretched out on the couch. The two men alternated between pacing and standing stock still, gazing out on the ruined desert.

Tom strode toward the door, addressing no one in particular, “I think I’ll go clean up the vet room, with that young’un on the way, we’re probably gonna need some supplies from in there.” 

“Nope, let me do it.” Ben cut him off. “I need to make sure it’s good and aired out before you go back in there. We can’t risk ruining our medic.”

“Agreed.” Cat’s leg ached and itched, she bent forward, feeling a sharp jab in her chest. When she reached out to scratch her calf, it wasn’t there. She’d heard of the phenomenon before, phantom limb something or other; it was no joke. “But, Ben, you can’t breathe that crap in either. Your lung is compromised, too, remember?”

“Oh, I remember that with every breath. Don’t you worry, Ms. Murphy, I’ll see if I can find a dust mask before I go in there.” Ben had his hand on the doorknob. “If I can’t, I’ll just go in real quick, open all the windows and doors, and then get the hell out of there.” He left and the screen door slammed shut behind him.

Beads of sweat formed on Rebecca’s head. Her eyes closed, she groaned intermittently. She rocked on the couch, gripping and compressing a throw pillow across her abdomen. Her lips moved, forming words, whispering. She was either counting the moments between contractions or the seconds between breaths.

“How ya doin’, honey?” Tom dampened a washcloth in the kitchen, then strode to Rebecca. He squatted next to the couch, placing his hand on her shoulder.

“I’ve been better.” Her words were short, her teeth clenched. “These are like no contractions I’ve ever felt before.”

Cat had never birthed her own baby, but she’d brought plenty of livestock into the world. If only she weren’t bound to the chair, reliant on someone else. She should be helping Rebecca. She was the helper, not the one who needed help.

“I’m sure that’s true.” He folded the wet cloth, laid it across her forehead. “How can we help?”

“I—Oh!” Rebecca rolled off the couch, nearly knocking Tom over. She pushed herself up off the terra cotta floor, kneeling on all fours. “My water just broke.”

Tom righted himself. “Okay. How do you want to do this?”

Using the armrests Cat struggled, pushing herself up out of her chair. She’d be damned if she’d stay put, she was going to her friend. She floundered, hopped over to the couch, pain radiating from her chest to her amputated leg. Lowering herself onto the floor next to the laboring woman, she winced. A pain pill or some whiskey, or both, would really take the edge off.

“Ow!” Rebecca bowed her head and arched her back, her oversized shirt hanging to the floor. “I don’t know. Just get these leggings off however you have to, cut ‘em off if need be. This baby is coming fast!”

“Okay, Bec, I can help you with that, but you’re going to need to slow down and breathe.” Cat put her hand on Rebecca’s. The younger woman’s face relaxed. A clock ticked over the main door; Cat focused on the second hand. “Let’s see how long and far apart these contractions really are.”

Tom rocked back onto his heels. “Are you comfortable there?”

“I wouldn’t say ‘comfortable,’ but this hurts less than lying on the sofa.” Rebecca shifted her weight from one side to the other. “Ugh, my knees aren’t happy.”

“Perhaps you should try to get up and walk around.” Over her many years of ranching, Cat had seen thousands of calves born and she’d observed certain predictable patterns. Cattle always had fewer calving issues when they had room to get out and roam. Cooping a mama up in a small pen always seemed to lead to problems. As much as she tried to avoid it, she’d had to assist many cows, pulling their calves out with a set of specialized chains. “If we can get you up, it’ll make it easier to take your pants off, too.”

Rebecca moved into a sitting position. She leaned against the couch, holding her head in her hands, rubbing her temples. 

Tom waited next to her. “Help you up?” 

“Just so you know, I’m not too excited about walking around.” She held a hand out. “What are you doing back so soon, anyway?”

“Dan’s horse went lame, so we had to double up and bring him back.” He took her by the hand. “To the couch first, then?” He lifted her to the sofa, then stood next to her. She placed her hand on his thigh, steadying herself.

Cat crawled over closer to Rebecca, her phantom toes dragging along the floor. “Get some towels, Tom? They’re in the cupboard above the washing machine.”

Tom’s voice echoed from the bathroom. “Sure, anything else you need?” 

“A flat sheet and a warm washcloth...oh, and some rubber gloves—there should be some under the sink or in a cupboard.” Cat had stopped coloring her hair years ago, but still had a partial box of latex gloves shoved away somewhere. She crawled to the end of the couch and removed a bright flowered blanket—and a light cotton throw—from an oversized basket. “Bec, do you want to get those bottoms off while he’s gone?” 

Rebecca covered her mouth and nodded her head. “Uh, I think I’m gonna puke.”

“Hold on.” Cat put her hand on the laboring woman’s. “Tom! See if you can find the mop bucket?”

Rebecca’s extra large, extra long shirt covered her thighs, reaching past her knees. Cat slid her hands up under the hem of the shirt, felt the elastic, then rolled the younger woman’s leggings and underwear down to the top of her thighs. “Lift up a bit, Bec.” 

Rebecca swallowed hard, flexed her sinewy arms, and pushed up off the couch. Cat rolled the clothing the rest of the way off, tossed it aside, then covered Rebecca’s legs with the throw.

“Aargh!” Another contraction overtook Rebecca and Cat noted the time. It had been a little more than two and a half minutes since the last one. Rebecca tensed, twisting and squirming for forty-five seconds, then her body went slack.

Cat’s hand trembled as she rubbed Rebecca’s leg. “Done?”

“For now...” Rebecca leaned her head back, stretched her neck, and closed her eyes. “This feels different than any of the other babies.” She reached behind her head, lifting her long, blonde hair off her neck. “The contractions are more intense, and there’s this strange, sharp pain—uh—lower.” The lines on her forehead creased in a deep vee. She’d aged in these last few days.

“You’re doing awesome, little mama.” Cat patted her on the arm, doing her best to hide her jitters.

Tom returned with a sheet, a thick stack of towels, and a wet washcloth. “Sorry, no hot water. We disconnected the water heater, it was eating too much electricity. I’ll warm some on the stovetop, though.” He handed her the box of gloves and the washcloth, then left the linens at the end of the couch and went to the kitchen. “I can’t find the bucket, either.”

Cat took the washcloth and wiped Rebecca’s face. “Just get something for her to throw up in?”

“Okie dokie.” Tom rummaged through the cupboards, ran the water, then the ignitor on the stove clicked. He handed Cat a small bowl. “Just ‘til I get back. I’m gonna go grab a feed bucket from the stables.” He strode away.

The door clicked shut, the screen door banging. Cat took several towels and slid them up under the pregnant woman. “Okay, Bec, do you want me to check you?” 

“Ugh.” Rebecca rolled her eyes. “The pain I can handle, but this might be the worst part of giving birth.” She scooted back, then rolled into place, lying on the couch. “Yeah, okay.”

“I know, hon. I’m sorry.” Cat repositioned the blanket, covering Rebecca’s legs, then pulled on a pair of gloves. “Push your heels up to your bum and let your knees fall apart.” She reached between Rebecca’s legs, checking her dilation. 

Rebecca gasped and squirmed. “So?”

“You’re doing a great job, and good news, we’ve got time to get you situated where and how you want.” Cat removed the gloves with a snap, turning them inside out. “I don’t think you’re dilated more than three or four centimeters.” Cat held up two fingers and pointed to her top knuckles.

“Cat, this just doesn’t feel right.”

“I know, Bec.” Cat put her hand on Rebecca’s and squeezed. “I’m so sorry about the Lutalyse.”

“I understand... It’s not the intensity of the contractions. It’s that stabbing pain.” Rebecca rubbed and pushed on the lower part of her swollen abdomen. “I don’t think the baby’s in the right position—I can’t feel the head.” Her eyes welled up with tears, she clenched her teeth, and squeezed Cat’s hand with a viselike grip. 

“I’m not sure what—” Cat was interrupted by the squeak of the door. 

Tom returned swinging a dripping red plastic bucket. Ben followed him, closing the door gently. The boy went into the bathroom and emerged with a mop, then cleaned the trail that Tom had left and the spot where Rebecca’s water had broken.

“Sorry I took so long.” Tom glanced down at a wet spot on his jeans. “And that I’m dripping all over the place. Dang it. The bucket was dusty, so I rinsed it—hey, everything okay?”

Cat bit her lip and looked up at him. “We don’t think the baby’s in the right position.”

He sat down the bucket. “Want me to have a feel, Rebecca?”

“Please.” The pregnant woman pressed on her stomach. “I think this is where the baby’s head oughtta be. It should feel round and solid right here—and it doesn’t. At least not to me.” She moved her hand up to the bottom of her sternum and pushed down. “I think it’s here.”

The old cowman used the tips of his fingers to palpitate her abdomen. “I don’t feel it either.” As his fingers moved up Rebecca’s stomach, he turned to Cat. “Ope, there it is. How far apart are her contractions?”

“A little more than two minutes, and they’re about fifty seconds long, but they’re getting closer together rapidly.” Cat shifted her body; her chest hurt, her stump throbbed, and her good leg was going numb. “When I checked, she was only dilated three or four centimeters.”

“Okay, it should be a little while before this baby comes, let’s wait until she’s a little more dilated, maybe it’ll turn before the time comes.” Tom rose, removed his cowboy hat, and wiped his brow. He ambled over to the door and hung the hat on a hook.

Rebecca screamed. It had been less than two minutes since her last contraction. She grabbed the front of Cat’s shirt, her face contorted in pain. “I... need... you... to take a look. Something is very wrong!”

Dan burst through the door. “What’s going on?” He ran to his mother and dropped to the floor next to her head, the smell of burnt desert and horse sweat lingering. “Mama! Are you okay?”

“She’s gonna be just fine, son.” Tom grasped him by the shoulders and pulled him up, pointing him toward the door. “Why don’t you go unsaddle and grain the horses? Tend to that gelding. I’ll come get you if we need you. I give you my word.”

The boy hesitated, but did as the cow boss directed. “Okay. You take care of her...” He looked Cat in the eye holding her gaze for a moment, then did the same to Ben, then Tom. “Ya hear?

Cat put another set of gloves on and waited for the contraction to pass. “You might want to turn your head boys.” She lifted the blanket and felt up inside Rebecca. She probed with her fingers and her heart dropped. Rebecca was right, something was very wrong. Extremely wrong. Instead of the top of a little head—or worse, a small bottom—Cat felt tiny toes.
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Chapter 5
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Nora Bennani 

Early Morning, Page Springs, Arizona

Dunia shook her shoulder. “Nora, wake up.”

“What?” Darkness still shrouded the land, the night insects chirping, no birds calling. She sat up, the chaise lounge creaking underneath her. 

“It’s time to go.”

“It’s still dark. It’s too dangerous to drive in the dark with the earthquake damage.” 

Dunia grabbed her arm and hauled her up. “By the time you brush your teeth, the sun will come up. Jaya and Faris are eager to get started. You said there were many, many kilometers to go, right?”

Nora followed Dunia to the bathroom. “Yes. There are.” She did her business, and then trailed Dunia to the kitchen area, where they had cold rice and beans for breakfast. Hunger made it taste better than it should. 

“Jaya has packed the car with smaller water containers and food, but we’ll need to find a small cookstove. Or light fires, but that will take too much time. We also have a tarp and rope, plus some sleeping mats and blankets. But we only have enough food for three days. We will need to find more on our way.” Once they finished eating and thanked the cooks, Dunia led her to the back of the kitchen shed. Faris closed the hatch on the Ford, and motioned to the front with a curled lip.

Nora walked to the driver’s side. Sydu sat there, jabbering. Dunia fired back. Faris opened the door, yanked Sydu out of the seat, and pushed him into the back. 

“Women not drive.” Sydu sneered.

She bent down to smile at him. “This woman drives. And she knows the roads here. You do not.”

Faris got in the front passenger seat, leaving the two women to climb in the back. Poor Dunia ended up in the middle. 

Nora slid into the front and adjusted the seat and mirrors, her backpack on her lap. Faris took the backpack from her, placing it with the other items crowding the floorboard. He lifted both eyebrows and pointed at the pack, then made a finger gun. Nora nodded in reply and fastened her belt. “Dunia, everyone should wear the safety belts. It will be a very rough ride.”

She translated twice. Everyone except Sydu put their belts on. With Sydu shoved behind the passenger seat, it wasn’t likely he’d go flying and hurt the rest of them. If he got knocked around, she really didn’t care. She put the car in drive. In the dawn light, the shadows made it hard to see road damage, so she kept their speed low. 

Sydu’s tone was mocking, but Dunia didn’t bother to translate. Nora kept her eyes on the road’s surface. Ignoring Sydu was the best thing she could do. They bumped down the long Oak Creek road. She’d driven up the road only two days ago, but it seemed like a lifetime. She’d changed. The whole world had changed.

The constant earthquakes shuddering through the land, the terrible discovery of the conditions the Martinez workers endured, and the horrifying revelation of their children’s fate made Nora feel as though she’d fallen through a portal into a different world. She wasn’t in America. Not the America she’d grown up in. She kept her speed low through the tiny town center of Page Springs. Someone had cleared the downed trees, and the store’s door hung open. Pulling up close, even with the lack of light, the shelves were glaringly empty. 

Nora drove away, her heart aching. Clearing roads to loot your neighbors wasn’t the America she knew. She pulled onto Highway 89A. They would drive north through Sedona, but on the way, there were more Martinez Corporation sites to check. 

They’d looked at the map last night, and decided driving north on the remote highway had some drawbacks, but some pluses too. There weren’t many bridges to cross, and the road paralleled a river much of the way. Jaya and Dunia were enthusiastic about that, although Nora wasn’t so sure. You couldn’t drink straight from the river safely, and it was August, so the river was likely to be dry or puddles. But Dunia laughed at her concerns, telling her a city girl wouldn’t understand how easy it was to get water from a river bed when you were desperate. 

If it wasn’t for Nora’s passport and American credentials, she was fairly certain they would have left her behind. Or kicked her out entirely. Next to their survival knowledge, she had nothing. Now that they knew where the so-called schools were, and they had a map, her only usefulness was driving, tour guide and token American. 

They passed the Sedona Wetlands Preserve, an oasis of green in the desert landscape. Dunia taught English to Faris and Jaya while Sydu slept. The road was in decent shape, allowing Nora to drive faster. The red rock desert returned, sagebrush and spiky cactus dotting the rocky hills. Ahead, signs directed them to a rough dirt side road. Nora slowed and cautiously made the turn, bumping along the rough sand and gravel road. Ahead, the bridge across the wash had fallen; they had to cross the sand. That might be a challenge for the little car. Nora let off the gas.

“No, don’t slow down or you’ll get us stuck.” Dunia poked her head forward between the seats. “Do you know how to drive in sand?”

Sydu said something clearly nasty. Dunia retorted. “Nora, stop here. Let me drive this part. You all get out and walk across. You might have to push, too.”

“Okay.” Nora put the car in park and got out, walking with the others. 

Dunia accelerated evenly and hit the sand at a higher rate of speed than Nora would have. She practically surfed the car across, spinning the wheels a bit on the harder gravel. Good thing the four of them walked far behind, because the Fiesta threw gravel farther than Nora thought it could. They trudged through the sand and got back in. Dunia had already gotten in the back. When Sydu passed the back door, Faris spat at him. The car sagged under their weight, the springs squeaking in protest. 

Nora drove onwards, cautiously. Dunia had the map. “I think we’re close to one of the Martinez factories.” 

She drove through the red rock desert, leaving the highway at Sedona Shadows and turning immediately on to a frontage road. They paralleled the highway, then bumped up, into the surrounding hills. They passed a house and a riding stable, Nora shivering at the tendril of ice dripping down her spine, remembering her desperate bid to stay conscious after Regina Martinez’s sweet tea. Driving into the spiky cactus and rough pink desert, Nora’s neck ached. She rolled her shoulders, trying to relax. White-knuckling the wheel wasn’t helping. 

They left the small desert community behind some hills and came to an open gate. At first glance, it looked a lot like another horse training facility, which is exactly what the sign said. But when they passed through the gate and the enormous building labelled “Arena,” it was clear the building wasn’t an arena at all. The tracks across the gravel and dirt were tire prints, not hooves. Nora rolled to the building labelled as an office; another trailer-type structure on a cinder block foundation. Much like the Page Springs factory they’d come from, a series of long shed-type buildings stood behind the arena. She stopped at the office and opened the car door, but the silence was eerie. The stench was worse—something had died there. 

Faris reached into her backpack and pulled the gun. “Stay.” He got out of the car, glancing around, and walked to the office trailer. Standing to the side of the three steps up to the trailer’s door, he knocked, but there was no answer. He threw the door open and ducked. Weapon raised, he darted his head around the doorframe, jumped back, and returned for a longer look. Climbing the stairs, he looked inside both ways, but didn’t go inside. He closed the door, and wiped the handle with his shirttails, then returned to the car, his face grim. “Dead. Many dead. Go.”

“Go back or go further?” Nora pointed into the site. If they found more evidence of worker mistreatment, it would further her case against Martinez.

Faris shook his head. “Back to the road. Not good.” 

“Are you sure? We should check and make sure there’s no one trapped—” 

He raised his pointer finger and waved it at her. “No. Bad things. Go.” 

So much for her being a guide. She was there as a driver, evidently not a decision maker. As Nora carefully returned to the highway, he spoke longer with Dunia and Jaya. Sydu kept interjecting, his voice rising in volume. Dunia ignored him, then snapped at him. He shut up. Nora was grateful, because his voice was annoying. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, he sat, arms crossed, legs spread too far for the compact car, with a mulish expression. He was a sulky brat. 

“Faris said the trailer was full of dead guards.” Dunia leaned forward. “If the workers killed the guards, they might kill us. Or if it was someone else, someone from the local community, we don’t want to interfere.”

Nora swallowed back her automatic objections. Even if she could get through to the police, she could only tell them they found a trailer full of dead bodies. The police would assume they did it. They’d get slapped in jail, there’d be an earthquake and they’d die. 

She drove carefully down the long, winding road. In the nearby subdivision, many houses were piles of rubble or listing, some had tents in the backyards. They bumped back on to the highway and headed toward Sedona. 

The signs for Sedona still stood, along with a tourist information sign. In the distance, hills of red rock covered in dusty green sagebrush stood, but they were too far away to see if they’d fallen. An enormous field of solar panels shimmered on their right, below the highway. They passed what might be a school; gigantic white tents poked up from baseball and soccer fields. People stood in lines outside one of the larger tents. 

Nora bumped her way along the highway, slowing further at handmade signs offering food, water, and medical care. At a four-way intersection, men and women directed traffic, a long stream of vehicles entering the road to their right. Poles once holding traffic lights lay at the side of the road. 

A woman held up a hand, stopping them. Under a bright reflective vest, she wore a long, flowing hot pink broomstick skirt. Nora rolled down the window. 

“Greetings, friends. We have a relief station set up at the high school. There’s free food and water, plus medical care for the injured.”

“Oh, we don’t have anyone injured here in the car. Do you have any medical care available for away from here? Like Page Springs?”

“I’m afraid not.” She shook her head slowly, her long, straight hair waving along with her dress. “It’s all we can do to keep up with the people here.”

“Can we get through Sedona? Because we need to go north.”

“It’s not good to the north. We’re safe here in Sedona, because everyone is groovy, but up there? You shouldn’t go. It’s not safe.” She waved her hands in front of her.

“Can we get through on the roads?”

“You can get through Sedona on the highway. Everyone’s working together, keeping it clear. But further north the canyons are sliding. Landslides keep blocking the highway. Last I heard, they’d cleared it, but we don’t know if it’s still clear. I don’t know if anyone can get into Flagstaff. Someone set up roadblocks. And not nice ones, like this. Dangerous stuff. So sad.” She smiled and tilted her head. “Come join us for a meal, for a break. Everything is safe here. We all share everything, man.”

The woman couldn’t be more of a Sedona stereotype if she tried. Nora forced a smile. “No, thank you so much for the invitation, but we have to go north. My friend’s kids are up there and we need to get them.”

“Are you sure? We’re holding a restorative yoga class after lunch and sage smudging tonight.”

“I’m sure. Can you get us across this?” Nora pointed at the stream of vehicles turning in front of her. 

“Sure. Hold on.” She whistled, and the traffic director in the middle of the intersection stopped the traffic. Putting her hands together at her chest, she bowed slightly. “Namaste.” 

Jaya replied, “Namaste,” but her tone was incredulous. Faris smiled slightly, with his brows coming together, but he returned the gesture. 

They drove into the city. Most of Sedona’s buildings were low to the ground, but in the distance, the iconic red rock hills had crumbled. The stunning escarpment of pink and orange was no more; nothing but stubby hills remained. It was too far away to know, but she suspected many of the homes and businesses at the bottom of those hills had been crushed by falling rocks. 

As they continued, the impact of the unending earthquakes became clearer. Buildings taller than a single story were heavily damaged, even many of the single level businesses and homes were leaning, crumbling, or piles of rubble. Spray painted “Xs” showed the results of search and rescue. Some buildings had two or three markings, but Nora would bet no one had searched recently. Light poles lay tumbled, electrical lines were down or listing. Taller trees were uprooted, some sawn into pieces, but most still leaned where they fell. 

Throughout the city, rocky debris was piled off the road. Gas stations had handmade signs stating there was no gas, no diesel, no food. Businesses were closed, some boarded up, and many destroyed. Cars crowded the road going the other direction, abandoned cars parked haphazardly along the sides, doors open. People walked toward the relief site at the high school, a group pushing a car off into a business lot, the occupants climbing out to join the flood heading to the west. 

The peaceful community at the high school seemed like a great idea, but continuing to serve all those people was unsustainable. When the food ran out, it could get ugly. A big pickup truck roared by them, going the wrong way on their side of the road. Nora pulled over to the right-hand lane. She might have to dodge debris and trees, but that was better than a head on collision. 

They jolted and jostled their way down the road. 

Dunia pointed to Nora’s right. “Starbucks!” 

The facade lay smashed on the ground, the iconic name in pieces. Elsewhere, red clay roof tiles sprawled across pavement and gravel. Plants were brown and dry after a few days without water. They rounded traffic circles, boulders of red rock blocking the sidewalks. What had once been a hotel was rubble, white plastic chaise lounges and umbrellas mashed flat or sticking up out of the rocks at odd angles. A sea of red bricks, a white cross listing above like a sinking ship’s mast, was all that remained of a big church. The road narrowed, more cars and trucks abandoned to the side. Some were damaged, but Nora guessed most had run out of fuel. 

They left the buildings and people of the city behind, driving into the canyon area to the north. Just outside the city, falling rock had pushed the traffic to the far side of the road. She drove through a parking lot, then jostled back onto the pavement. The road became a maze and they wound in and out and around boulders. Several times, Faris got out to clear smaller rocks off the road so she could drive ahead. The car shook and Nora stopped, staring out the window at the cliffs above. She kept her hand on the gearshift, ready to throw it into reverse. But nothing but pebbles and dirt fell. She let go of the brake and rolled forward, rising to their top speed of twenty miles per hour. Something caught her eye, and she slammed on the brake. An enormous boulder toppled down on the road in front of them, bounced, and flew onward. Nora put a hand over her heart, pounding hard enough to drown out the exclamations of the others. 

In some places, small hotels, stores, and campgrounds were crushed, buried, fallen off their foundations, or all three. Blacked timbers and scorched rocks marked the remains of fires. In areas where the canyon was wider, survivors gathered around the remaining buildings. Nora didn’t stop at any of those places; none of them would have anything to spare, and they couldn’t fit more people inside their car. 

A sign for Pump House Wash appeared in front of them. Nora looked up at the towering canyon wall. They had to drive up and out of the gorge; the road switching back and forth as it rose. So many steep hillsides, so many potential landslides, so many tall trees ready to come down on them. 

The sign Nora was dreading appeared: Bridge Out Ahead.
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Chapter 6

[image: image]


Alma Garcia

Mid-Day, Southeastern Utah

Pain spiked through Alma’s shoulder and her yelp escaped before she could clamp her mouth shut. “Run!” She pushed Emelia down the corridor, holding her upright by her waist.

A chair scraped across the kitchen floor. Eric shouted and lunged out of the kitchen.

A gunshot roared and plaster from the ceiling crashed, right in front of them. Alma screamed and ducked. A plume of dust filled the hallway stopping her in her tracks. As fast as it had arrived, the dust blew away in the breeze, but she was paralyzed. The sky was falling. She couldn’t outrun a bullet or carry Emelia away from Eric. She couldn’t even remember where the door was or which way to run.

“Two of you!” His low voice was menacing. “Any more?”

“Of course not!” Emelia was shaking but did not bother to turn.

Her sister was a fool. He had the gun and a quick temper, and they had nothing to protect themselves. Alma spun to face him, her whole body trembling. It was probably better to be forewarned than surprised. 

Eric peered into the other rooms as he advanced. “Why should I believe you?”

Alma could barely stand still for her shaking, but Emelia’s voice was stronger and barely shook. “Because you have a gun.”

“You lied to me before.” Eric's attention shifted from Emelia’s back and focused on Alma. She shuffled away from him. He smiled.

Emelia finally shifted to face him. Alma gripped her arm, supporting her when she staggered. “I thought she’d run away.”

He lowered the gun slightly. “Stupid little girls. No sense whatsoever!”

Emelia put her hand on her hip. “We didn’t leave the bag though, did we?” Alma squeezed her arm, doing her best to warn her. Emelia tugged it away. “I mean, who are you, calling us stupid?”

Eric took two steps and slapped Emelia across the other cheek. She stumbled backwards.

Alma reached to catch her. “No!”

He grabbed Emelia by the hair and pulled her out of Alma’s reach. Emelia yelled and gripped his wrist. He put the gun under her chin, and she froze; the struggle over in an instant. He turned to Alma. “What is she to you?” Emelia’s eyes widened, and she twitched her head infinitesimally. “Well?”

“We’re friends.” Alma’s voice was weak.

“Do you know where the bag is?”

“What bag?” Alma replied too quickly.

Eric shook his head. “You’ve been here with this.” He lowered his weapon and tugged at Emelia’s hair so hard that she had to stand on tiptoes. “You know what bag.”

Alma raised her hands and took the tiniest step toward Emelia. “Please, you’re hurting her.”

He snorted and pulled Emelia’s hair again so that her face was inches from his. “And?”

And she had to stop him. The gun was by his side, but she was not bullet proof and he wouldn’t miss her at such close range. His looming presence intensified the longer she delayed, sapping every ounce of courage she’d mustered to rescue Emelia in the first place. She wasn’t strong enough to take him on. She wasn’t brave enough to do anything. His vile breath caught one of Emelia’s loose curls. But Emelia, hanging from his wrist, winked at her.

It was a sign; a warning; a something. Emelia wanted her to do or know something. But she had no plan.

Eric frowned. “What is it?”

Emelia slumped onto Eric’s arm and lifted her feet from the floor. He held her for a fraction of a second then loosened his grip in her hair. She staggered then collapsed into Eric’s shoulder, knocking him off balance. He crashed to the floor, Emelia landing on top of him. He dropped the gun. It skidded just out of reach. He pushed Emelia off and lunged at his weapon.

Emelia grabbed Eric’s ankle and yanked. Alma dived for the gun, but he reached out and got to it first. He kicked Emelia in the face, the toe of his boot crunching into her nose. She went limp and let go. Scrambling to his feet, he snarled. “I should kill her for that.”

Emelia was completely still. Alma stooped and Eric hissed. Emelia’s chest rose. She was still alive for now. A tear ran down Alma’s cheek, betraying her feelings; the last thing she wanted to do in front of that monster. Emelia had endured a second blow to the head and all she could do was cry. She was weak and little more than a stupid little girl, just like he said. But she was all Emelia had. “She’s already knocked out. You hit her so hard.” Alma clutched her hands in prayer. “Please, Eric!”

“First names are we?” He edged closer, then ran a finger down her cheek. “And what might I call you?” His breath stank of stale beer. She turned her face away. “Tell me where the bag is.” She wanted to run, but even if there was time, her legs were shaking so much that they would not carry her far. “Maybe you will talk in an hour or two. I’ll let you have a think about it.” He pointed to Emelia and the nearest room. “Put her in there.”

She lifted Emelia under the arms and winced, dragging her to the room. Her shoulder was more painful than before, but she wouldn’t complain, she had made enough trouble. Emelia’s head lolled and a horrid red lump was swelling on her cheek where the cut was oozing blood again.

Laying Emelia on the mattress, she pulled up a stool and took her sister’s hand.

“I don’t think so.” Eric laughed. “You are going in that one.”

He was an armed bully who kept taking chunks out of her. Her shoulders slumped and she bowed her head. He didn’t need target practice. She stepped past Emelia and across the hallway. The lock clicked for Emelia’s room behind her. She swallowed and rushed to the room across the hall, desperate to get away from him.

Eric lingered by the door. “Just knock when you are ready to talk, sweetie.” He smiled. Her mouth went dry and she backed away. Laughing, he shut her in and locked her cell.

Crying would not solve the mess, but she couldn’t prevent the tears from flowing. She curled up in the corner of the room, as far away from the door as possible, and wept. Everything was her fault. She’d made an even bigger mess of it all. Em’s ingenuity was wasted; she was clever and brave. Alma couldn’t even get to the stupid gun when Em had risked it all. She had come into the house to rescue her sister, there was no way she would abandon her, but now she had made it so much worse. Em was breathing, but he had hurt her badly. And Matias, her little one, was alone. He’d never been alone for the whole of his life. It was reckless to leave him. He would be fretting and terrified. Maybe there would be another quake and he’d get crushed by the rock. She beat her fists against the stained mattress. She had made everything a hundred times worse.

She had what Eric wanted. She wiped her cheeks. Not strictly true. Matias had what Eric wanted. She rested her forehead on her knees. She couldn’t tell Eric where to get the passports without risking Matias’ life.

But Emelia! If she wouldn’t rile him up. “Argh!” She recalled that horrid determination on his face when he lashed out when things didn’t go his way. Eric had given another guard a black eye after they’d made him angry. She could not trust Eric to leave them alone if she handed the passports to him on a plate. But that was the only thing that might get them out alive. Perhaps she could tell him she had hidden the bag somewhere in the town and lead him off to the burned-out RV or the art gallery. Perhaps she could take him to the yellow diner, with the burnt dead man. She shivered. It probably wouldn’t freak Eric out and besides, that kitchen had too many sharp knives. She gritted her teeth. None of that would help. Emelia would still be locked in her room with no way of escaping.

She used the bucket to relieve herself, then went to the window. The trees blocked her view, but at least the room faced the rock where she’d left Matias’ sleeping. She rested her head on the cool glass. The tiniest squeak from the window made her lean away. There was a small crack in the far corner of the window. Alma pushed against the glass and the fissure grew from the corner halfway up the pane. It would be pointless. There were bars on the outside, but Alma didn’t care. She took off her shoe, put it on her hand and smashed the glass. Shards flashed and flew in every direction. She shielded her face and hit harder. Tinkling and crashing, the broken glass fell to the ground outside.

“Hey!” Eric yelled and banged on the door. She cringed back. “You can’t get out that way, you stupid girl.”

She snarled and murmured to herself. “I know. But I feel better for it.” She raised her voice. “I needed some air.” She smashed the larger pieces so that most of the lower pane was gone. She laughed at the relief. She couldn’t leave but the stress and tension floated out the glassless window. Finally, there was space to think. She put her sneaker back on.

“Enough! Do you want me to come in there and smash something else?” Eric bellowed.

She turned to the door. “No!”

“Are you ready to talk?”

“Never!” It would be the last thing she’d ever do. Weighing her own death, in exchange for her siblings’ safety, wasn’t as frightening as she expected. She would protect them no matter what. But she couldn’t offer herself in their place without knowing they would escape her killer.

“Alma!” Emelia’s call was muffled.

She ran to the door. “Em! Em! Estas bien?” Are you okay? 

“I’ll be alright! You?” Emelia returned in Spanish.

“Shut up, both of you.” Eric banged on Alma’s door. “I don’t want to hear your nonsense jabbering.”

“Give up and leave us alone!” Emelia’s voice was stronger.

The gunshot made her jump. She stumbled back a step and fell to her knees. “Em!” Her voice caught in her constricting throat. She crawled to the door and clawed at the handle. “Emelia!” She rattled the door and hot tears splattered on the floorboards. Smashing glass came from across the hallway.

Eric pounded on another door. “I mean it!”

“Get lost!”

She clutched her chest, thrilled that Emelia was alive. Eric had not killed her or dampened her feisty attitude. “Yeah! Just go!” Her voice trembled, but she hoped it reassured Emelia.

Eric growled. “I only need the one of you.” After a long moment of silence, he added, “You choose. The first one to tell me where the bag is, gets to live.”

Silence. She would not betray Emelia. She would stay silent. They would both survive, at least for the time being.

She put her ear to the door, but there was only Eric’s heavy footfall to the kitchen. She went back to the window and tipped the mattress up to empty off the broken glass, shifting the remnants into a pile with her toe. Small shards of glass clung to the frame. She leaned out as far as the slightly curved bars would allow and breathed the warm air deeply. Gripping the bars, she gave them a fierce shake, putting her entire weight into it. Her shoulder twinged, but she continued with one hand. The bar only rattled in its secure fixings, it being the one thing in the house the guards had maintained.

A twig snapped. She stilled herself. A branch twitched, then a small hand pushed a few leaves aside. Matias! Alma smiled, then almost cried. He shouldn’t be so close to the house. She motioned with her hand for him to go, but he was wide eyed and didn’t move away. Not even daring to whisper with the kitchen so close, she shooed him again, but he shook his head. The rosary hung from his neck.

Nonsense jabbering. Eric had referred to Alma and Emelia speaking in Spanish as nonsense jabbering.

She put a finger to her lips. “Does Eric understand Spanish?” she shouted in Spanish out the window.

“I doubt it!” Emelia yelled back. “He’s an idiot!” Her laugh bubbled through the closed door, lifting Alma’s spirit.

Matias beamed at her. She motioned for him to wait. Her heart was pounding. If Eric understood Spanish, she’d be in trouble, but if not, they could plan their escape. She yelled in Spanish. “This man is not only mean but stupid if he thinks he can beat my family. I could tell him where the passports are if he listened.”

Emelia’s laugh died quickly, but the silence was short lived. Eric’s growling voice boomed from the kitchen. “I told you to shut it unless you have anything important to say.”

She smiled. Eric didn’t jabber in Spanish. It would be too risky to keep shouting and if she whispered to Matias, Eric would suspect she was up to something. She swallowed and sang Papa’s song. The melody was slow and sad, tinged with grief. Her voice was nowhere near as comforting as his, but she could hear his tones in the rise and fall.

Eric laughed—always laughing at the wrong moment, that man, and never with warmth or humor—but he didn’t demand she stop. She cut from the original lyrics and added her own words in Spanish.

“You must not make a noise, little one. Do you understand?” Matias covered his mouth, but his eyes twinkled. “Do you have the bag?” Matias shook his head and pointed toward the rock. “He locked our sister in another room, I will distract him. Wait until I am far away with him. You come in and let her out. Do you understand?” Matias paused before acknowledging. “Hide well. I don’t want him to see you. Promise you will wait.”

Matias picked up the cross and kissed it before stepping back into the shadow of the trees.

She rushed to her door and sung louder. “Emelia, did you hear the plan? Matias will come and get you out, then you need to run away from here.”

“No, Alma!” Emelia pleaded. “I heard it, but please don’t do this. We need you.”

Clear headed and smart Emelia didn’t need her; all she needed was to be able to get away from Eric. Alma could do that for her and this was the best way to give her all she needed.

Eric stomped up the hallway and banged on the door. “What’s going on?”

Alma was silent. The key turned in the lock. She backed away and her door flung wide.

“Secret messages?” His voice was low. Alma took another step, tripping slightly on the mattress and her foot banging against the bucket. “You treat me like a fool? You’re the fool. I only need the one of you.”

“I was just singing.”

“And she was just answering you.” He jabbed his thumb toward Emelia’s cell, marched in, then folded his arms.

“N-n-no!” She held up her hand to defend herself. “It’s not that. Not that at all.”

Eric ran his fingers through his greasy hair. “Really?”

She tried to smile. He raised an eyebrow and took another step forward.

“I want to tell you about the bag.” She tried to retreat farther, but there was nowhere left to go. “Don’t you want to know about the bag?”

Eric paused his approach and laughed. “Yes. Where is it?”

“I’ll show you.”

Eric tucked his thumbs into his belt and tapped the handle of the gun. “I can see why you would think that’s a good idea. I let you out of this room, you take me to some random place and then you run off.”

She shook her head. “If you let her go, I won’t run off. I promise. I’ll show you.” Leading him away from Emelia and Matias would give them the best odds of escaping him.

She couldn’t help but check Emelia’s door and he glanced at it too. “Why won’t you run? What is she to you?” He reached for the gun in his belt. “Well? You want me to go and ask her?”

Emelia would do infinitely better than her, but Alma would not put her in that position. Her voice quivered. “She’s my sister.”

“No!” Emelia groaned.

Eric laughed; loud, booming and cruel. “Your sister is a feisty little thing. You were so much easier to break.” He took a slow step toward her. “I’m not going to let you show me where the bag is. I want her to tell me.”

Emelia banged on her door. “That’s never going to happen!” She continued in Spanish. “Kick him! Grab his gun! Do something!”

“Please, I’ll tell you.” Alma shifted, and the bucket slopped. He shuffled closer. “You can lock me back up and get it yourself.”

Eric ran a hand through his hair. He raked her up and down, making her skin prickle. She went cold. For the first time since coming back to the house, she longed for the other guards to step out from another room and halt his advance. He wasn’t hiding the burning hunger in his toxic gaze. His swaggering step closer oozed confidence and intensified the stink of his stale sweat. Grime clung to his unshaven chin. He needed a bath and she had just the thing to wash him down. 
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Chapter 7
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Catherine (Cat) Murphy

Mid-day, Arivaca, Arizona

“Bec?” Cat attempted to sound composed, but hysteria rang in her voice. She struggled to control her expression, certain her face betrayed her as well. She shoved her hands down into her lap, struggling to hide the trembles.

Rebecca tensed and propped herself up on her elbows. Wild-eyed, her jaw quavered. “What? What is it, Cat!?”

“Now, I want you to stay calm. It’s important for the baby, okay?” Cat beckoned to Tom and reached for Rebecca’s hand. “I can feel the child’s toes.”

Tom crouched down; his face had fallen. “You sure?”

Cat nodded. “It’s a footling.” If the baby came out foot, or feet, first, a whole host of complications might occur. The cord might slip out and get pinched off before the head was delivered, depriving the infant of oxygen. The child’s hips or arms might get hung up on Rebecca’s pelvis and might get broken or dislocated during delivery. Or, scariest of all, the baby’s head might get stuck. Cat didn’t even want to think about the ways that the baby could get damaged—or die.

“If you push the foot back in...” Rebecca pushed Cat’s hand away and reached for Tom’s. “You can turn it, right?”

“Gee, Rebecca, I don’t know...” Tom scratched his head with his free hand. “I know it can be awful painful, and I’ve only done it with cattle. I just don’t know if the little one will cooperate.”

“If that doesn’t work, we’ll talk about other options.” Rebecca squeezed his hand, her knuckles turning white. “Tell me you’ll do it. Every other option that I can think of is a hell of a lot scarier.” She turned to Cat. “Ow! Push that child back in.”

“Okay, Bec. Give me a second.” Cat rolled onto her knees, her aching chest screaming. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to go to the ladies’ first.”

“Need help?” Tom started to stand.

“Yes. Instead of trying to keep me hostage, you can get me a goddamn cane or crutch or something!” Cat crawled away, her stump stinging with every move. “I can pee by myself. I still have two hands and one good leg.”

Ben had been sitting quietly, eyes closed, head bent, his hat held to his chest. He crept past Cat, his cowboy boots tapping on the concrete floor. He stopped near the door and coughed into his elbow. “I don’t think I can be much help here.” Ben wrung his cowboy hat in one hand, his other on the doorknob. “I’m gonna go check on Dan—see if I can help out with that gelding. Whistle if you need us, Mr. Callahan?”

“Will do, son. Thanks for all your help.” Tom gave him a little salute. “Take care of yourself, too, we need those ribs to heal up.”

Cat pushed into the bathroom, turned around and nudged the door shut. If she remembered correctly, there was a flask of hooch inside her makeup case, and she needed something to quell the shakes. 

The small vintage makeup case sat on the floor between the vanity and the exterior wall. She crawled to it, flipped the latch open, and extracted a pint-sized silver flask. Tipping it up, she let the liquid gurgle down her throat, feeling the comforting burn when it hit her stomach. She reached up, stretched her arm, and put the flask on the vanity. Finding that she really did need to pee, she crawled to the toilet. She was getting more adept at pulling herself up and maneuvering into a sitting position. 

A loud yelp then a long, deep moan came from the other room. Though it was unintelligible, Cat recognized the soothing murmur of Tom’s deep voice.

When she finished, she reached for the toilet paper only to find that there was no roll. Of course it was empty, there probably wasn’t any toilet paper left on the ranch. She’d have to find a solution for that later. She shook herself off and flushed, pushed off the toilet and reached for the vanity. There, she pumped liquid soap into her palm and scrubbed her hands thoroughly. Only after she was finished did she turn on the water, rinsing them as quickly as possible, then drying them on the hand towel. Having no pockets, she shoved the flask down the front of her panties, positioning it a little to the left. Hopefully, it wouldn’t move, but if it did, it would end up at the bottom of her knotted pantleg. As she made her way to the door, she leaned on the washing machine and dryer, her hands no longer shaking. She opened the door and stood in the doorway, her knees aching. “I could use a hand now, Tom.”

Tom jumped up and hurried toward Cat, stopping just before he reached her. He ducked into the corner behind the door. “I’m sorry, Catherine.” He held out a handmade crutch, hewn from some sort of branch. Smooth and still shiny with oil, the armrest padded with sheepskin, it was wrapped with a piece of soft buckskin, handstitched with precision. “I just finished it.”

“Oh, Tom.” Cat fought the tears and swallowed, trying to push down the lump in her throat. She was such an inconsiderate, spoiled little ass. “I’m sorry I yelled at you.”

He waved it off. “I’ve already forgiven you. Heck, I’m not sure I’d be as gracious as you’ve been had our fates been reversed.” He pushed the crutch toward her. “Give it a try.”

“Thank you.” Cat grabbed the crutch, slid it under her arm, and tottered toward Rebecca.

The pregnant woman lay still with her arm draped over her eyes, her hips propped on several large throw pillows. Reluctant to disturb her brief moment of peace, Cat whispered, “Is she okay?”

Tom stood close to Cat, placing himself between her and the couch where Rebecca lay. “We couldn’t wait for you. I pushed the foot back in and elevated her hips.” He closed his eyes and pressed his temple with his forefinger, pushing down. The skin under his finger lightened, then recolored as he let up. “I really don’t want to try turning that child. Her placenta could rupture.” 

“I know, but if we don’t do something—” Cat didn’t need to finish her sentence. She wanted to embrace him, but with her leg recently hacked off and the laboring woman nearby, it just felt wrong. “Why’d you elevate her hips like that?”

Tom cleared his throat, then his face drained of color and emotion. “Oh, I seen it done once before.” 

“Did it work?” Cat teetered then adjusted her footing, regaining her balance.

“Not really, but I’m at a loss for what else to do.” He rubbed his neck and pressed his lips together, making them all but disappear. “Nowadays, a doctor would give her a c-section.” Tom glanced at Cat then his eyes darted away. “Hell, that ain’t a sure bet either. We was in a hospital and I still lost them.” Fiddling with his shirt cuffs, he rolled up his sleeves, exposing tattoos on both of his forearms. One was a small footprint tattoo. He traced his finger over it and his eyes grew misty.

‘Them.’ She knew he’d been married when he was younger. Between his reserved silence and her narcissistic tendencies, the subject had never come up. She’d just assumed he was divorced. “Oh, Tom, I—”

“You know, I remember another thing that might work.” He cut her off and walked over to the fridge. Extracting a blue gel icepack, he took it over to Rebecca. “I’ve got another idea. I’ll set this ice pack on the babe’s head, maybe the little one will migrate away from the cold. Alright?”

“Yes! Anything is worth a try.” She scooched around, then settled.

“Is it okay if I...?” Tom reached for a button near the middle of her shirt. 

“Please.” Her lips rose slightly.

He unbuttoned one button and slid the icepack under her shirt, onto her stomach. The young woman gasped then wrapped her arms around it, pressing down. She gritted her teeth. “Here comes another contraction.”

“Breathe through it.” Tom patted her shoulder. “It’s gonna be okay.” He hunkered next to Rebecca. “Let’s give the tyke a chance to get resituated.”

Cat hobbled to the couch, sitting down next to Rebecca’s feet. “Don’t we have anything that can help her with the pain? ‘Bute, Banamine, Rompun?”

“Bute and Banamine will take too long, and Rompun...” Tom’s eyes shifted down and he ground the toe of his foot on the concrete. “Well, Rompun is awful dangerous. I think there’d be a fifty-fifty chance either of ‘em would survive. I’d only use that horse tranq if it came down to life or death.”

Rebecca leaned up and reached out, grasping at Tom, finally seizing the sleeve of his shirt. “No painkillers. No anesthesia. No Rompun!” She crumpled, still clutching his shirt. “Remember what happened last time? Find another way, Tom.” She lay quiet for a moment, her chest heaving. “And, Tom, if it comes down to it... save the baby first.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Tom left her side and collapsed in Cat’s armchair.

Cat straightened on the couch. “What last time?” There was something they weren’t telling her. She stood her crutch up, the foot hitting the floor with a thunk. “What last time, Tom!”

He opened his eyes and leaned forward. His hands slid down his thighs until his elbows rested on his knees, then he wove his fingers together, wringing his hands. “I thought you were gonna die.”

“Yeah, you told me that. That’s why I’ve got this.” She pointed to her truncated leg. “So?”

“Um, well... You wouldn’t hold still... and what with all you’d drank...” Tom bit his lip and looked her hard in the eye. “I couldn’t give you any more painkillers, you kept spewing them back up. I decided—”

“No! We decided, Tom.” Rebecca propped herself up on her forearms. “We both decided, Cat.”

“You stopped breathing.” His elbows still on his knees, Tom rested his folded hands under his chin. “I did the math... and rounded down. Five hundredths of a cc... I only gave you a drop...” He ran his fingers up through his hair and held his head. “I thought I’d killed ya.”

“You didn’t kill her. You saved her, Tom.” Rebecca turned to Cat. “He had to do CPR on—oh! I think the little guy’s turning, it’s kicking like crazy.”

Tom ran over to her side. “May I?” His hands hovered over her abdomen.

“Tom, quit asking if you can touch me.” She clutched at her belly. “You do what you think is best, I... trust... you.”

“Okay, but this will hurt.” Tom put his hands on her stomach and pushed, twisting and manipulating.

Rebecca squirmed, biting her lip and moaning. She let out a scream, but shoved her fist in her mouth, stifling it. She turned her head and pressed her face into the back of the couch, muffling her cries of pain.

Things were getting crowded on the couch. While they were distracted Cat pushed herself onto the floor and crawled over to her armchair. She fished out her flask, turned away, and took a long, hard pull. She replaced it, then pulled herself up into the chair. After she got settled in, she tugged the front of her shirt out to examine her chest, it was bruised a faded purply yellow. That was why she’d felt so sore.

“I think it worked.” Tom rolled back onto his bootheels and wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. 

Rebecca turned to him. “I think you’re right.” She rubbed her belly. “It feels right. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, that hurt.”

“Okay, Rebecca, should we check to see how dilated you are? Hopefully, it’s about time. I can do it, or if you’d rather, Ms. Murphy can.” He twisted to look at Cat.

“Ow! I don’t care!” She tensed again. “Aren’t these contractions about right?” 

Cat had been watching the clock. “Yeah, they’re about a minute and a half long, two minutes apart. That’s right isn’t it, Bec?” 

“Yup.” Rebecca tilted her head back, staring up at the ceiling. 

Tom snapped a glove, lifted the hem of her shirt, and reached inside. “I’m afraid it’s only a six, an eight at best.” He pulled his hand out and made a circle the diameter of a soda can.

“Mother—” Rebecca rolled into the back of the couch and let out a stream of muffled obscenities.

Tom patted her hand, then went over to Cat. “How are you doing?”

“Don’t worry about me.” 

“You almost died, mostly from not taking care of yourself.” He leaned close to her. “I get to worry about you.”

Cat almost mentioned that he had just told her he almost killed her but reconsidered. The poor guy was doing his level best. “Well, I’m hurting a little.” She examined his stubbled face. “But you know what’s worse? I’m helpless and useless.”

“Dammit, darlin’, you’re neither. But, truth be told, you’re no good to us in this state.” Tom offered his enormous, knobby hand. “Come. You should rest. I think there’s some ibuprofen in your nightstand. Think that might help?”

“Good Lord!” Rebecca writhed, another contraction taking her breath away.

“Okay.” Cat wasn’t going to “rest.” Rebecca needed her. She wiggled and tried to surreptitiously adjust the flask. Ibuprofen might help, but there was something stronger in the nightstand. She’d let Tom think she was going up to nap. Irritated that she had left her new crutch lying on the floor by the couch, she wobbled when she pushed herself up. 

Tom stooped over and picked up the crutch, handing it to her. She leaned on it and plodded toward the stairs. 

He walked behind her. “See? Not totally helpless.”

“What about the stairs, cowboy?”

“Those’ll come later, I promise.” He took her crutch and slid it under his arm, clamping down with his elbow. “Do you want to lean on me? Or can I carry you?”

Carrying would be faster and she was ready for another drink. “Fine. Carry me.” As he climbed the stairs, she buried her head in his chest. He smelled musky, but not unpleasant. She wondered how long he’d been wearing that shirt.

Tom set her on the freshly made bed—someone had tended to it after he’d carried her downstairs. He reached to the end of the bed for a throw and covered her, then rummaged through the nightstand. Handing her a bottle of ibuprofen, his fingers lingered on hers. Fingers still touching, she used one hand to pull the blanket up, then snuggled down. She’d figure out a way to get back downstairs after she had a drink.

Rebecca cursed. Tom squeezed Cat’s hand and let go, then rushed out the door, clomping down the stairs.

Cat had never been a mother, but she couldn’t imagine going through that kind of pain for another human being. She fumbled and flailed in the bed, fighting the blanket. Defeating the downy comforter, she removed the flask from her pants and opened the nightstand drawer. Fishing through the mishmash of reading glasses, hand lotion, lip balm, and random bits of paper, she finally hit pay dirt. Heartening when her fingers wrapped around a cheery orange prescription bottle—oxycodone—she tipped two small, round, pink pills into her hand. Placing the oxy on her tongue, she chased it down with several swallows of blessed liquor, then—just for a moment—lay back on her pillow.

She was awoken by Tom’s shrill beckoning whistle. He’d summoned Dan for help.
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Chapter 8
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Nora Bennani 

Afternoon, Pump House Wash, Sedona, Arizona

“Well, rats.” Nora took her foot off the accelerator and steered to the side of the road, behind a long line of parked cars less than halfway up the narrow canyon north of Sedona. Bluff, Utah was so many miles still; she’d hoped to drive farther. But it was a miracle a rockslide hadn’t buried them already. A truck made a three-point turn in front of her, zooming back down the road. 

Dunia translated into Hindi and then Arabic. “What do we do now?”

“We walk or we wait for someone to clear the road.” Nora unfastened her safety belt. 

Faris asked a question, and Dunia translated. “Could this be a trap?”

Not a question she’d ever had to ask herself. Her new life was dangerous. “I hadn’t considered that, but I guess it might? But we’re in the middle of nowhere. This road goes up to a high plateau. It’s dry up there. There’s water down there.” Nora pointed at the canyon they came from. “I don’t know what anyone would want.” 

“Fuel, food, water, slaves, a lot of things.” Dunia climbed out with the others. “If we go back, is there another way to go?”

Nora spread the map across the hood of the tiny car. “There is, but we’d have to backtrack a lot. And there are probably more bridges down on the freeway.” She pointed at I-17 on the map. “If we go back into the canyon, we could get smashed.” She waved at the canyon wall and the switchbacks in front of them. “But that’s possible here. Look at the rocks and trees. Staying here is dangerous, too.” She folded the map.

Faris thrust his hand at the road ahead. “I go. You stay. I come back.” He walked away, Nora’s pistol in his hand, extra rounds in his pockets. He looked a lot more comfortable with the weapon than she did. 

Dunia opened the back of the car. “Let’s pack. If we have to walk, we need to take water and food.”

Nora grabbed her backpack from the front and pulled her extra clothing out, except for a lightweight jacket. She left the phones, batteries and charging cords inside, loaded the water bottles from the front of the car and threw the map on top. At the back of the car, Dunia shoved two more big bottles into her backpack. The two women divided the rest of the water, some canned goods, a pot with rice and beans, a lighter, and some matches between plastic sacks for the rest of them to carry. Dunia hefted her bags and started ahead. Sydu took off, not carrying anything. 

“Sydu, if you don’t carry your share, you’re not drinking ours!” Nora shook her fist. 

“He will take it from you.” Dunia paused at the driver’s door. 

“He can try.” Nora hefted her backpack. The straps cut into her shoulders under the load. They didn’t make designer bags to carry heavy weights. 

“Can I use your extra clothes?” 

“Of course.” She wasn’t using them.

Dunia pulled her extra yoga pants and t-shirts out of the car. Knotting the legs of the pants at the knees, she put the dry goods inside, then knotted the waistband, with the lower pant legs inside. She slid the makeshift pack on. “Better than carrying bags.” Jaya copied her with the other pair. They looked at Nora’s t-shirts, trying to figure out how to use them, but without a way to sew them closed, it was more difficult. 

Faris returned, Sydu following him, yelling and gesturing. Faris ignored him, brushing him aside when Sydu grabbed his arm. He and Dunia talked, both of them gesturing at Sydu. Faris kicked Sydu, who jumped back, spitting out what sounded like curses to Nora. Finally, Sydu picked up two of the lighter bags. 

Faris picked up the rest. When he saw the t-shirts on the hood of the car, he grabbed one and asked Dunia a question. She nodded in return. He ripped open one side of the shirt and wrapped it around his head, doing the same for Jaya. He motioned toward the remaining clothing and asked Dunia another question.

Dunia took a shirt from the pile. “Nora, do you want a head cover? It will help protect you from the sun and the ash.” 

“Sure, that would be great. I’m not doing anything else with those things.” They were all so competent; even Sydu knew more about desert travel than she did.

Faris took her lightweight, yellow button-up shirt and wrapped it around Nora’s head, tucking the ends under. It seemed constricting and hot, but they knew more about tolerating heat. After testing the lace, he bundled her extra bra into his back pocket. He was about to rip her extra underwear when Jaya protested. Dunia added a short comment and he dropped them on the hood. The women each took a pair. 

Dunia turned to Nora and whispered, “Ours are old and have holes.”

“Anything I have is yours.” 

Thuds emitted from the back of the car. Sydu emerged with what looked like a tool bag, now filled with the food, and a thin metal bar, probably for the jack, and walked away, up the hill. Dunia returned to the back of the car and yelled. He gestured and didn’t return. 

Nora curled her lip. “Let me guess. Carrying things is women’s work?”

“Yes.” She scowled.

“Tell him we are in America. Women aren’t slaves for men here. If he doesn’t carry, he doesn’t eat or drink.” 

Dunia yelled at Sydu again, but he made the same gesture and kept trudging ahead. “He’s stupid.”

“That’s for sure.” Nora turned to follow the rest up the hill. They walked up the steep road, carefully crossing the earthquake-riven rents and paused at the lip of the ragged remains of asphalt hanging in the air. The supports in the middle of the bridge had broken. On their side of the steep gorge, the bridge decking clung precariously; resting along the steep canyon wall. The middle span lay in the bottom, cracked and shattered. On the far side, the bridge’s surface had pulled loose from the road above, but rested against the canyon wall. Sydu was halfway down the remaining span on their side, clinging to the short railings to slow his descent on the steep concrete slab.

“Sydu is an idiot.” Dunia had said it so many times before, but that didn’t make it any less true. The man was a bully who made one bad decision after the other. Dunia followed Faris to some rocks above the destroyed bridge. “Doesn’t he see there’s a drop at the end?”

“He’s certainly something.” Not only was there a big drop at the end of the decking, but if another earthquake hit while he was on that piece, it could get knocked loose and send him flying. Nora rather hoped it happened, but doubted they’d get that lucky. He’d be a thorn in their sides the whole way. The four of them clambered down the boulders into the gorge. Nora fell forward, catching herself on a branch and scraping her hands. If she paid attention to where she was going rather than looking fearfully up the gorge, she could move faster and get out of the danger zone quicker. 

“Ah!” Sydu sat at the bottom of the gorge, clutching his left wrist to his chest, rocking back and forth. 

Faris muttered a few words. Nora guessed it was the American equivalent of “serves you right” and she agreed. 

Sydu climbed to his feet and shouted at them. Dunia yelled back. Sydu gestured, then yelped, cradling his arm again. 

“What does he want?” Nora climbed over the next boulder.

“He wants someone to help him. I told him he had to keep up on his own.” 

Nora concentrated on her climb, panting as she labored upwards with the heavy pack. Even if she liked or trusted Sydu, she couldn’t keep up, let alone help someone else. She finally made it onto the pavement and kept trudging. The four of them slogged up the long road, winding up the side of the deep canyon. Every time Nora was tempted to go straight up and cut a switchback, she remembered the consequences of Sydu’s poor decisions. 

Nora stumbled forward, then sideways. “Earthquake!” She ran for the rock wall rising straight up from the side of the road and plastered herself against it. Pulling off her backpack, she held it over her head. Rocks rained down all around them, some hitting, but most bouncing off the wall overhead to land farther out on the road. After the earthquake stopped, she lowered the pack to the ground, her arms shaking. Dunia, Faris and Jaya all huddled against the rock just ahead of her. Nora waited a few more minutes for her heart to slow.

They plodded onward, finally reaching the top of the canyon, and they cut across the dry, rocky ground to a completely empty picnic area at the top. They chose a picnic bench shaded by trees, and then Nora led the women to the restroom, solar panels shading the top of the building, while Faris guarded their gear. By some miracle, the water was still running. Nora cupped her hands under the stream, cooling and refreshing her. She soaped up, then scooped handfuls of water into her dry mouth, grinning at the others, then wiped her hands on her pant leg. Emerging from the bathroom, their damp pants dried almost immediately in the scorching August sun. When they returned, Jaya pointed out the facilities to Faris. Dunia pulled their only pot out. “We’re going to cook some rice and beans. Can you gather firewood, Nora?”

She could, but... “We don’t have an axe.” 

The two women laughed. “No, no, small branches. Dry, dead branches. Nothing bigger than this.” Dunia held her finger and thumb out about an inch apart. 

“Okay, I can do that.” Meandering, she picked up sticks and branches. After she gathered an armful, she returned to the picnic table. Dunia yelled, and Faris roared. Nora dropped the sticks and ran.

Sydu stood behind Jaya, her hair caught in his fist, his arm around her neck. Faris pointed the gun at both of them. But Sydu was hiding behind Jaya. Nora wasn’t sure Faris could hit Sydu without injuring Jaya. She grabbed a rock about the size of a cantaloupe and, using the trees as cover, snuck behind Sydu. 

Dunia yelled at Sydu, and he screamed. The exchange of insults masked Nora’s footsteps crunching across the dry pine needles and brush. She tiptoed behind Sydu, raising the rock high, and brought it down on his head, missing his crown and sliding down his temple. 

Jaya yelped and wrenched out of his hold, running to Faris. Sydu spun to face her, hands on his head. His face twisted, and he raised both fists, punching at her. 

He’d faked the broken wrist! Nora ducked and hurled the rock at his face. Sydu dodged, and Faris hit him over the head with a rock. He dropped to the ground, unconscious and bleeding. Jaya kicked him in the hip. He didn’t make a sound or move. 

Faris pulled Jaya away, murmuring to her. Dunia scowled down at him, then spun and returned to the picnic table, muttering angrily as she packed up all their things. “Nora! Let’s go.” 

“Now? Why?” Leaving a man unconscious and alone, even a horrible example like Sydu, seemed wrong; wishing him dead was one thing, leaving him to die quite another.

“Because we don’t want to be here when he wakes up.”

Nora slid her backpack on. “Is he going to wake up?”

“I hope not.” Dunia walked back to the highway. “But he’s not dead yet. There’s water here. If he wakes up, he can make it. But he can’t join us. Not after threatening Jaya’s life.”

She hurried to catch up, the refilled water bottles weighing her down. “Why did he do that?”

“Because he dropped even the little he was carrying. We told him that was his food and water, and if he couldn’t carry that, he couldn’t come with us. We’re not his servants, his slaves. He’s scum.”

“I’ll agree with you there.” A telephone rang. Nora dropped the backpack off her shoulders and pulled out the water jugs, rooting around for the satellite phone. By the time she’d found it, it quit ringing. But before she could pull up the call log, it rang again. A New York number. Nora scowled, but answered. “Nora Bennani.”

“Bennani. Harvey Cosbie. Glad I caught you. That report of yours is gold. Pure gold. Listen, Bennani, I had no idea Martinez was in human trafficking. Especially with kids. I’ve got investigators looking into Bluff and Thompson Springs now. They’re going to rescue those kids. But you’re the one who brought this to light. Now that it’s come out, you’ve got to keep reporting, make sure Martinez Corporation doesn’t recover.”

Nora pulled the handset away from her ear and stared at the number. Yup, that was Cosbie’s number, but it sure didn’t sound like him. Friendly, almost warm, and he complimented her? Something was rotten in Denmark. 

“Bennani? You there?”

“Yes, I’m here. What did you want me to do?” 

“There’s a place where you can get all the rest of the evidence you need. This scheme started back with Martinez’s grandfather, making fake tchotchkes for tourists. You’re in Arizona, right?” 

“Yes. Phoenix.” They’d left Phoenix already, but Cosbie and Martinez didn’t need to know that. 

“Get to Flagstaff. There’s a ski resort north of the city, and near that, a little town called Jackrabbit Bluff. There’s a huge old property called Harmony Ranch. You’ll find out how this whole thing started if you go there. What is that? Paul, get us off the bridge!” 

A man replied, but she couldn’t quite hear it. 

“I don’t care. Do you see that water? It’s coming straight for us. Get us off this bridge. Push cars out of the way. I don’t care about the limo. I’ll pay for it, just get us off the damn bridge.” Car doors slammed and people yelled. “There’s a huge wall of water coming right at me.” Heavy breathing turned to panting. “Got to run. Got to get. Off. This. Bridge. Save me. Please. Oh, I’m going to die.” Gasping breaths, a whooshing noise, then the call went dead. 

Nora looked at the handset. Call ended. She was pretty sure Harvey Cosbie was ended, too. She slid the phone back into the backpack and replaced the water jugs, staying busy, because she really didn’t know how she felt about what she’d heard.

“Is everything okay, Nora?” Dunia put a hand on her arm. 

“Yeah. But I think I just lost my job.” Nora chuckled. A mixture of shock, relief, disbelief, and despair; her emotions churned.

“You got fired?”

“No, my boss just drowned in a tsunami. If giant waves are hitting New York City, no one will need reporters anymore. Not national reporters, anyway. Too bad I didn’t learn to typeset. I suspect that might be the only skill a reporter will need for a while.” They were returning to the Old West, where farming, ranching, riding horses, driving wagons, sewing and cooking were the skills needed to survive. Not looking good on camera, reporting gossip and innuendo, or raising a child in a city. If she ever reported again, it would probably be a hand-printed flyer. Or maybe a town herald, yelling the latest news in a town square. She’d just become completely obsolete. Her marginally marketable skills were unnecessary in today’s world. All she could do was be a burden on the only people she knew. 

“New York City is gone?”

Nora shrugged. “Maybe? I don’t know if the entire city is gone, but a good part of it just got wiped away, I think.” The numbness that kept her from feeling the loss of her husband and daughter served its purpose at last. Cosbie was dead. New York City was possibly underwater, but she was wise cracking in her own head about her truncated future. If she’d been in her right mind there was no way she’d have been so detached.

“What does that mean for us?” Dunia swept her hand from herself to the Yadavs.

“I don’t know. But, if what Cosbie said is true, we might find out where the kids really are. He said there’s evidence at a place north of Flagstaff called Harmony Ranch. If we can get there, and find the addresses of the schools, then we’ll be that much further ahead.” Nora pulled out the map and unfolded it. “Yes. Here’s Flagstaff, and there’s a ski resort.” She pointed at the little man on skis icon. “Cosbie said the town is called Jackrabbit Bluff. All we have to do is get there.” Nora jabbed the map near the skier. 

Faris broke a pine needle to match the distance measure on the map’s legend and spoke to Dunia. She translated. “We are only seventy kilometers from there; two or three days of walking. But this is a city, right?” She tapped Flagstaff. 

“Yes.”

Dunia grimaced. “Cities are bad in disasters. People are many, supplies are few. Cities are bad for earthquakes too. Falling buildings, giant holes in the ground, gas leaks, water leaks, garbage, disease.” She shuddered. “It is bad.”

“It might be. Maybe we can go west of the city.” Nora drew an arc to the left of Flagstaff. “We can stay on the outskirts. It might be harder to find water, because it’s higher. Travel might be hard if there are landslides. And we have to find Jackrabbit Bluff. It’s not even on the map. That means getting close enough to other people to talk to them. But maybe we can find another car. Or bicycles. Or horses. Or motorcycles.” She folded the map and put it away.

“Motorcycles would be good.” Dunia flashed a grin. “Easy to steal. They take little gas. Easy to move.”

Nora closed up her pack and heaved it to her shoulders again. “Well, we won’t get there if we don’t get started. Let’s go.” She covered her uncertainty with action. Whether they were progressing or going backwards was hard to tell. She had no idea if Cosbie was telling the truth about anything he said. She’d probably figure it out when it was too late. She trudged ahead, because giving up wasn’t really an option.
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Chapter 9 
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Eugenia "Jen" McCreedy

Morning, Harmony Ranch, Arizona

Finding Robin came before chores, but while looking for the girl, the chores found Jen. She scooped trash up off the ground, filling and emptying her pockets several times. Work used to bring comfort and peace, but garbage strewn about her land had her clenching her teeth until her jaw ached. 

She found her wheelbarrow far from its usual spot by the barn. It was turned upside down beside a large, blue tent. With a grunt, she righted it and found her shovel half-buried in the loose soil beneath it. Not wanting to think about what they might have been burying, she pretended to not notice the face peering curiously at her from the tent flap. Her skin itched between her shoulder blades. Three days of living with these people on her land, and still she couldn’t get used to it. 

Problems loomed around her like the half-remembered, ghostly faces in her nightmare had, while solutions hid somewhere in the dark. The rest of the chores could wait. She wanted to find Robin. Needed to. The thought did not set comfortably in her gut. It couldn’t be right. She didn’t need anyone, and for damned sure no one needed her. It was just the anxiety of the last few days bleeding through. 

At the far end of the animal pen, the top half of a Dutch door stood open, allowing early morning sunlight to chase some of the gloom from inside the vast, empty barn. She hadn’t left the door open. She slipped through and closed the bottom half. The air smelled of hay, dust, and leather, with only a hint of the dung that was cleaned out regularly. During the fine days of August, the barn was rarely used. The animals preferred to stay outside. An orange tabby cat curled in its familiar loaf position on top of one of the stall rails. It watched her with big green eyes and a faint flick of one ear. The moment Jen stepped further into the barn, the cat leaped down and disappeared. She had two barn cats and neither cared to associate with the lone human that usually haunted their space. She respected that. 

The barn hadn’t been the first place she’d thought to look for Robin because it was dark inside and Robin was afraid of the dark. But with the Dutch door open, it wasn’t too bad. A sniffling little breath hitched in the shadows to her left. She stepped around the wall of a stall and found Robin huddled in a corner, arms wrapped around knees pulled up to her chest. Tears left bright little streaks across her dirty cheeks. 

“Hey, kiddo.” Jen dropped to the ground, settling cross-legged beside the girl.

“Hey.” Robin’s voice was so tiny, barely a whisper. Her gaze stayed fixed on some distant point, not looking at Jen. 

Stupid questions came to mind. “What’s wrong? What’s the matter?” But Jen didn’t ask them. She didn’t know what to ask, but she knew enough not to ask that. Everything was wrong. Everything mattered. Her arms twitched to reach for the girl, draw her into a comforting hug, but the child wasn’t hers to comfort. It was probably wrong—intrusive, somehow. Not her place. Instead, she reached for the sleep-tousled matt of dark hair and plucked at bits of straw trapped in the curls. The silence of the barn embraced her like a warm hug, and she hoped Robin felt it, too. No strangers looking at them, whispering about them. “Did the gunshot scare you?”

Robin nodded, but still wouldn’t look at her. Jen dropped her hand and found a larger piece of straw on the mostly swept floor. She kept her fingers busy breaking it into tiny pieces. “Well, no one got hurt. They scared Smoke, but he’s ok.”

“That’s good.” Robin finally looked at her with those big blue eyes, swollen and shimmering with fresh tears. “I miss my mom and dad. I miss Jeffrey. I thought... I... thought... they would have found me by now.” 

Jen’s heart clenched and hot tears burned behind her eyes. She had to tell her. The poor mite had a right to know that her family would never find her, that she’d never see them again. Tell her now, while they were truly alone, and the kid could cry without a world of strangers watching and listening. 

Before she could find the words, a fierce new faith gleamed suddenly in Robin’s eyes. “What if they went home? Maybe they went back to Flagstaff? They must think I’m there, or that I’d go there to find them!” 

All resolve for hard truths melted away in the heat of that hope. “You have other family there, too, right? You said, your grandparents, and an aunt?” 

“Uh huh! And they’re probably all out looking for me now. All worried slick, Dad would say.” 

“Worried sick.” Jen corrected her without thinking. 

“That, too. I just haf’ta go home. They’ll be there, waiting for me!” 

A volatile mix of emotions surged to war in Jen’s gut. The kid was right. She had to go home. Freedom from the burden of responsibility and doubt should be such a relief. Robin had family in Flagstaff. Not her parents or her brother—pity as sharp as daggers joined the battle—but good family, who loved her. Jen was not her family. Jen was nobody to her, just a brief detour that Robin would barely remember by the time she had kids of her own. It didn’t matter that Jen would miss the endless questions, the tireless desire to help and learn, the petulant little wrinkle between her brows when Robin got stubborn. It would be a relief to be free of her. A hollow... bitter... relief. 

Robin unfolded and faced her fully, putting little hands on her knees and giving them a shake. “Jen? Will you do it? Will you take me home?” 

“Of course. I...” But she couldn’t. She bit back the words and wanted to close the barn door after the horses had already dashed out. She couldn’t take Robin anywhere. Not right away, at least. She didn’t dare leave the ranch. If she did, she’d return to ruin, at Charlie’s hands. She had no doubt. 

Before she could think of anything else to say, Robin was on her feet and tugging at a hand. “Let’s go!” 

Jen stood and dusted off. “Listen, kid. Remember how hard it was for us to get into town? How long that took and how much work it was?” 

Robin nodded, but her expression didn’t dim. Clearly, she wasn’t making the connection that Jen had hoped she would. Now that she had that bit in her teeth, she wouldn’t let anything slow her down.

“Well, it’s going to be three times as long and hard to get into Flagstaff. Maybe bigger sections of the road will be ok, but maybe it’ll be worse. We don’t know how bad it is south of Jackrabbit Bluff, but we do know that, so far, no one has come north.” 

That crease of stubbornness dimpled between Robin’s brows and Jen could hear the flood of questions forming even before they spilled out. “I’m not saying we’re not going.” Jen slashed her hand in the air, cutting off the argument before it began. “I’m just saying it’s going to take some planning and preparation. I need to talk to... Charlie.” She pushed his name through gritted teeth. 

Robin didn’t seem to notice. She just looked relieved and tugged on Jen’s hand, pulling her out of the barn.

Thirty minutes later, the angry wrinkle was back on Robin’s face, and she stood with arms crossed over her chest, glaring as if Jen stole her favorite toy. The look flayed layers off Jen’s heart, but she tried to ignore it. “Charlie, if you want to be in charge of these people, then you have to be in charge, do what’s right... by all of them. And that means taking this little girl home. You’ve got the best truck for getting over and through whatever is between here and Flagstaff.” 

Charlie stared at her as if she were crazy. His arms were crossed as well, but his expression was more bemused than angry like Robin’s. “I think a trip into the city is a fine idea, Ms. McCreedy. Pick up some supplies, get some news. Get this little cutie-pie home. Fine idea. But it ain’t gonna be me and it ain’t gonna be my truck.”

Frustrated, Jen wished she had some kind of leverage against him. The appeal to his sense of leadership had been as weak as a popsicle stick against a boulder. 

“Jen. Pleeeeassse. You promised.” Robin’s big blue eyes were powerful weapons.

If they drove to Flagstaff together, they would at least be alone, just the two of them. Robin would pepper her with questions, of course, but she’d grown used to those. They’d be a welcome change from the murmurs and whispers that had surrounded her for the last few days.

“Fine.” But it didn’t feel fine. She didn’t want to leave her land in the hands of Charlie, even for an hour, much less the half-day or more it would take to get to the city and back. And, she had to admit to herself, she didn’t want to lose Robin. That kid was the only sparkle left in her world. 

Robin jumped and clapped, all signs of hurt and anger vanished. “Can Ladybug come? Where is she?” 

Charlie smirked. “I’ll go find some paper and make a list of supplies you should try and bring back with you.” 

Jen ignored him. “You want to ride in my truck with Ladybug, all the way to the city? I thought you were afraid of the dogs.” 

“Maybe not so much, anymore. Those two, at least. I’ll... I’ll miss Ladybug.” 

Jen tightened the corners of her jaw to bite back a sharp stab of hurt. She didn’t know where it had come from and didn’t care to explore it. “Sure, kid. She’ll miss you, too. Last I saw her, she was off in the back pasture with Smoke and the critters. Go stand at the gate and whistle like I showed you. She’ll pop up.” 

With a grin, Robin dashed off. Jen wondered where all that hope and boundless optimism came from, and how much longer it would last. 

“You’re really good with her.” 

Startled, she turned to find Doc standing behind her. “No, I’m not.” The denial was out before she’d consciously interpreted his words. 

He gave her a puzzled frown. “Well, regardless. You’re going into the city? Do you think that’s wise?” 

No, she wanted to say. It was the dumbest thing she would ever do. “Robin needs to go home. Find her family.” She hadn’t told Doc, or anyone, about the burned car with the dead family inside, but by the way he searched her face, she had to wonder if he knew or suspected. 

“Well, that’s a fine thing. But you shouldn’t go alone.” 

“What? Why?” She counted on being alone, away from all these people.

“It’s dangerous, of course. Who knows what natural obstacles might be between here and there? Desperate people may be out there on the roads. We don’t know what condition the city is in. It could be very dangerous for a lone woman and child.” 

Jen drew herself up straight, pride prickling down her spine. “I am quite capable of fending for myself. Excuse me, but I’ve got work to do to get ready.” 

“Oh, no doubt.” He fell into step beside her, matching her long stride as she headed for the vehicle barn. “No doubt. But still, a couple more people would be better. Safer.” 

“A couple? Why not more? Why not just toss the whole freakin’ town into the bed of the truck? Let’s all just drive to Flagstaff.” The silly idea had both the appeal and the substance of cotton candy, a desirable bit of hot air.

Her snarky tone didn’t dissuade him in the least. “I think we’d want the bed of the truck free to hold stuff. And who best to help stock up on medical supplies but the good ol’ town doctor?” He helped her open the broad barn door, rolling rusty wheels across their metal tracks. “Aaron! Over here.” He waved at someone and gestured them over. 

She entered the barn that housed her ancient extended cab pickup truck, her tractor, and her all-terrain mule. Her trusty old Jeep Cherokee would have been sitting in the last empty bay, if it hadn’t been buried beneath a landslide off Hwy 77 the other day. The mule had worked well enough to get them into town, but it was too small and its range too short to take them all the way to Flagstaff and back. It would have to be the old truck. 

Doc and another man stepped into the barn, momentarily silhouetted against the brightness of the opened door. The man was taller than Doc’s slightly slumped figure, and broader in both shoulder and waist. As they drew closer, she realized it was the stranger that had spoken to her earlier that morning, reassuring her that Smoke hadn’t been hurt. The stranger that had been standing with Doc in the square on that last day in town. 

“Jen McCreedy, this is my son, Dr. Aaron Boleski.” 

“Oh!” Caught off-guard, it was the only thing that popped out of her mouth. More new people. She never knew what to say. She was so stupid around people. 

The younger Dr. Boleski didn’t seem to mind. He smiled and held out a hand, giving hers a shake with a dry, firm grip that didn’t feel like it was trying to prove anything. “Just call me Aaron.” 

“Um, yeah.” So smooth, Jen. Aaron’s pale blue eyes were both amused and intense, holding her gaze long after she’d let go of his hand. Other than the eyes, he looked little like his father. Eyes, and the unusual white of their hair. Doc’s wispy hair was snow white. Aaron’s dark hair was thick and wavy but had streaks of that same pure white showing at the temples. 

Managing a weak smile to disengage from the awkward silence, Jen grabbed the truck keys from their peg and slipped between the men to get to the driver’s door. “It’s been a couple weeks. Need to make sure it’ll start, see how much gas is in the tank.” 

The door creaked and the bench seat springs squealed, but the faithful old engine turned over immediately, and the gas needle rose all the way to full. Of course, it did. She remembered topping it off after her last run for lumber. What she hadn’t topped off recently was her gasoline storage tank. The 500-gallon tank was probably only about half full. They would need to carefully ration the fuel. She shook off the unsettling thoughts. No one was going to stick around long enough to need to worry about conserving gas. Things would sort themselves out in a few days. 

When she looked up from the fuel gage, she found both men watching her, and an idea sprang to mind brilliant enough to make her grin. She turned off the engine and jumped down. “What if the two of you take Robin back to Flagstaff? You’ll know what kind of supplies to look for and bring back. Doc, you probably know the city better than I do and can find Robin’s family easier than I can.” 

“We don’t have anything to drive. Dad’s car was in the garage when the tree fell on it. And I don’t think a Prius would make the trip too well in any case, with as much off-roading as we had to do to get here. We had to hitch a ride with the Coopers.” 

Jen patted the faded blue hood of her truck. “You can take ol’ Bessie, here.” She didn’t know where that name had come from. She’d never named a car in her life but the idea of someone else taking Robin to town, saving her from the painful goodbye, and leaving her here to protect her land at the same time made her feel almost giddy. 

Doc looked thoughtful and walked around her to peer into the cab from the open driver’s door. He shook his head. “This thing has a danged clutch. I’m sorry Jen, but this city slicker never learned to drive a standard.”

One hopeful look at Aaron got a sad shake of the head. It was par for the course that the first friendly soul she’d met was also the only old fogie west of the Mississippi that couldn’t drive a stick. 

Before she could come up with any other grand schemes, Robin ran into the barn with Ladybug hot on her heels.
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Chapter 10 
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Alma Garcia

SE Utah 

Eric took slow, menacing steps toward Alma, each step crushing the grit and her fragile safety into the bare floorboards. She had to give him the one thing he desperately wanted. Send him chasing after the passports and as far from her as she could. 

“The bag is in the building with the two rocks.” Her voice was shaking. He paused. “Lock me back in the room and go see for yourself.”

“Maybe later.” He did not take his hungry gaze from her.

He reached out. Her heart thumped wildly. She ducked and found the handle of the bucket next to her. She sloshed the contents into his face. He stumbled back, eyes screwed shut and spluttered. Soggy paper and urine ran from his chin. He spat the contents from his mouth.

Wiping the urine on his sleeve, he growled. “Why, you little piece of garbage.”

She swung the bucket, aiming for his head, but he caught hold of her wrist. Yanking the bucket from her, he jarred her shoulder. She yelled and buckled.

“Leave her alone!” Emelia shouted and beat the door.

Alma could not shrink back. The veins in Eric’s neck bulged and he bared his teeth. A trickle of yellow liquid ran from his nose and dripped from his lip. Transferring his unyielding grip, he trapped both her wrists in one hand and dragged her from the room. She tripped over the edge of the mattress and he kept her off balance; she couldn’t dig her heels in.

His heavy footsteps boomed over the bare floorboards, pounding louder than her pleas; louder than the protests from Emelia’s room. 

She twisted and pulled at his obstinate grip. “Where... are you... taking me?”

He marched her down the hallway to the back door. She hooked the frame with her knee and foot. Eric jerked back. She gripped the frame between her knees. Swearing, he pulled hard. Her sweatpants tore, and the timber scraped over her skin. Letting go, her balance faltered. Eric hauled her through the door, her face up to the sky and bumped her down the step. She twisted, attempting to regain her footing. He dragged her through the gravel and dirt.

The glaring sunshine highlighted the dust rising from her wildly dancing steps, grit flying into her eyes. She couldn’t get a purchase on the shifting gravel. “I can walk to the two rocks building.” She struggled to gain her balance. “Please! Let me walk.”

Eric sneered and spat over his shoulder. He pulled her to the side of the house, but not toward the transit van. She couldn’t manage the distance to the other side of town moving like this. Her shoulder burned and her fingers numbed in his grip.

“Please! Let me walk. I won’t be a bother.” Every other word was punctuated with a sob.

“Leave her alone!” Emelia waved her fist out of her own broken window. She was tantalizingly within reach. Dried blood smeared her cheek, except where the tracks of her tears had washed it away. “Let go of her!”

Eric slammed Alma to the ground, knocking the breath out of her. He towered over her, a dangerous silhouette against the bright sky. She dug her elbows and heels into the ground, scrambling back as fast as she could.

“No!” He grabbed her ankle and dragged her through the gravel. The stones cut into her back under her rucked-up t-shirt. “You aren’t going anywhere.” He lowered himself pinning her between his knees.

“No, Alma!” Emelia’s voice shook.

Alma grabbed a handful of gravel, but Eric held the hand next to the ground. He shook his head, the greasy hair falling over his sweaty forehead. He stank of urine and beer and rotting teeth. His foul appetite glowed in his eyes. He wouldn’t show her any mercy. She tugged at her trapped hands, the last of her strength fading. She turned away.

“Hit him!” Emelia shouted, her voice suddenly strong.

Gravel rattled, and a surreal gong-like tone belled over her. Eric’s grip on her hand weakened. Alma turned back. 

“Again! Harder!” Emelia commanded.

A blackened frying pan swept through the air with a swish and smashed into the side of Eric’s head with a resounding dong. His body went limp, and he collapsed on top of her, winding her. Much as she wanted to, she couldn’t sink into the ground to get away from his vile touch. She pushed his shoulders and shuffled out from under his weight. Matias stood over him, his eyes fiery and fierce, his weapon raised ready to administer another blow.

Emelia leaned out the window, pointing at Eric. “Tie him up.”

Alma crawled to Matias and held him tight. Her body trembled and his strong little form stopped her from falling. 

“Thank you so much.” Her voice was weak. Then, unsure if she could even stand without him, she let go and stepped away from the monster on the ground.

“Mati, come and let me out.” Emelia sounded triumphant. “Don’t just stand there, use his belt.”

Alma couldn’t focus on anything but the man at her feet. She wanted to turn away and run, but even in his unconscious state, he still held her. The crunching of gravel told her that Matias had run into the house. She rolled Eric over. His eyes were shut and little bits of driveway stuck to his face. Screwing up her nose, she hissed an insult in Spanish, Arabic, and English. It would be so easy to take the gun from his belt and shoot him. He deserved it. She tugged it free. It was heavier than she expected and warm from sitting so close to his body. She let it lie in her palm. Emelia was gone from the window; no one would see her do it. She closed her fingers over the hilt and lifted the weapon. Her hand shook and a whimper escaped, startling her. She’d be no better than him. She let the gun drop to her side. Wanting to do it made her just like him. With shoulders hunched and head bowed, the monster inside her roared its frustration and she tossed the gun into the nearby trees. 

Unbuckling Eric’s belt wasn’t easy when she purposefully avoided touching any part of him. She heaved at the belt and it whipped free. She rolled him onto his front again, bringing his hands to his back. She didn’t care how much dirt got into his mouth or even if he could breathe. Winding the leather around his wrists several times and then tightening the bond by wrapping the middle section, she refastened the buckle. She yanked on his wrists, checking that he couldn’t wriggle free. He wouldn’t break out.

She’d done it. She hadn’t executed it according to her plan, but Emelia and Matias were safe. The mess she’d created was tied up. She straightened and stood tall, sweat ran down her back, but she towered over her enemy.

The gravel scuttled behind her, and she stepped back from him. “What should we do with him now?”

Emelia wrapped her arms around Alma and kissed her cheek. Emelia’s embrace was so tight, she held all of Alma’s broken pieces together and gave them a moment to fit back into place. Matias joined in. They did not let her go for a long time, and she loved them for it.

Alma’s balance steadied. “We should move him. Put him inside or something.”

With a mixture of lifting, dragging, and shoving, the three of them heaved Eric to the house. 

Emelia huffed. “We could leave him outside.” Her tone bordered on complaining.

Alma pulled him with her good arm. “When he wakes up, he’ll run for it, free himself then come after us.”

“How?” Emelia grunted.

“There’s plenty of sharp metal in the town, or the glass we broke would work. I bet he has another gun somewhere.”

“If that’s the case, let’s make sure he can’t get hold of anything like that inside.” Emelia let go of Eric for a second. His head banged on the lowest step. She didn’t grin, but Alma thought her sister huffed, possibly enjoying the moment. “Do you think there is a broom or something?”

“Good point. Let’s put him in the room you were in and clear any glass away.” She heaved him up the final step and over the threshold. “Knock out all the windows in that room and make sure there’s nothing sharp left.”

His boot heels left long trails in the dirt up the hallway and into the bedroom. They dropped him to the floor in Emelia’s cell. Alma locked the front door returning the house to its familiar state and closed the back door; other visitors wouldn’t just stroll in.

Empty beer cans were scattered over the kitchen floor. She checked the cupboard under the sink, but there were only dishes there. It was the room the men used and everywhere else was stripped of anything useful. She picked out a big serving spoon and a filthy dishcloth and went back to the cell.

She shook out a twisted blanket from the mattress and held it over the upper window. Smashing the glass through the fabric required a bit more effort, but she was pleased to be taking out some of her anger on the pane. Eric had ruined everything. She wanted nothing more than to be as far away from him as possible and he forced her next move. The glass mostly smashed outside the building and she took particular care to ensure there were no accessible sharp shards left in the frame.

Emelia stepped in, broom in hand. “This thing is covered in dust, I doubt they even knew how to use it.”

“Where did you get that?”

“Behind the kitchen door. There’s no pan.”

Alma stood the mattress up on its side and shook it. “We could sweep the glass into the hall for now and collect it later. Let’s get him locked in.”

Emelia swept the glass into a pile then stepped over Eric’s prone form. Matias followed her. Alma snarled and kicked him in the ribs before she locked the door behind her. The victory at keeping Emelia and Matias safe was strangely hollow. Eric might not stay quiet for long; if he woke up, he’d fight back. 

Alma entered the kitchen and Emelia offered her a mug full of cool tap water. She gulped it down. Matias handed Alma the frying pan and smiled widely.

A chill that had nothing to do with the open kitchen window filled the room. She’d created that atmosphere. She shivered. They had a prisoner and she must construct rules to deal with him. Her sister and brother wouldn’t talk to him; she would if necessary. Locking danger in the house with them made her skin crawl. She rushed from their polluted sanctuary, shutting the door behind her.

The heated wind had strengthened, shaking and bending the branches of the trees. She waited on the step, and only the rustle of foliage and the oddly placed laughter of Emelia and Matias confirmed there was no one else nearby. Emelia’s talent for diffusing tension had worked wonders yet again. She touched the door and whispered a prayer, asking for protection once more.

Outside the ring of trees, the gusts threw trash and flurries of dust into the air. Alma bent her head and set off for the rock where she had hidden with Matias. For the first time in days, there was a lack of urgency and her body seemed to recognize it. Supporting her arm close to her chest, the pain in her shoulder lessened, but didn’t disappear. The muscle was tender to the touch around the back of the joint and by her shoulder blade. Hopefully, she could rest it now that they were safe.

She trembled. She hadn’t felt safe for a long time; since before they were separated from Mama and Papa. Perhaps that was it. Safety had been so far out of reach; its arrival made her itchy.

A layer of grit covered the blanket pack and rucksack exactly where she’d left them. She brushed the dirt off and dropped them back in the shade farther around the rock. It was a relief to be alone and know that Emelia and Matias couldn’t be in trouble; a strange and liberating thing. Sliding down, she sat in the shade. The deserted town might have appeared peaceful if fires had not blackened it and earthquakes twisted the structures. Instead, it was deathly still. Houses and stores still stood on their patches of browning grass. There were more than enough places to gather food and whatever else they would need.

She put her hand on the rucksack. The passports were hers; they could stay for as long as they needed. Mama and Papa would come for them. If they could.

All this time, she’d imagined her parents turning up at the house and all of them being reunited. But she hadn’t allowed herself to consider the possibility of them not coming. Maybe they had captors like Eric and they couldn’t escape. Her stomach churned and she leaned forward, retching. Crawling a little distance away, she vomited. She wiped her mouth and retreated to the shade. They might not be coming.

She’d heard the talk in the van only days before of riots and holding the children as some form of blackmail to ensure good behavior. That would frighten Mama for certain. Perhaps she would stop Papa from fighting back at all. They wouldn’t want their children harmed. Alma, Emelia, and Matias could be left waiting in the empty town until everything ran out and still be no closer to being with their parents.

Then there was Eric. They would have to care for him, feed him, listen to his foul mouth. She would have to go near him. 

“I won’t be responsible for him. He can rot.”

He wouldn’t have to rot if she’d summoned the strength to shoot him when she was given the opportunity. Her regret tasted of bile. The gun was in the bushes by the house and it wouldn’t be difficult to find. Opening her hand, the weight and warmth of the weapon ghosted there for a moment.

She jumped up, grabbed the rucksack and blanket pack with her uninjured hand, and rushed down the path toward the house. She had to get this done before her courage faded. Perhaps, when she held the gun to his head or back or pointed it somewhere at him, he would be gone already. Matias might have hit him so hard that he was dead anyway.

“No!” That wouldn’t do. Matias couldn’t be responsible for killing Eric; he wasn’t a murderer. If he was to die, it must be her fault. She had been the one to rile Eric up. She hadn’t kept Matias safe, but made him strike out at Eric instead. She wiped the sweat from her palms. She had to finish it.

She ran faster, the heat blasting her and evaporating her faulty proposal with every step closer to the house. Even in her imagination she struggled to squeeze the trigger. Her steps faltered. She wouldn’t be able to do that in real life, but she wanted him gone, erased, annihilated.

Alma paused at the white transit van with the gun only a few feet away in the bushes. The driveway was empty of any people, let alone the ones she desperately wanted to rescue her from horrific action. She was alone. Her chest squeezed. What she wouldn’t do for her father to walk down the driveway and deal with all her mess. Shooting Eric couldn’t be a real option, and it never was. She slumped against the door. But she had run out of options because she wouldn’t care for him either.

To watch a man, even one as hideous as Eric, starve to death and hear him suffer, would be calculating and evil even if a quiet corner of her might enjoy having him beg her for mercy. She stood still and waited for the revulsion at herself to hit, but she didn’t retch. She was as monstrous as him. However, she couldn’t taint the innocence of Emelia and Matias by letting them witness her lack of compassion. It wasn’t her right to make them her accomplices in her revenge.

Once, when she missed home and all its comforts, she’d asked Papa why he didn’t just take back what the neighbors had stolen. He told her that revenge promised many things, but that revenge was a liar; never trustworthy in real life. In this moment, revenge was promising to punish Eric and make her queen. Once again, it lied.

They couldn’t watch Eric die. Perhaps they shouldn’t stay. She dropped the pack and rucksack and tried the driver’s door. It was unlocked, and the keys hung from the ignition. She climbed in, wrinkling her nose at the stench of cigarettes and beer. It didn’t have all the levers a forklift had, but it had two pedals and was automatic. She could leave Eric in the cell and go to Mama and Papa. She had the address; she could find them. Eric would be unable to escape if he ever woke up, and if he died from his injuries or starvation, neither Matias nor herself would know the guilt of killing him.

She leaned over to the passenger side and lifted Eric’s jacket gingerly. His smartphone lay on the seat attached by a cable to the panel by the steering wheel. The screen lit up, but it was locked. She scowled at his meager possessions, then scooped them up, throwing the blanket pack and the rucksack into the cab in their place. His vehicle was changing hands. It belonged to them.
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Chapter 11 
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Catherine (Cat) Murphy

Midday, Arivaca, Arizona

Cat flung off her blanket and rolled to the floor, Tom’s high-pitched rallying whistle still ringing in her ears. On the ranch that meant you dropped everything you were doing and ran toward the sound.

A lightning bolt of pain shot through her stump, zinging and buzzing up through her bowels. She set her jaw and swallowed, forcing the bile down. Cobwebs still hung in the corners of her mind, but she remembered two things: Tom had cut her leg off, and Rebecca was in labor.

She crawled to the staircase. Determined to help, she seized the handrail. Pulling herself up, she hopped down one step. Her head reeled, she tottered, wobbled, and fell. Foot slipping, she skittered down several treads, and landed hard on her backside. The wind knocked out of her, she flailed, scrambling for purchase. Continuing to slide, she clawed and scratched, her fingernails tearing and breaking. Her fingertips touched the smooth saguaro rib railing and she grabbed hold of it, clutching it with all her might and ignoring the blinding pain that coursed through her body. Her ears ringing, the blood rushed through her thumping heart and pounding head, crashing like breakers on a shoreline. She clung to the rail. Half-dangling, she lowered herself onto the nearest step. She caught her breath, pried her fingers free, then scooted down the remainder of the stairs on her butt.

“Catherine!” Tom charged toward her. “Are you okay?”

She cried out, raising her arms to fend him off. He screeched to a halt, his upper half stopping a split second after his lower body. He tumbled up the stairs and landed with his hands on either side of Cat’s hips, their fingers overlapping. Their faces dangerously close, she leaned in then tensed, pushing his hands off hers. She didn’t need him smelling her breath. Hiding her face, she twisted her neck this way and that, cracking it. “My ass and my ego are bruised, but I think I’m fine.” Truthfully, she was almost numb; adrenaline, oxy, and liquor still coursed through her body. Later might be a totally different story.

He rolled over and sat a couple of steps below her, holding his chest. “Oh, woman. You’re going to be the death of me.” He stood, rotated, and reached out a hand. “Keep doing that stuff and I’ll be forced to stop what I’m doing to check your stitches. Right now, I got something a little more urgent on my plate.”

She let him help pull her up and stood, holding his sinewy arm. “Rebecca? The ba—?”

As she spoke, he swept her up and strode to the sitting room. “Not good. She’s dilated a little more, but not enough. The stubborn little babe has flipped again and there’s a foot plumb out.”

The laboring woman lay on Cat’s garishly colored oriental rug, writhing in pain. Her eyes were pinched closed, her ashen face drenched in sweat, twisted in pain.

Tom placed Cat on the couch. She lowered herself to the floor and sat facing Rebecca. “How you doing, hon?” As she arranged a pillow under the younger woman’s head, her voice quavered and caught.

Rebecca’s eyes opened, wide, searching back and forth, focusing on nothing. She groped for Cat. “Save... my... baby.” 

Danny crashed in, the screen door slamming shut. “Mama!” He raced to her side and threw himself on the ground. He flung his hat toward the door and took his mother’s hand in both of his grimy, calloused hands.

“Danny...” Rebecca’s jaw muscles bulged; her teeth clenched.

Ben shuffled in after him, closing the wooden door without a sound. He lumbered over to Tom and the two men stood huddled together, voices low.

Cat glanced at Dan, then Rebecca. “Bec, you’re both going to be fine. Everyone is going to be fine.”

“Aargh! It’s time, Tom!” Rebecca squeezed Cat’s hand, crushing her fingers together. “Danny, help me up. I need to push!”

Tom rushed toward her. “Rebecca! Don’t!” 

The veins on Dan’s forearm bulged as he raised his mother off the floor. She squatted, leaned against the edge of the couch seat, and pushed. As she bore down, a flood of blood gushed out. 

Rebecca screamed through the contraction. When it stopped, she slumped, panting. “It’s not working! The baby’s not coming!”

“Breathe, hon. Breathe. I think you’re gonna need to lay down.” Tom slipped one hand behind her back and used the other to cradle her head, easing her down to the floor. “I’ll check to see what’s happening?” He grabbed another set of gloves and pulled them on, then he lifted the end of her shirt. He hemmed and hawed, looking everywhere but into Rebecca’s eyes. “Yeah, this little one isn’t gonna come easy. It feels like...” He felt around again. “It feels like the child has one foot down and the other up near its head or something... It’s pretty wedged up in there. You have to stop pushing.”

“I can’t! Oh!” Rebecca strained again, more blood pouring out. She pushed until the contraction stopped, then whimpered. “Tom?” She grabbed at his shirtsleeve. “We’re both gonna die if you don’t do it now.” Her grip relaxed, and she fell back onto the pillow, eyes closed.

“Rebecca, I—” Tom shook her by the shoulders, then addressed Cat. “Damn. She’s out. I think she’s torn her placenta.”

“Tom, you know what she wants you to do, don’t you?” Cat put her hand on his arm.

“I can’t, Catherine.” His blue eyes swam. “I just can’t.”

“I’ve seen you do them on cattle, dogs, even horses.” Cat grabbed him by the shoulders. “She wants you to save the baby!”

“She’s already lost too much blood.” He shrugged her arms off. Tom rubbed his temples, closing his eyes. “People are different, Cat.” His tears spilled, rolling down the deep crevasses in his cheeks, dripping onto and darkening his shirt collar.

“You’ve got to try!” Cat reached up and wiped a dangling renegade tear from his jawline, then grasped his chin in her hand. “It’s either one or both of them.”

The old cowman studied Cat’s eyes, long and hard. “Danny, help me carry your mother to the vet room.” He took her by the wrist and brushed her hand away, then stood without breaking eye contact. “You have no idea what you’re asking me to do, do you, Catherine?”

Cat bowed her head. “I—” 

“How can I help, Mr. Callahan?” Dan was at his side.

“You’ll carry her feet. Take this towel and wipe down her legs. Especially her ankles.” Tom handed the boy a thick, green bath towel. “Blood is slippery.” He grimaced, then squatted down behind the unconscious woman. “Ready, son?”

Dan finished wiping the thick, already congealing blood from his mother’s legs. “Yessir.” He wiped his hands and threw the towel toward a pile of soiled linens. 

Tom pulled her lax torso upright, then reached under her arms, crossed his, and grabbed her wrists. “Now.” He lifted her off the ground. Dan picked up her feet. “Ben, get the door?” Glancing over his shoulder, he gave the cowhand holding the screen door open a nod. “Always one step ahead, aren’t you, buddy? Thank you.”

The man and the half grown man carried the unresponsive woman out of the room, their boots echoing down the barn corridor. Cat crawled to the bloodstained linen pile and chose the cleanest towel. Then, gagging and sobbing, she mopped up the lifeblood and amniotic fluid of her friend. The carpet was ruined, but that was the least of her worries. On the floor behind the couch, she spied an unsoiled bath sheet. Folding it into two layers, she lay the fabric flat on the stained carpet. She crawled onto the towel, kneeling, a sharp pang running up through her thigh. Favoring her injured leg, she pressed down with her body weight, claret spots appearing through the dense, turquoise weave. 

She gathered the rest of the linens into a large pile and used her head to bulldoze them toward the bathroom. With her aching body moving at a snail’s pace, she probably looked like an exhausted turtle, but at least she was doing something. Ben raised up from the chair he’d been sitting in and made the sign of the cross. “Let me help you, Ms. Murphy.”

Cat waved him off. “I got it. Go check on Rebecca.” She pushed the linens the rest of the way into the bathroom, leaving them on the floor next to the washing machine.

Physically and emotionally drained, she mustered enough oomph to drag herself up the staircase to retrieve her crutch. She found it next to her armchair, propped in the corner of her room. Leaning on the chair, she positioned the crutch and stood. She stumbled into her closet and sorted through her clothing. Finding an oversized zip-up hoodie, she donned it, then went to her bed and slipped her flask in one of the deep pockets. 

She scooted back down the stairs, pushing the crutch in front of her. At the bottom, she sneaked a quick nip, hoisted herself up, then hobbled to the exit. The piercing wail of an infant resonated off the wooden slats of the stable walls and the galvanized tin roof. She hastened her pace. Lurching forward, struggling, she cursed her infirmity. Thankful someone had left the main door open, she shouldered her way through the screen door, letting it bang shut.

Entering the vet room, Cat slowed. Rebecca lay prostrate on the stainless steel vet table, her body pallid, eyes closed. A blood dappled sheet covered her lower half. Little mewing sounds came from a baby suckled at her breast. Cradled by Tom’s enormous, weather-beaten, work-hardened hand, only small bits and pieces of the child’s unclothed body were exposed. Nearing the newborn and mother, Cat grazed his elbow. “Is she okay?”

“Oh, she’ll be just fine.” Tom stroked the child’s head, crowned with wisps of flaming red hair. “But her mama’s gone.”

Muffled sniffling sounds came from the corner behind Cat. Danny had his head buried in Ben’s chest. His uncle patted him on the back. “I know, buddy. I know.”

The teenager pulled away, easing backward. His brow furrowed, he stared at his blood-stained hands, twisting and turning them over. Spinning on his bootheel, he strode to the utility sink, cranked on the water, and scrubbed his arms until they were red raw. “I... I gotta get outta here.” Danny rushed out the door, bouncing off the door frame and stumbling into the alley. “I gotta find Dad.”

“I’ve got this, Mr. Callahan, Ms. Murphy.” Ben trailed after the young man. “You just take care of that little gem.”

Cat teetered, next to Rebecca’s corpse, her mind racing. The children were now completely orphaned and completely unaware of the fact. She didn’t have any formula, bottles, diapers, clothing, or any other baby paraphernalia. They could make do without almost everything but the formula, but the new child was going to need sustenance, soon. “Tom, I—” Cat placed her hand against the small of his back.

Continuing to support the infant, he stepped away from her touch. “Catherine, I think it’s best that you leave me be for a spell.” 

She limped away from the mountainous man, pausing at the doorway to look back. He had crumpled to his knees. One arm secured the child against Rebecca’s unmoving abdomen, his silvery head resting on the other arm, folded on the table. 

Something in her bones compelled her to leave the room as quickly as she had come. He was grieving and he didn’t want her there. He probably didn’t want anyone there, but he certainly didn’t want her there. She’d forced this on him—she should’ve at least been with him when the light left Rebecca’s body. Instead, she’d been searching for a good way to hide her booze—it was time to stop drinking.

Three steps out of the vet room, the hum of a vehicle growing near brought Cat to a standstill. The rest of the children were returning. She wanted nothing more than to crawl into a bottle and hide, but she couldn’t keep that up. The children’s parents had died, and soon she’d have to acknowledge it. Fumbling for her flask, she took a long pull—promising herself that it was her last shot—and tucked it back in her sweatshirt. 

She pivoted on her good leg, thumped several steps, then waited near the vet room door. Jim and Lillie’s excited voices blended with the more somber tones of their brother and uncle’s. Dread filled Cat’s entire being. The familiar smells of alfalfa hay dust and horse sweat that once comforted her intermingled with the sulfuric chemical bitterness from the explosions. Things would never be the same. 

Jim sprinted past Cat, the first to the vet room. Dan followed on his heels, racing ahead of Lillie, beating her to the vet room door. He blocked her entry with his body, but she ducked under his arm and entered the room. “LJ, don’t!”

Cat stood in the doorway, not wanting to interfere. After all, she had nothing to contribute.

The fiery little girl was waving around a soiled cowboy hat. “I found Daddy’s ha—” She stopped, her joyous exclamation severed by solemn silence.

Tom had found an unsoiled blanket and covered Rebecca from head to toe. He stood in front of her corpse, swaying back and forth, cuddling the small, swaddled babe. Clearing his throat, he shot a glance from Cat to the tween. 

Lillie stood at the end of the table, near Rebecca’s head. Her small hand grasped the top hem of the blanket covering her mother. Shaking his head, Jim tugged at her arm. “Not now, big sis. In a little while.” He pried her fingers loose, disengaging them one at a time. “Let’s meet our little sister.”

Tom lowered himself to one knee and presented the pink faced infant to her siblings. He held her in the crook of his arm, swiveling so that she was level with Lillie’s chin. Her brothers gathered on either side of their little sister, each with a hand on her shoulder, hunching over to inspect the newest family member.

Lil’s face scrunched up and a teary smile emerged. “Oh, she’s just perfect!” She took her finger and tenderly pushed the covering away from the baby’s face. “Isn’t she?”

“Yes, she is, Lil.” Tom winced and shifted his position. “A perfect little carrot top like her big sister. She doesn’t have any of those magical freckles yet, but I reckon she’ll grow ‘em soon enough. Want to hold her?”

“Oh, I do!” Lil reached for the baby, then stopped and held her arms out.

“Now, be real careful. Hold her nice and close.” He laid the baby in her sister’s arms. “Support her head.” Tom put a hand flat on the ground and pushed himself up, pausing as his knees cracked and straightened. “Good job, big sis.”

Lillie stood stock still, barely breathing, the baby snuggled in close. “I’m afraid to move.”

“That’s a good healthy fear, darling. Why don’t we go to the apartment? You two can sit on the couch and get to know one another.” Tom reclaimed the baby. “I’ll carry her down the hall. What do you say, boys? You can all introduce yourselves.”

The boys agreed. Cat stepped to the side, shrinking as everyone else passed her by. She followed behind, laboring with every step. The drug/booze combo was fading, and the initial onset of pain was terrifying. It would get worse if she didn’t get ahead of it. She stopped, reversed course, and returned to the vet room. She tried to ignore Rebecca’s corpse, telling herself that her friend wasn’t really there anymore anyway. 

Nothing was where it should be. She opened cupboards and drawers—searching for something to dull the pain—then slammed them shut. Locating a bottle of ‘bute, an equine anti-inflammatory, she put it in her pocket. She flung open more cupboards, then noticed a vet box on the floor. It was actually just a modified toolbox, easily transportable and full of often needed veterinary pharmaceuticals. Inside lay a partially used tube of Banamine paste, an analgesic. That ought to do the trick. The applicator tube had been in countless horses’ mouths, so she limped over to the sink and rinsed it off. Then, each dose being adequate for 250 pounds, she used the plunger to push out about a tenth of a dose onto the tip of her index finger. She licked the medication from her finger and capped off the tube, placing it in her pocket with the ‘bute. Stepping out the vet room doorway, Cat noticed the UTV. There was a bottle of Mac in the toolbox. She might as well get it, too... just in case.

At the UTV, Cat pulled out the half-empty half gallon bottle of McNaughton’s. There was no way she could hide that. She drank what was left of her secret stash and refilled her flask. She’d stop drinking when she had the pain under control. Tipping up the bottle, she finished off the last few sips of whiskey. 

When Cat finally stumbled back into her apartment, the Miller boys were sitting on the couch, their two little sisters nestled in between. She made her way over to her armchair, lowering herself with great concentration. Before she could open her mouth to speak, Tom was hunkered down next to her. He lowered his voice and spoke with authority. “I’m taking you upstairs lest you traumatize these kids any further.”

“Tom, I—” She slurred the two words.

“Do not fight me on this, Catherine.” He lifted her out of the chair, her pocket contents thunking between them. As they walked to the staircase, he raised his voice. “Ms. Murphy needs to rest, kiddos. I’ll be right back.”

She didn’t fight back, but she didn’t help him out any, either. She waited.

After conquering the stairs and entering Cat’s room, Tom kicked the door shut and dropped her unceremoniously on the bed. Furious, Cat flailed around, pushing herself into a sitting position. “Goddammit! You can’t just pick me up and move me whenever you want to, Tom!” She slammed her open hand down on the bed. It was anticlimactic.

“Oh, I can, and I will, until you get yourself together.” Tom stood over her. “Can we just talk?”

She broke down in tears. “I’m just trying to stay ahead of the pain.”

“I’ll help you however I can, Catherine, but...” He kneeled next to her, removing the flask from her pocket. “Some pain you just gotta feel, otherwise you’ll never heal.” Tom handed her a tissue and brushed the hair from her face. “I don’t want the kids to see you like this, you don’t want the kids to see you like this. Please, just let me help?”

She plucked the flask from his hand and rolled away, turning her back to him. After ignoring him for a moment, she rolled back. The top stair creaked, and her bedroom door swung closed with a deafening click.
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Chapter 12 
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Nora Bennani 

Afternoon, between Sedona and Flagstaff, Arizona

Nora trudged up Highway 89, well behind Dunia, Faris, and Jaya. The sun pounded her, despite her makeshift shirt-slash-hat, and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Even though she carried most of the water, she didn’t dare drink it. The area was so dry and barren, days could pass before they found more. Her cracked lips were painful and her stomach rumbled. 

“Nora!” Dunia waved, and walked to her right, off the highway. 

Beyond the tall pines, water glimmered. Nora moved under the shade of the trees, pulled off her pack, and drank. The too-warm water eased her parched tongue and dry throat. When she’d sated her initial thirst, she put the pack back on and crunched across the brittle grass, over a barbed wire fence, and joined the other three at the small pond. Beyond the pond, a small shed probably housed pumps.

Dunia pointed to the area beyond the shed. “Let’s gather some wood and start a small fire, over there, out of sight from the highway. We can cook a meal, then boil water.”

Nora moved with renewed vigor. She’d needed the water more than she knew. But when they reached the shed, she saw a road beyond it, and round patches of green with signs. “Dunia, this is a golf course. Oh, shoot, it’s a golf course community. There are houses over there, big ones. They might have security.”

She shrugged. “Or maybe we can find a house that’s empty?”

“Maybe. I guess if the power is out, the alarms will all be off. But if they have security people, we could be in trouble.” She’d fallen so far. Breaking into a house was just fine, as long as they didn’t get caught. 

Faris pulled the revolver from his pocket. “No. We be okay.” He strode ahead. 

A golf cart rolled toward them, dust rising in its wake. “Hey you! Get going. Private property!” Still a hundred yards away, the cart pulled off the side of the road, the guards got out, stepped behind tall trees, and pointed rifles at them. 

Nora raised both hands and backed away, heart hammering. “We just wanted water! We’re going!” She’d had enough weapons aimed her way.

“No water! Private property! Get out!” 

Nora kept retreating. When she tripped, she turned and picked up the pace, crossing the fence and returning to the highway. “That was way too close.” 

None of them replied; they trod ahead. Even though she might regret it later when they’d run out, the water she’d downed before the confrontation helped a lot. Her load and her steps were lighter. Plodding up the long slope was tortuously slow in the scorching sun. At the top of the hill, a tall mountain loomed in the distance; probably Humphrey’s Peak. A brown sign pointed to the right, denoting Griffith’s Spring. “The brown means it’s Forest Service, not private property. We can go there safely. I think.”

They continued up the gentle slope to a gravel road and into a small area with parking, picnic tables, and an outhouse. They dropped their gear on a picnic table at the back and drank, each downing a full bottle. Nora and Dunia carried the empty bottles down the path to the spring, enjoying the cool, shaded waterway and the tinkle of the stream. When they returned, Jaya had rice and beans boiling. Nora gathered more twigs and branches while Jaya and Dunia fed the fire slowly, keeping the meal simmering. 

“Nora, sit. We have enough fuel. Rest. Drink.”

She gratefully plopped down on the picnic bench. Her feet pounded in time with her heartbeat and her mouth was still desert dry. She pulled a smaller water bottle from her pack and drank. 

“Nora, these are dirty water bottles, now.” Dunia pointed at the bottles they’d filled. She’d tied a strip of cloth around the neck of the containers. “Don’t drink from this one unless there’s no choice. We will fill these at the springs, and boil the water, then fill the other bottles with boiled water. Okay?”

“Makes sense.” Nora huffed. “Good thing you know how to survive out here.”

Dunia shuddered. “Water carries dangerous diseases.”

“Yeah, I knew that, but I’ve never had to deal with it. I live in America. There’s safe water everywhere, unless you’re a backpacker.” She was so spoiled. 

“Americans.” Jaya chuckled. “Lucky.”

“Yes.” They had been, then everything changed.

Jaya pointed at the table. “Sleep. Rest. I cook.” 

Faris had already stretched out underneath the table, Dunia on the bench on the other side. Nora put her backpack on her side of the bench and laid back, pulling her shirt-hat over her face. 

A hand gripped her shoulder and shook. “Food. Wake up.”

Nora sat and wiped the sleep out of her eyes. A bowl of rice and pink beans waited for her. Jaya and Faris had eaten half of theirs, Dunia just starting. Nora spooned up a bite and paused, despite her rumbling tummy. “Thank you for cooking. I appreciate it.”

Jaya nodded and put another bite in her mouth. Nora shoved the spoon in her mouth and chewed. A little chewy, a little gooey, and the only flavor was salt, but still the best thing she’d ever eaten. Funny how genuine hunger made basic food delicious. She devoured the rest. 

Jaya plopped a few more spoonfuls in every bowl, scraping the cooking pot and putting it back on the coals with some water. They finished the scraps, then downed the soupy remains. Only then did Dunia take the pot and scrub it with sand and a scrap of cloth. Then she built the fire back up and boiled water while Jaya napped under the picnic table. Nora made another trip to the spring, bringing back more water. Dunia boiled that too, pouring it back into the “dirty” water bottle. Nora nestled both into her pack. She wasn’t looking forward to carrying hot water under the broiling sun, but it was better than no water. 

She pulled out the map, folding it to show the Flagstaff area, and tapped the southwest end of the city. “I think we’re here. There’s another Martinez location there.” She moved her finger to the other side of the highway, just a few miles away. “Should we check it, or just keep moving?” 

Faris grimaced while Jaya and Dunia shrugged. Jaya sighed. “I want my child. But what if someone is trapped, like us? You rescued us. We must help others.”

“Maybe we find more food, or a car.” Dunia rose.

Nora folded the map up and stowed it inside the backpack, then hefted it over her shoulders. “Oof. I think it’s heavier.”

Dunia pulled on her pants-pack. “Full tummy. Makes you want to sleep. I will continue our English lessons, Nora. Help me while we walk.” 

“Of course.” They returned to the verge of the highway, staying in the shade as much as possible. They worked on general English phrases, and Nora pointed out basic things, like roads and trees, while Dunia translated. Insects jumped and whirred, but nothing else moved. No cars or trucks, no people, no nothing; it was spooky even in full sunlight. A half hour or so later, they reached the turnoff and slogged up the long dirt and sand road. Even Nora could see tire tracks, so vehicles had used the drive recently. 

Faris pointed to the side of the road, where a footpath crossed. “We should move to the side, not come up the road.” 

“You should have.” A man chuckled behind them.

Nora whirled, and would have fallen, except Jaya steadied her. A man pointed a rifle at them; another stood ten yards beyond him. They wore dark blue tactical pants, with dark blue t-shirts and black boots.

“Move it.” The rifle barrel dipped and then pointed up the road. 

She exchanged glances with the others, then obeyed. She had no choice. A few minutes later, they entered a fenced area and continued to an office trailer. “Wait here.” One man entered the trailer and came out with a third, armed with a pistol. He wore khakis and a blue button-down shirt, the pistol seeming incongruous with the accountant’s clothing. “Who are you?”

Nora shook her head. “Nobody. Just moving through, looking for a safe place to spend the night. Wildlife, you know.”

The leader scanned each of them down and up, then returned to Nora. “Take the hat off.”

Nora’s stomach sank, but she did as she was told. Not much choice at gun point. She pulled the hat off and glared. She’d couldn’t complete her mission if Martinez’s security were determined to kill her. 

His lips compressed. “The reporter. It’s my lucky day.” He sounded strangely unhappy. “Drop all your gear here.” He pointed at the ground, then behind her. “Lock them up with the others.”

Nora let her pack slide off her shoulders and drop to the ground. Four against three, and those three all armed; she didn’t have a choice. One man put his rifle inside the trailer, then patted them down professionally. He found the pistol in Faris’ pocket, putting it in the trailer too. “This way.” After retrieving his rifle, he led them into the site. They passed a large warehouse structure, then another, and stopped in front of a long, low shed, opening a door at the end. No windows or other doors broke the expanse of rusty metal. “Inside.” 

Faris entered first, Jaya right behind him, Dunia and then Nora. The door closed, leaving them in stifling darkness, like an oven. Nora didn’t move, hoping her eyes would adjust. With any luck, her nose would go dead, too, because it stank of sweat and urine. Her heart ached. She’d rescued her companions, then led them right back into the same conditions, after a perilous journey. They should have stayed in Page Springs.

“Who’s there?” A man’s voice, with an accent. 

“Hello, my name is Faris.” 

“Faris!” A torrent of words followed in Hindi. 

A whirring sound, and a dim light glowed, held by an older man who bore a resemblance to Faris and Jaya. A crowd stood behind the man; at least twenty or thirty people, all of them dirty and their clothing in tatters. Faris and Jaya stumbled forward, exchanging hugs and exclamations with about ten of the people. After a few minutes, the furor calmed. In the dim light of the wind-up flashlight, the mass of people separated into three groups. The group around Faris and Jaya was Hindi, another group seemed Middle-Eastern, and the third had much paler skin and distinct features. Nora wasn’t sure, but she thought they might be Eastern European. 

“Dunia, can you translate for us?” Faris beckoned to her. 

“Nora, come.” Dunia waved, standing in a group of people in the middle of the long room. More windup flashlights whirred, giving her enough light to make her way through a kitchen-type area to some picnic tables. “This is Nora Bennani, she’s a reporter.” Dunia continued in Arabic. Then she switched to Hindi, and finally to a third language Nora didn’t know. Dunia asked a question in each of the languages. About a third of the hands in the group went up. “Nora, each of these people has children in the schools. We’ve got to escape, keep going and find those children.”

“Before my boss in New York died, he told me he’d sent investigative reporters to the schools, that they were working with the local police.” She let Dunia translate, although she was fairly certain the Eastern European group understood enough English on their own. “He’s not a good man, but I believe him about this, because he was selfish. Saving a bunch of kids would make him look good. He said the investigators would meet us with the kids at Harmony Ranch, near Jackrabbit Bluff, which is north of Flagstaff. It’s nearby. But we have to get out of here, first.” 

“How did you get out of the other place?” 

“I pulled the door handle off with a truck.” Nora raised both hands, showing she had nothing. “I don’t have a truck anymore.”

Muttering and murmuring rose. Faris joined them. “Dunia, can you?” He brought his thumb to his forefinger, making a talking motion. 

Dunia nodded. “Of course.” 

The two of them spoke for some time, then each of the groups chimed in. Dunia, Faris and six or seven men gathered spoons, several of the flashlights, and maneuvered to the back of the structure, beyond rows of bunk beds. Many followed, flopping down in bunks. Nora sat at a picnic table and put her head on her crossed arms. All she could do was stay quiet and use as few resources as possible. But, when Dunia returned, she’d ask how she could help. She could do something useful, even if it was menial or simple. Her head nodded toward her chest.

A commotion at the door behind her woke her. Sunlight almost blinded her, but also highlighted a short, slim man stumbling inside. The door crashed shut with a metallic clang, and doom rang through Nora again. Men yelled and pounded on the door and walls. Nora wasn’t positive, but she thought one voice sounded like Sydu’s. After being knocked unconscious, she thought he’d avoid them. Too bad his determination was so misused. 

Feet shuffled past her, and a dim light bloomed. She was right—it was Sydu. Questions and answers flew. Two men helped Sydu to the tables. His eyes widened, then narrowed when he spotted her. He pulled away from the men helping him, stomped to her, and raised his fist. Nora ducked, but his hand never connected. A strange three-way conversation started, with Sydu snarling and spitting, one man pushing his fist away from Nora

“Dunia!” a man called.

She came into the light, her lip curling when she saw Sydu. An argument in Arabic followed with lots of gesticulation. A man threatened Dunia with a raised fist, but she refused to back down, staring him in the eyes and firing words at him. Nora got up, standing next to Dunia in support. She didn’t know what was going on for sure, but Dunia had been good to her and the others. “Nora, you tell him. We are in America.”

She would bet the argument was about the role of women in their culture. “We are in America. Women are equals here. We are not subservient to men. We are not servants or slaves. Religion doesn’t drive our laws.”

Dunia translated her words and another louder argument started. Bodies moved behind her and Nora turned. Faris, Jaya and the others gathered around the two of them, glaring at the man yelling at Dunia. Another man well behind them spoke sharply, cutting off the angry man. He glared, but quieted, and moved to a table at the side with Sydu. 

“That one will be trouble.” Dunia shook her head and spoke to Faris. “Come, Nora. We can’t leave you here with them.” 

She followed the small group further into the shed, sliding between rows of bunk beds. Near the end of the building, between the beds, they had pulled foam insulation away from the walls of the building, revealing wood studs with metal sheets; the outer walls of the shed. The workers had pulled the insulation off the end of the building too, piling it all in the middle. Men and women dispersed around the area, using spoons to carve away the foam, minimizing the squeaking noise by pushing them in slowly. Dunia pointed at a bunk and sat next to her. “They will carve away the insulation, then tonight, we will all gather and break through at the seams. We will all run. If we can move quickly enough, with enough of us, they can’t kill all of us.”

“They might, Dunia, they had lots of weapons.”

“Then we will die trying. At least the parents know their children will be freed.” 

“Maybe the middle of the night isn’t the best time to break out. They will expect it. They’ll be alert. Do they know when the guards have dinner? Or some other break time? Or when they’re the least alert?”

“I’ll ask Xavier.” Dunia moved away, crouching over the man who seemed to be the leader. 

If Page Springs didn’t have Dunia’s translation skills, they might have fallen apart too; each ethnic group remaining separate, suspicious of each other. Perhaps they even preyed on each other, seeing each other as less somehow simply because they spoke a distinct language and had a different religion. If they could pull together, they might have overcome their guards long before. 

A man carving insulation near her stopped, stretching his fingers. Nora waved and pointed at herself, offering to help. The man nodded and scooted away from the wall, and Nora slid into place. After a few false starts, she figured out the best way to silently carve the insulation away from the wall. Her world narrowed to the foam and her spoon, but joy at doing something useful, something necessary sang through her and kept her going. Occasionally, a woman came by with a bit of sandpaper, sharpening the spoon under the muffling influence of a folded blanket. She stretched her blistered fingers and aching forearms, then she went back to the insulation. A tap on her shoulder made her jump. 

“Nora, they were about to try breaking out, but someone heard Ahmed and Sydu talking to a guard.” Dunia whispered in her ear. “They were making a deal. They’d kill the men in here and tie up all the women. Then, they’d help the guard kill all the other guards and take all the women to start a brothel in town. All three of tonight’s guards are in on the deal. What should we do?”

Indeed. What? Nora froze. 
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Chapter 13
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Alma Garcia

Afternoon, Southeast Utah

Friendly one-sided chatter came from the kitchen and shadows danced in the hallway through the open doorway. The breeze caught the back door and it slammed before Alma could catch it.

“What took you so long?” Emelia called from the kitchen.

“We’re taking the van and getting out of here.” Alma stepped into the room, Eric’s jacket trailing to the ground.

“What?”

She rushed on giving Emelia no space to gather speed. “Get all the things that will be useful and get them in the van.”

Emelia folded her arms. “You said that we would wait here for Mama and Papa.”

“Yes.” Alma shifted from one foot to the other; she didn’t want another fight. “I know, but that was before Eric showed up. There might be others that will come looking for him.” Emelia’s wide-eyed fear—or disbelief or awe or whatever had just passed over her face, leaving her mouth open in an O—was the perfect response; even her little sister wouldn’t want to face the other guards. “And besides, people have been told to move away from here. We saw all the cars going to Salt Lake City.” Alma tightened her grip on Eric’s jacket. “Do you really think Mama and Papa will come here if everyone was told to leave? The best thing would be to go to them.”

“Right! Minor detail.” Emelia’s tone was full of sarcasm. “We don’t know where they are.”

“I have the address of the factory in Phoenix.” The address of a factory, not necessarily theirs. Alma shifted and sniffed.

Emelia raised her eyebrows. “Oh! How far is that?”

“Not that far if we use the van.” She tapped her foot. “I want you to get all the food that you can find, pans, plates and blankets. Perhaps get a mattress in the back so we can sleep in the van too. Anything that is useful. Load it up.”

She caught the side glance Emelia gave Matias before she turned away and walked into the hallway. “Let’s not be here when Eric wakes up.” Expecting a comment from Emelia, it surprised her when cupboard doors creaked open and pots clanged.

Alma pressed her ear to the door of the room where she kept Eric. Only silence. She quietly entered, easing the door slowly to avoid the squeak of the hinges. His body was exactly as they had left it. She emptied his jacket pockets onto the spare mattress, careful to stay out of his reach. He could keep the packet of gum and opened pack of cigarettes, but she pocketed the lighter with a grim smile. He wouldn’t be able to light his smokes, but it would be more useful for her; she would add it to her collection. How he could unwrap the gum or pull out a cigarette with his hands lashed behind his back was no concern of hers. She dropped the jacket to the floor near him and pulled his phone out of her pocket. Her mouth went dry. She lifted his limp, bound hands and flinched at the intense urge to back away from touching his skin. Cringing, she unfurled and pressed his thumb to the button, moving as fast as her trembling hands would allow. The screen lit up and the phone unlocked. Alma scrolled until she found the settings app and entered her own thumbprint into the memory. She stepped as far away from him as the room would allow and retched again. The long pause to let the screen lock once more toyed with her resolve; she didn’t want to be near him or even breathe the same air he did. At last, trying her own thumbprint on the button, the phone came to life. Alma rushed from the room and hastily turned the key. She checked the handle and shook the sturdy door. It was firmly locked.

Slipping the phone back into her pocket, Alma pulled the top drawer from the chest by the front door to lighten it. Then another and another until all the drawers were stacked by the opposite wall. “Em! Give me a hand.” Emelia came out of the kitchen and frowned. “We’re putting the chest in front of his door.”

“I thought you already locked it.” She frowned.

Alma shuffled backwards. “I did. But you remember that big kid, my age probably, that kicked the hole in the door. I think it will be better, just in case.”

“They were so angry he got away.” Emelia laughed.

“He was lucky. I don’t want Eric to be lucky.”

They shuffled the heavy chest of drawers down the corridor, scraping it on the floorboards. Emelia didn’t utter another word and her smile was gone. Alma bowed her head. She didn’t want to know what her little sister was thinking, but she had to be putting it all together. Since Emelia rarely held back when she disagreed, she was silently consenting to Alma’s methods.

Alma pushed the pile of broken glass away from the locked door with the edge of the drawer and Emelia scurried off. She chivvied the furniture up to the door and replaced the drawers. It would be best to fill the chest of drawers and make them heavier, but the house was stripped. If he ever woke up and kicked the door, he would hurt himself at the very least.

Alma hurried to the kitchen. Emelia had done a good job. She had piled up tins of beans, a couple of sacks of oatmeal, a half full carton of eggs and the large bottle of oil. She had also lifted the massive bag of rice to the counter, ready to load with a couple of the smaller pans. Alma hoisted the large catering pot to the side. She wouldn’t need to fill it with bland rice or cook porridge for thirty children, but it was bound to have some use. Finding a small box of matches, a box of salt, and a can opener, she dropped them into the catering pot with a handful of cutlery. She wiped the frying pan with the cloth and added that to the pile too. Grabbing the laden pot and adjusting her grip so that her good arm took most of the weight, she joined Matias outside.

He struggled to pull the single mattress inside the back of the van. She rushed to help, lifting the end and pushing it to him. He staggered back.

She slammed the grubby mattress down and rubbed the sweat from her forehead. “Where’s Em?”

Matias shrugged and collapsed on the mattress. He was too little to do all that by himself, and Emelia was leaving them to do all the work. Alma rushed back inside to find her and gather up the next load. Water was running in the bathroom.

“Em?”

“I’m having a shower.”

“No time.” Alma thumped on the door. “Em!” The water splashed.

“It’s not very warm, I won’t be long.”

Alma balled her fists. “Em! Get out here!” She stamped her foot.

Matias passed her with the enormous bag of rice and a wide grin. He was working hard and had the right idea; if they packed the van, when Emelia was done with her blasted shower, they could get moving straight away. Alma hurried to the van, untied the blanket pack and several apples rolled out, bouncing to the floor. She tutted and put them on the seat and pulled out some fresh clothes for Emelia. Rushing inside, she dumped them just inside the bathroom door.

“Hey!” Emelia pulled on the moldy shower curtain in front of her.

“You can say thank you later.” Alma shut the door firmly and headed to the office.

The tiny room was a mess. Eric had obviously pulled everything from the shelves and emptied the drawers in his search for the hidden rucksack. There was another bulky phone next to the red one that had no dial tone. She hadn’t seen the second phone before. Eric must have emptied other drawers too. Reams of torn paper covered the floor; the fallout from his never-ending temper. She never wanted to face that again. If Mama and Papa came looking for Emelia and Matias, she must do all she could to reunite them. She took a scrap of paper and noted down the number of Eric’s phone, adding a line that they were safe and a plea to call. Folding it, she addressed it to her parents and left the letter on the empty kitchen table.

She held her nose and grabbed the few cans of beer unopened from the fridge. She set them aside along with the sealed bottle of tonic water. They would need more fluids or at least more containers. There was nothing in the ransacked kitchen but lidless bowls and mugs.

When she’d been held prisoner there, all the children had water bottles. The guards had made sure of it after one child collapsed in the heat. She ran to the nearest bedroom. The room was so bare that the two bottles left on the floor with a t-shirt and sock took mere moments to find. Her stomach swooped, happy that she was going to be able to take care of her siblings after all. In the remaining vacant bedrooms, the children had left behind nine soda bottles of various sizes. It was far better than nothing.

The moment the water stopped running in the bathroom, Alma jammed a bottle under the faucet in the kitchen. She swished out the bottles and filled them with clean water. She would need to refill them at some point, but they had enough to set them off on their journey to Phoenix.

Emelia stepped out of the bathroom. She was pale. Her hair was dripping, and she held a wad of toilet paper to her cheek. The paper slowly stained red; blood seeping through like an accusation: you did this. You allowed your sister to take the fall for you. Alma’s arms were full of the precious water bottles. She clung onto them, even though her fingers twitched to check Emelia’s cut. All her anger drained away. “Grab any of the bits left in the kitchen.”

“Sure. Thanks for the clothes. I rinsed the others through and hung them up.”

“You’ll need to wring them out and hang them up in the van.”

Emelia tutted, but Alma marched off and left her there to complain. There was no time to stand around.

Emelia caught up with her, a bag of oats in each hand. “What’s the hurry? The wind is picking up. It’s better to be here when another storm hits.”

“No.” Alma tucked the bottles down the side of the van wall and jammed them upright with the blanket pack.

“Don’t you want a shower?” Emelia dumped the bags in the back of the van.

“There’s no time.” Alma grabbed the bags of oatmeal and shoved them in two pots. “I want us out of here.”

She jumped out and went with Matias back into the house. They carried a second mattress to the van and laid it on top of the first. She’d spread them over the van floor when it was time to sleep. She’d take the space with the join, but it was better than the floor. Emelia hung her dripping clothes from a cable that ran along the inside wall of the van. What a difference a few days made. They used to hold on to that rope to steady themselves when being transported from their dorm rooms to the factory, but it worked better transformed into a clothesline. The laundry dripped, puddles of water forming along the bed of the van. She didn’t want that soaking into the mattresses. Despite the pain in her shoulder, Alma took the sopping clothes and wrung them out. Emelia and Matias copied with the sweatpants.

“Are we ready?” Alma hung the clothes up again.

“You should at least take care of your leg.” Emelia pointed to the torn fabric. “And maybe the marks on your face.” Her voice was soft, which was almost worse than her usual sarcasm and judgement. 

Alma fought off a tear. “I’m fine.”

“If you are going to be driving all the way to Phoenix tonight, you need to make sure that you are. Have you looked in the mirror?”

Her appearance had nothing to do with her ability to drive; the lack of driving lessons would be the biggest problem. Matias clung to Emelia’s arm and his lips turned down. Alma edged to the dusty wing mirror. Her lank hair laid flat against her scalp, framing her grubby face. Smears of tears and droplets of blood stained her cheeks. Her face told the whole wretched story. It should be scrubbed. Emelia’s look of pity made sense. 

“There’s...”

“... no time! Yes, I know.” Emelia ran her hand through her damp curls. She pursed her lips and frowned, glancing at the house and then back at Alma. “We’ll wait out in the van. We won’t go back in unless you call for us. Please.”

Emelia’s persistence was irritating, but the plea was painful.

Alma wanted nothing more to do with the prison and the monster trapped in the room. He’d been out cold for a long time. Cold; she could only hope that he was deathly cold. She twisted away from her siblings, her own monster rearing its ugly head and caught her reflection again. “Maybe just a quick cleanup.” And it would be fast. “Promise you’ll stay out here.”

Emelia passed her the towel. Alma grabbed a change of clothes and crept back inside the house.

Her palms stung in the barely tepid water, and when it met the gash on her leg and the graze on her shoulder, it smarted. She didn’t shy away from the pain; she deserved it. She let it stab. The tiny punishment for leaving a man to die was probably not enough, even after what he had done to her. Even if her morals told her murder was wrong; surely, for a man like him, he deserved his sentence. Water dribbled over her face, and she shivered. She hadn’t been expecting the prickling sensation there too.

The shower continued to drip, even as she gently patted her sore cheeks and body. The mirror hadn’t steamed up, so it didn’t obscure the multitude of tiny scratches over the side of her face. He had dragged her over the gravel, and she hadn’t known he hurt her. It was red, but it would heal quicker than Emelia’s cut. Perhaps the shower was necessary for Emelia and she had needed to scrub herself clean from him too.

It was her little sister’s kindness that sent her in to clean up. With all traces of what Eric had done removed from her body, perhaps Emelia thought Alma could forget about him and what nearly happened. 

Dressed in fresh clothes, Alma stepped out of the bathroom and padded past Eric’s silent prison. She rushed to the van and climbed in. Overwhelmed by the stink of cigarettes despite the wound down windows, she couldn’t chase his presence in the stench away. Emelia had scoured them both from their encounters with Eric, but Alma was making them sit in his van and take him with them. It was a hollow escape.

“That’s better!” Emelia rubbed Alma’s knee. “Do you know the way and what you’re doing?”

“The map Eric loaded on his phone says turn right and keep going.” She took a screen shot, shifted the image and captured another. She zoomed out and followed the route to Phoenix. The image blurred past a town marked Flagstaff, and refreshing the screen didn’t help. There was no connectivity. They’d have to rely on road signs when they got closer. She started the engine. The dashboard lit up. Emelia and Matias put on their seatbelts. Alma shifted the stick to drive and reached out for the accelerator, the tips of her toes brushed the edge of the pedal. She grabbed the bar below the seat and shunted it as far forward as it would go. Her foot rested on the pedal, stretching her leg uncomfortably. She’d get used to it. She gently pressed the accelerator. The van inched forward. “I think I can work this out too.”

She steered the van in a wide circle to face back down the driveway. The gravel crunched under the wheels.

The weight in her chest lifted. “Let’s get Mama and Papa.”

The bellow of an angry man, tied up by his own belt, robbed of his phone and any escape, rang from the house and echoed through the empty town. The hair raised on her neck and she shivered. She pulled down her sleeves, hiding her body, hunched her shoulders and gripped the steering wheel tighter. She pressed the accelerator, and the van jolted away with a spray of gravel. If only she could leave her guilt in the dust behind her.
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Chapter 14 
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Catherine (Cat) Murphy

Evening, Arivaca, Arizona

Cat’s stomach gurgled and growled, dropping like she’d been gut punched. She’d screwed up, big time. Following Tom was not an option, but neither was staying in her room. She rolled off the bed and crawled to the staircase. Scooting down the stairs, jolts of electricity ripped through her tender stump with each jarring drop. She sat on the second to bottom step thankful that there was only one other person in the room. “Benjamin!”

He shuffled over from the couch. “Yes, Ms. Murphy?”

“Could you get my crutch and give me a hand up?” She pointed at her crutch hanging next to a holster on the coat hooks beside the door. “Oh, and grab that pistol out of my holster.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ben stopped at the hooks on his way to her. He handed her the pistol first, and for lack of a better option, she slid the firearm into the pocket of her sweatshirt. Next, he handed her the crutch and offered her his hand.

“How’s the baby?” She let him pull her up. Blood rushed from her head, little fuzzy stars filling her blurry vision. Dizzy, she tottered. “Where is everyone?”

“The three older children are asleep in the loft and, last I saw, Mr. Callahan was pacing the catwalk trying to soothe the baby.” The young cowhand steadied her. “She’s doing alright. Needs a name, though, and some formula or something. Mr. C mixed up some powdered milk and corn syrup to tide her over, but that’s not a long-term fix.”

“I think I have a solution to that.” She thumped toward the door. “Want to take a ride in the UTV?”

Moving gingerly, but faster than Cat, Ben passed her and opened the doors. “If it’ll help the little one, yes, ma’am.” He held the screen door open with one hand, guarding his broken and bruised ribs with the other.

Cat’s stomach grumbled again, and she paused halfway through the door. “Oh, would you mind grabbing me a snack?”

“Sure.” He left her standing in the doorway. “Just a sec.”

“I’m going ahead.” She didn’t wait for his reply.

Even at his labored pace, Ben caught up with her before she’d made it to the end of the alleyway. “You missed supper, so Jim rolled the leftovers up in a couple of tortillas.” 

Unaccustomed to the crutch, her armpit and shoulder were screaming by the time she got to the UTV. She collapsed into the passenger seat, pushing the crutch to the center, then swiveled into place. 

He handed her the foil wrapped burrito. “Where to?”

“Thanks.” She unwrapped the burrito and took a bite, talking as she chewed. “To your brother’s house. Take the main road, it’ll be smoother. I don’t think either of us can handle a whole lot of jostling.”

He walked around to the driver’s side and hesitated. “Want me to go let Mr. Callahan know where we’re headed?”

“No.” If Tom knew she were leaving, he wouldn’t let her go. “We’ll be back before he even knows we’re gone.” If she saw him, she’d make things worse. She wasn’t ready to apologize—even though that was the least he deserved.

“You’re the boss.” Ben climbed in, started the vehicle, and eased it out of the barn. He rolled across the lot and turned onto the gravel road, gradually increasing his speed. 

Cat unwrapped and inhaled the breakfast burrito before the UTV reached full speed. Small insects splattered the windshield, the sultry autumn air whipping over her face and through her hair. She gripped the roll bar, her fingers aching, her leg burning. Fifteen uncomfortable minutes later they were turning off the gravel road onto the Millers’ powdery dirt driveway. Dust churned around them, filling her lungs, burning her eyes, and obscuring the already dim headlights. With her free hand, she pulled the collar of her T-shirt up over her nose.

A wall of white appeared in the shroud of dust. “Woah!” Ben slammed on the brakes, the UTV juddered and skidded sideways on the washboard road. Metal on metal scraped and screeched, the bumper of the side-by-side caving in the side of the pickup.

Thrown forward, Cat caught herself on the dashboard, a twinge of pain zinging through her wrist. That was all she needed, another freaking injury. 

The vehicle settled, the dust clearing. “What the hell?” 

“Those bastards who were ransacking Rebecca and Eli’s house! It’s their pickup.” The vehicle was crossways in the road, blocking their path. Cat shook out her wrist, opening and closing her fist, stretching her fingers. 

Ben got out of the vehicle and clutched at his side. “Son of a—sorry, Ms. Murphy. Ow, my ribs!” He crumpled to his knees. 

Cat turned in her seat, peeking over the seat. “Ben! You’ve got to get up! I can’t do this without you.”

The young cowboy clawed at the tire, then at the side of the UTV. Finally gaining purchase, he pulled himself to his feet. Hanging on to the bed, he made his way around the back of the vehicle and limped to Cat. He leaned over the hood of the side-by-side. “Doesn’t look like there’s too much damage, good thing you invested in that beefed up cow catcher.” He hobbled over to the front of the pickup. “I think we can push our way through this brush and get around the truck.”

“I hope so, because that rig isn’t moving without being towed or pushed by something bigger than this side-by-side.” She scooched around in her seat, trying to ease the tingling numbness in her rear.

“That so?” Ben worked his way back to Cat. “How do you know?”

She winced and rubbed the remainder of her leg. “Um, I filled the gas tank with alkali.”

“Dirt?” His face was quizzical.

“Yeah, I thought they’d get a little further.” Cat braced herself. “Anyway, let’s give it a shot.” The UTV lurched through the tall, prickly, brush. She gasped, a thorn ripping through the soft skin on the back of her hand. Stifling a yelp and fighting the urge to lick her wound, she tightened her grip on the rollbar handle. 

After they squeaked around the immobile vehicle, Ben stopped the UTV. “You know, we should check the rig for supplies.” He got out and opened the back door of the pickup, the silhouette of his body illuminated by the side-by-side’s crimson tinged taillights. “Blech!” He coughed and spluttered, swatting at flies and banging the door shut. “It smells like... death.”

“It’s the looters!” Her mind flashed back to her earlier encounter at the Miller’s place. Almost a week ago, she’d blown up the tack room and opened fire on this group of men. “How many are there inside?”

He cupped his hands and pressed his face to the driver’s side window. “One, two, three, four. Ugh, they’re...” He gagged, gulped, and swallowed. “Uh, they’ve...it looks like they’ve melted.” 

She turned away, heartsick. “I must’ve killed them all.” Her face grew hot, and her head spun. When pressed, she’d acted on instinct, but mentally she wasn’t ready to live in a dog-eat-dog world.

“I’d rather not dig through—” He retched again. “Oh!” Ben doubled over cringing in pain.

Leaving her seat would be pointless, even if she did manage to reach the young man, she couldn’t do a damn thing to help him. Useless and selfish, she’d put him in this position. She tried to comfort him the only way she knew how. “Don’t worry about scavenging through the pickup. It can wait until we’re desperate. Right now we need to get supplies for the baby.”

Ten minutes later they crossed an arroyo and topped the final rise before coasting into the Millers’ lot. She and Ben sat in stunned silence as the dust cloud settled, the headlamps spotlighting a pile of ash and rubble where the house used to be. “Oh, dear... Drive around the lot?” She patted Ben’s hand. “Slowly, so as not to stir up that incessant powder again.” The landscape was incinerated, only the hollow skeletons of a tractor and a truck sat low on the ground. 

Ben parked the UTV. He drew in a shallow breath, wheezed, and coughed. “It’s... it’s all gone.”

“Good Lord.” Cat buried her face in her hands. “What have I done?”

“What do you mean?” Ben gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white. 

She brushed the tears from under one eye then the other. “Did you see how everything is scorched to the east and to the south? And how there are those meandering blackened fingers off to the west, but the vegetation to the north is relatively untouched?”

The man squinted, his face an ashen green in the moonlight. “I didn’t notice it at the time, but now that you mention it... Yes.”

“I started this fire when I blew up the tack room.” She sniffled. “And I’d wager dollars to donuts it’s the same fire that burned down Tom’s cottage.”

“Ms. Murphy, I can’t believe—” Ben was interrupted by the snarling and yipping of several dogs fighting over a shadowy carcass. “Oh, no! The goats!” He got out of the side-by-side and, with a lopsided gait, trotted to the goat pen. “Damn. Poor things, they’ve all been slaughtered like fish in a barrel.”

The dogs dragged the last goat out of the murky wasteland and into the area in front of the UTV, the dusky light shining on their speckled blueish gray coats. “Those are Eli’s dogs! I freed them. They’re worthless bloodthirsty mongrels. This is all my fault.” 

She flipped open the glove box and removed a flashlight. Grabbing her crutch and twisting on the seat, she exited the side-by-side. Picked clean, goat bones littered the corrals. The hen house was a small mound of ashes and there wasn’t a chicken to be seen. She stumped around the lot, hopelessly searching the wreckage for something, anything of use. 

Ben yelped, his outcry clipped short. She shined her flashlight in his direction. A large puff of soot hung in the air, but the young man was nowhere to be seen. “Ben!” She edged toward the cloud.

“Ms. Murphy!” The young cowboy’s voice was shaky and muffled. “Help!”

She neared the spot where she’d last seen the flurry of ash. “I’m coming!” 

“Don’t get too close! The ground just dropped out from under me.”

She slowed and stopped, overlooking the gaping void. “Are you okay?” Barely visible in the shrouded moonlight, Ben’s shadowy form was hard to make out. She crept closer.

The murky clouds opened for a moment. The cowboy propped himself up on his elbows, then rolled to his knees and stood. “Other than my ribs hurting like hell, I think I’m fine.” Crouching down, he picked up his palm leaf hat, and brushed it off. “Dang, the crown’s busted.”

“I’ll get a lass rope and we’ll use the side-by-side to get you out.” She returned to the UTV and fished a poly rope out of the toolbox, pushing aside the empty MacNaughton bottle. She built a small loop and tossed the honda end of the rope down the hole. “Here.”

“Ms. Murphy?” Ben rustled behind and below her.

She threw a half hitch around the side-by-side’s ball. “Yes?”

“Um, I think I’ve fallen into the cellar.” 

“That’s better than I thought! At first I thought you’d fallen into one of those molten sinkholes.” She pulled the knot taut and turned to shine her cell phone flashlight in the hole. “Do you have a flashlight?”

The young man dug around in the front pocket of his Levis. “No, but I’ve got a lighter.” A scratch and a flick later, a small flame appeared above his fingers.

Squinting, she edged closer to the pit and adjusted the angle of her cell phone. “What can you see?”

Ben let out a low whistle of bewilderment. “I knew Eli was prepared, but I had no idea. There are a lot of supplies here. I mean a lot. Maybe more than we could carry in a semi.”

Cat wanted to drop to her knees and get closer. “Anything for the baby?” Being unable to see the stockpile was driving her crazy.

“There’s milk replacer and colostrum...”

“Great!”

“For goats.”

“Damn. Well, that might have to work. Look for dry milk, coconut oil, cane sugar, corn syrup. Gather up anything else you think we can use.” The bed on the side-by-side was only about three foot by four foot. “I wish we had a bigger rig.”

“There are some—ow, son of a gun—tarps down here.” Ben’s pain was audible. His replies were tense and choppy. He stifled his exclamations, but his grunts and groans reverberated in the cave-like cellar. “Give me a minute, I’ll bundle this up and you can haul it out with the UTV.”

She took her end of the rope and took several wraps around the upright pipe of the rollbar. Scooting into the driver’s seat, she held the end of the rope and prepared to engage the side-by-side. “Ready?”

“Ready!”

Using her only foot, she pushed the brake in, then slid the UTV into gear. She moved her foot to the gas pedal and inched the little rig forward. Soon, the bundle of supplies was above ground. Wanting to get past the unstable ground, she drove forward several feet before stopping. She reversed as far as she dared, then got out of the UTV and untied the bundle. She threw the rope back down to Ben. “Your turn. We can come back and get more supplies later.”

“I’m sending up another bundle.”

Not in the mood to argue, she extracted the second load, then yarded Ben out of the hole. Covered in powdery black dirt, he crawled over to the bundles. He moved like a broken-down eighty-year-old man. His breathing labored, he dusted himself off and loaded the supplies, finally settling back in the driver’s seat. “You okay. Ms. M?”

Knots had formed on the corners of her jaws, the tension radiated up to her temples, a splitting headache pulsed with each beat of her heart. “I’ve been better, you?”

“Same.” He put the UTV in gear. “Let’s get home and grab some shut-eye. I am plumb tuckered out.”

She hadn’t realized how tired she was until he uttered those words. The trip back to headquarters was bumpy, but uneventful. Her eyelids grew heavy, her eyelashes obscuring her muddled view. She fought to keep her eyes open, eventually succumbing to the blissful darkness. Her head dropped to her chest and she snapped awake, wrenching her neck. Sleeping was not an option, falling out of a moving vehicle was the last thing she needed.

Crowned by the familiar Rancho Seco sign, the main gate glowed amber in the headlights. The prominent silhouette of a lanky cowboy resting against the upright filled Cat with both relief and anxiety. Propped inside the entrance, Tom leaned back on the gate post, his cowboy hat tipped down over his face. Removing his hat, he bowed—an overexaggerated sweeping bow—when the UTV passed through. His face haggard and his mouth set in a grim line, Cat could tell he was not pleased. 

Ben parked the side-by-side in the barn and uncovered the supplies, moving slowly, wheezing, and protecting his chest with each step. 

She struggled, pulling herself out of the UTV. Dragging her throbbing body toward the apartment, she guarded her raw and bruised armpit. She was past exhausted; she was bone tired. Thoroughly abused, every wearied cell in her being tingled and vibrated. She had her hand on the screen door handle when she paused, the brisk tapping of cowboy boots on concrete drawing near. Keeping her eyes forward, she opened the door. He reached around her and opened the main door. She’d been hoping to avoid him, let him cool off. 

Cat stumped over to her armchair and eased down, sinking into its cushy familiarity. Even the smell was comforting; traces of her designer perfume lingered in the fibers. She inhaled the bouquet of cucumbers, fresh cut grass, and citrus and sighed. One of her few splurges, it was a vivid reminder that the days of extravagance were over. Propping her leg on the ottoman, she flexed her foot, stretching her toes. Her stump dangled, her non-existent foot itching and aching. From head to toe, her skin prickled and stung, even her hair hurt. She pulled the elastic from her messy bun and massaged her scalp.

Opposite her, Tom took a seat on the edge of the sofa, setting his Stetson on the floor. For several unnerving minutes, he sat upright, hands folded in his lap. Abruptly, his demeanor changed, and he relaxed into the corner of the couch. He put his stocking feet on the ottoman, crossing them, his toes almost touching her foot.

She extended her big toe and tapped his. “How’s the baby?”

“She’s doing okay. Settled in for now.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. “I got some of my homemade formula in her, hopefully she’ll sleep for a couple of hours.”

“Ben and I went for—”

“Catherine, right now I don’t give a damn what you went for.” Tom slammed his feet on the floor and leaned toward her. “At the very least, you should’ve let me know where you were going.”

Had it been any other man, his posture would’ve been threatening, controlling. She would’ve shied from him or even run away. Instead, it felt intimate, comforting, protective. The feeling was foreign to her. She gravitated toward him, bewildered. 

"Dammit, girl, I’ve been worried sick.” He rose from the sofa and strode to the picture windows, pacing back and forth. “Hell, Cat, you shouldn’t even have gone anywhere. I know you’re not stupid. In fact, you’re quite intelligent, but that was a jackass level stunt. You know better. That leg needs to heal and Ben needs to heal.” He hunkered down next to her armchair. “You put the boy in danger, real danger, Catherine. Don’t you realize how vulnerable he is right now?”

Looking into his intense blue eyes was unbearable. “Tom, I’m sorry. I just wasn’t ready to talk to you.” She still wasn’t ready to talk to him. She glanced at the floor then looked over his shoulder. “I wasn’t thinking. I keep disappointing you and...”

“Like it or not, things have changed around here.” He took her by the hand. “We’re partners now. I’m with you, one hundred percent. Hell or high water, remember?”

“Hell or high water.” A dog bayed in the distance—a deep, warning bark—breaking her already fractured concentration. “Did you hear that?”

“What?” Tom cocked his head but continued to hold her hand.

“The dog.” She pointed to the west. “I think it’s coming from that direction.”

The dog barked again, sounding more vicious and nearer than before. “It’s Belle.” Tom grabbed his hat and sprang up, stalking to the exit. “Sounds like we’ve got guests.” A double barrel shotgun rested on two bent horseshoe hooks above the doorway. He reached up and grabbed it, then broke it in half, exposing two shells. “It’s loaded, but just in case, where do you keep your ammunition?”

“There’s a belt hanging under my coat.” She pointed at the row of hooks just to the right of the door.

He threw the belt over his shoulder, opened the door, and walked halfway out. “Don’t worry, it’s probably that pack of dogs that banded together after the world started exploding.” 

Unconvinced, Cat took her pistol from the pocket of her sweatshirt, the barrel clanking against her flask. She removed a pill bottle, the flask, and the gun. Laying the firearm across her lap, she took another half of a horse pill, then chased it with a small shot of whiskey. 

The dog barked again. Nearby, an infant howled in unison. The closeness of the cries startled Cat; she’d had no idea the baby was even in the room. Of course she would be. Tom would’ve wanted to keep her close. Keening from the end of the couch, the child’s piercing wails beckoned to her. She rose from her chair and hobbled to the sofa, peeking over the arm. In her blanket basket the delicate, red-faced baby lay swaddled in one of her throws. She lowered herself onto the couch and reached over the arm, shoving off the floor and bracing herself with her good leg. She strained, stretching to reach the child. Picking up the infant, she held the baby to her chest, swaying back and forth. “Shh, sweet pea, shh. Tom’ll be back soon.” 

Unable to do anything else, she kept rocking and cooing, praying that she hadn’t just lied to the child.
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Chapter 15 
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Nora Bennani

Night, South of Flagstaff, Arizona

Nora had enough self-doubt to fill an ocean, but Dunia had asked her opinion on when to escape their new Martinez prison for a reason. “I think we should go now. Let Sydu hatch his ugly plans and open the doors to find no one.” 

Dunia led her to Xavier, and spoke, pointing at Nora twice. She stood tall, with a confident demeanor, even though inside she shook like Jell-o in an earthquake.

Xavier gestured for them to follow. 

Nora did. Her hands needed a break; her fingers were blistered, her forearms sore. 

Men and women gathered and Xavier spoke in low tones, Dunia whispering translations. They split into groups, going to the walls and pushing the seams open, the metal creaking and groaning. Dunia pulled her to the group at the end. Sydu yelled from the far end of the dormitory, but no one answered him. 

People slipped out a gap in the metal sheets between two studs. Dunia reached for Nora’s hand, pulling her along. They followed Xavier single-file along the edge of the compound and around the big warehouse building. Men yelled; Nora was certain Sydu’s voice was one of them. Nora’s group joined the others, pressing against the end of the warehouse farthest from the office trailer. “Faris and some others know how to start cars without keys. They will do this, then we will jump in with Faris and Jaya. Xavier will take the biggest truck and ram the gate. Others will cut tires of vehicles we can’t take. We will follow, fast. Stay close or get left behind.” 

With the guards so well armed, it was a perilous plan. The only thing that might save the workers was reluctance to shoot their own vehicles. But the yells behind them grew louder. They had no choice, they had to go. Nora waited, heart thudding, watching for guards. 

Engines thrummed. Dunia towed Nora forward, tires pinging gravel against them and the building as the big truck shot forward. Shouts came from the office trailer, glowing bright in the night. Dunia pushed her into the back of a compact car. Nora scrabbled across the seat, Dunia and Jaya following her. They were rolling when Sydu jumped in the front. Nora rocked in her seat with the force of the car’s stop. Faris yelled. The windshield starred, the bullet impacting the safety glass with a thwack. “Go! Drive!” 

The car accelerated, Nora jolted, then they skidded around a corner and careened out of the compound. A big truck idled off to the side, fencing wrapped around the front end, Xavier slumped over the wheel. She couldn’t be positive, but she’d seen enough death to be almost certain Xavier was dead, not just unconscious. Nora closed her eyes and prayed for his soul. 

They bumped and jolted down the dirt track, dust obscuring much of the view in front of them. Tires squealed, and they slid onto a paved street, the springs creaking and groaning from the five of them weighing the car down over the earthquake-damaged road. A few minutes later, Faris pulled to the side and stopped. He pointed at the passenger door and yelled. 

Dunia said something, and Sydu argued with her. Faris got out of the car, trotted around to the passenger side, and opened the door. He yanked Sydu out by the back of his shirt when he tried to crawl into the driver’s seat. Other vehicles from the factory roared past them. They had to go before the guards caught up with them. 

“Nora, drive.” 

She climbed out and plopped into the seat while Sydu and Faris threw words and then fists. “We don’t have time for this!” Faris connected hard with Sydu’s jaw; he stumbled backwards and fell on his butt. Faris climbed into the passenger seat. “Go.” 

Nora put her foot down and drove before Faris got the door closed. Without the map, she didn’t know where she was going. She had a vague recollection of the route they planned around the outskirts of Flagstaff, but not the details. She glanced at the yellow light below the fuel gauge. They’d be out of fuel before they reached the city proper. With any luck, they’d leave Sydu far enough behind that he wouldn’t trouble them again. Whether they could outrun the guards was another story.

They passed a treed area, probably another golf course, with a large sign: “Private Property Stay Out No Water.” A few minutes later, the car’s engine coughed and choked, the fuel gauge at E, and Nora pulled into the right hand lane. More and more vehicles parked along the side of the highway; theirs would be just one more. They chugged along until the motor died for good. She put the car in park and climbed out. “Do we have any water?” 

“No.” 

They piled out of the car and trudged forward into the darkness. Nora didn’t know where they were going, but she was sure she didn’t want to go back. “Dunia, we have to be ready to run off the road if the guards come after us.” Dunia repeated her words to Jaya and Faris. The four of them plodded along, each of them turning back to check the road behind them, but no vehicle lights lit the darkness. About twenty minutes later, houses appeared, glass shimmering in the faint moonlight. At the first and second, the doors gaped open; the windows broken. Blackened timbers were all that remained of a third. The next few were the same—looted or gone. A sign for Viola’s Flower Garden had a cardboard sign taped across it: “Closed. No water.” The plants in the nursery drooped, the main building’s windows boarded up. 

Without a choice, they kept walking. A sign ahead said, “Entering Flagstaff, Elevation 6906, Established 1882.” A few hundred yards to their right, I-17 still buzzed with traffic, headlights flashing. A whole convoy of military vehicles, big green trucks with canvas sides, were rolling into the city. Ahead of them, a huge rusty electrical pole had fallen across the road, the others beyond it leaning drunkenly or already on the ground. A white rail fence had “no water” and “stay out” written across each section in black. They all stopped. Dunia lifted a listless hand to Nora. “Where do we go?”

“I don’t know. The freeway, maybe?” If the military was in charge, maybe they’d organized water and food. They skirted the fallen lines and crunched across the dry grass to the freeway, walking along the verge, and down an entrance ramp to a traffic circle. Signs directed them to the left: “Tuthill Relief Center.” Cars jammed the off ramp on the other side, some pulling off the road as they watched, out of fuel. A woman in a high-vis vest and military camouflage bent to talk to the occupants of a car. Down the road, there were more people in vests, lights shining, and what she assumed were generators humming.

“Nora, is the military in charge here?” Dunia pointed at the woman in the vest.

“It looks that way.” They walked along a sidewalk, around another traffic circle. The vehicles rolled forward in fits and starts. More signs appeared. “No weapons. No drugs. No alcohol allowed,” and, “Fort Tuthill is governed under the Uniform Code of Military Justice.”

“Are we going to be okay?” Dunia pulled her to a stop.

“I don’t know. But we need water, right? I don’t know where else we can go.” Talking that little dried Nora’s tongue beyond bearing. They kept going, one foot in front of the other, eventually reaching a group of military personnel directing traffic into multiple lines. At the front of each line, another military member told everyone to get out of their vehicle. They looked through bags and patted people down. Beyond the checkpoint, boxes full of guns were stacked three and four high. They joined a short line of people on foot and waited. 

A girl in a vest handed each of them a bottle of water. “Keep the bottle, you’ll need to refill it.” They all chugged. Dunia translated for the others after she downed half a bottle. Nora licked her lips to get every last drop into her parched tissues.

When they reached the front of the line, one of two uniformed men sitting behind a table asked, “Identification, please.” He held out his hand palm up.

“I don’t have any. I’m Nora Bennani, a reporter.” 

“You’re who?” The man stood up, knocking his chair back, and leaned forward, his fingertips on the table, staring at her. “Liam, it is! This is Nora Bennani, from the report about the volcano.”

“Huh.” Liam looked up at her, lips twisted. “Well, the major’s going to want to see her. Mrs. Bennani, could you please go with...” he turned to look at a small group of uniformed personnel, “Genger, come here.” 

A young woman with auburn hair in a tight bun marched toward them. She wore camouflage, too.

“Airman Genger, take Mrs. Bennani to see the major, please.” 

She nodded sharply. “Of course, Sergeant. Mrs. Bennani, this way please.” She motioned with her hand like she was showing off a model car on a game show. 

“I need to bring my companions. They’re important to the story of this disaster.” Faris, Jaya and Dunia huddled together, clutching their passports. At least they had ID. Hers was in her backpack, along with the satellite phone, at the Martinez factory they’d just escaped. She wasn’t going back for it, that’s for sure. 

“They are?” Liam glanced back at the growing line of people. “Fine. Take them too. Next!” 

Nora walked next to the Airman, sipping from her bottle. “So, what’s going on here?”

“Well, when the earthquakes started getting bad, they assigned Major Ridley to set up a relief camp for Flagstaff. We’re just supposed to provide food and water, but with people’s houses falling down and the college destroyed, and everything such a mess, we’ve become a refugee camp, essentially.” 

They walked past a makeshift gate, with sandbags on both sides, barbed wire running into the distance. Large tents stood on dusty fields to their left, and acres of parked cars on the other side, the moonlit reflections showing miles of windshields. They trudged up a hill and along a street with a tall wood fence on one side, a sign proclaiming the area as Fort Tuthill. 

They passed a parking lot jammed with military vehicles, moving up and into a large, lodge style building, the front lit by more generator-powered lights, thrumming too loud for conversation. Inside, what had been a hotel reception area held rows of military and civilian personnel behind dark wood veneer desks that probably came from hotel rooms. Uniformed personnel scurried back and forth, carrying papers and books. What Nora thought was communications equipment was jammed into a corner; people on headsets all speaking in low, even tones. Light shone from the hotel’s regular lights, so there must be a generator for the building.

They trod up a clear center aisle, past what used to be the lodge’s front desk, and to an office area beyond. An older woman in civilian clothes sat behind a desk. “Yes?”

“Mrs. Ridley, this is Nora Bennani, the reporter.” At the woman’s blank look, Airman Genger added, “You know, the one who reported from the helicopter and told us all about Martinez Corporation and all the other horrible stuff that started all this?”

“Oh! I’m sorry, I didn’t recognize you, I’m afraid.”

Nora forced a smile. “Well, I’ve been drugged, walked almost from Sedona, got taken prisoner, escaped, and walked some more. It’s not surprising I don’t look camera-ready.” 

“I suppose not.” The woman waved at some chairs. “Please, have a seat. I’ll take you in to see the major when his meeting is over. Thank you, Airman, you can return to your duties.” Genger left. 

Nora moved to the chairs along the wall and collapsed into one, Dunia, Jaya and Faris copying her. 

“We’ve got to find more solar panels, and more wind turbines. And more fuel.”

“I know that, Fred. Tell me something we don’t know.” 

Nora sat up, blinking the sleep from her eyes. She must have drifted off. It had become a habit, falling asleep whenever she paused for more than a couple of minutes.

“Mrs. Bennani, it’s an honor. I’m Major Nevis Ridley.” A man in a blue uniform, shiny gold rank on his shoulders and ribbons on his chest, walked to her, hand outstretched. She stood and shook his hand. “This way, please. Forgive the mess. It’s much harder to run things without computers.” 

They entered an office with a desk and a small conference table. Both had stacks of papers filling the surfaces. “But you have electricity, right?” 

Major Ridley sat behind his desk. Nora pulled a chair out from the conference table to face him, and rubbed her brow. She’d kill for some coffee.

“We have some electricity. I need to keep it for the important things, like an inventory of food and water, and communications with other military leaders. And our medical clinic.”

“Of course.”

His nose scrunched. “So, if you don’t mind me asking, what are you doing here? I thought you were in Las Vegas?” 

“Did you see my report on Martinez Corporation’s misuse of workers?”

“Yes, I did. It’s terrible.” Ridley shook his head.

“Well, it’s worse than that. I found a group of workers abandoned by their guards, locked in a shed and left to die.” She gestured toward Dunia. “I didn’t get there in time to save all of them. But even worse, they told me Martinez Corporation took their children to schools. But those schools aren’t schools, they’re more factories. Forced labor. Children, Major. Kids. Parents lured here by the promise of a better life for their kids, brought here legally, then forced into slave labor conditions. Killed in pursuit of the almighty dollar.” 

Ridley returned her stare with no emotion Nora could read. She may as well be looking into a shark’s eyes. He didn’t care and her heart sank.

“As I already said, that’s terrible. But I have colossal problems here, Mrs. Bennani. There are over seventy-two thousand residents in Flagstaff. There are tourists, too. While we’ve lost some to the disaster, there’s still many people here I have to care for somehow. More are coming every day, all day and all night. Luke Air Force Base, where I and most of these Airmen come from, is small. It can’t send any more help. They have to help Phoenix. We need power to run well pumps. We need power for medical facilities. We need food for all these people. We need fuel for trucks to bring in food. I’m sorry, but I can’t spare anyone to go looking for a few children. There are lost children right here, a lot of them.”

“I don’t need you to look for them, Major. I know where they are. My network has sent people to retrieve them. All I need to do is get to Jackrabbit Bluff and Harmony Ranch. We’re supposed to meet them there. We’ll walk there, I just need to know where to go.” 

A smile flickered. “I have no idea where that is, but I have locals here who can help you.” He leaned back and steepled his fingers together. “But first, I need your help. I need to keep people from panicking, from stealing, from hoarding, and from anarchy. I don’t have enough people to do any of that. I have a hundred people; most of them are administrative personnel, with about twenty security forces. Right now, those folks are guarding this building, a few of the county’s buildings, and the primary water supply.” 

His lips turned up at the corners, but he wasn’t smiling. “That supply is right outside in the big tank out there. There are a few more tanks, and I’ve got some water trucks, but these people are Americans. I need your help to spread the news, in a way that won’t panic everyone, that life has changed. Long hot showers are a thing of the past. Even getting enough drinking water may be a thing of the past if we can’t get people to save water. I’ve got a public affairs team and they’re doing their best. But you.” Ridley pointed at her. His smile was genuine, but it didn’t make Nora comfortable. “If you, the woman who warned us and saved thousands, tell them that saving water saves lives, they might just believe you. They might believe it when Nora Bennani tells them everything will be fine, if we all do our part. They need to obey orders, even if those orders impinge on their civil right. This isn’t a military coup, but someone has to take command. Civilians aren’t used to taking orders, but they might behave if Nora Bennani says, behave or anarchy could result. I’ll help you, but you have to help me first.”

“So, let me get this straight. You want me to do what? Produce some sort of propaganda flick? Become the next Leni Riefenstahl? Are you some kind of Hitler, Major Ripley? Because that will not end well for you.” Nora stood up. She might make bad decisions, but being a propagandist wasn’t one of them. No matter how tired or thirsty she might be. “Americans might be wasteful, but they’re not all racist assholes willing to support a fourth Reich.”

Ridley held up both hands. “Mrs. Bennani, of course I didn’t mean it like that. I only meant I need someone with your experience to help my staff figure out the right way to tell people they must conserve water. Because some of my people think we should shoot dogs and cats, to conserve rations. That will start a riot, guaranteed. We’ve already put up signs about conservation. Soon, I will have to start a rationing system. I don’t know how to track that. People will create fake documents. We’ll end up shooting someone, I guarantee it. I don’t want to kill anyone over water.” He shook his head, eyes closing.

Nora didn’t believe him. “I can talk to your person about messaging, but I don’t want to be your mouthpiece. My job is to report the facts. But there’s another way I could be of use to you. My companions come from areas with little water, so they can help with ideas. I know where some solar panels are.” She turned around. “Dunia, what were they building at that factory we came from?” 

“More turbines, like we did.”

Nora smiled and spun on her toe. “I can tell you where there are turbines you can mount on poles for wind power. It’s a Martinez factory. But, armed guards have taken the factory over, and they had all the workers locked up. We escaped. You’ll have to send a force in to get everything.” 

“But, we—”

“If you don’t, those people will come here. Martinez’s people are ruthless and they are heavily armed. Eventually, they’re going to run out of food and water, and try to take yours. You should send a team in now to disarm them and take the wind turbines. Slave labor built them, so it’s not stealing. It’s confiscation of goods made by illegal means.”

“Touché, Mrs. Bennani.” He sighed. “Fine. Susan!” 

The woman in the outside office popped in. “Yes?”

“Susan, can you find Kaya? Then Captain Denny after that.”

“Of course.” She bustled away.

Ridley drank a glass of water. “Fill your bottles at the cooler there, if you’d like. We’re rationing drinking water, but I know you’ve come a long way.” His mouth twisted. “Quid pro quo.” 

Dunia filled Nora’s; they all drank and Jaya refilled the bottles. 

“Ah, Kaya, come in. Kaya, Nora Bennani. Nora, Kaya Evehama. Mrs. Bennani needs to know how to get to Jackrabbit...”

“Bluff. And Harmony Ranch.” 

An older Native American woman sat across from her. “There isn’t much harmonious about Harmony Ranch. Martinez was a thief.”

“Well, we can agree on that, for sure. But what makes you say that?”

“Harmony Ranch was supposed to return to the People when the previous Martinez died. Instead, he sold the ranch to a white woman.” Her mouth twisted. “She’s fine. She takes care of the land and cares for the animals. But Martinez cheated. That land was part of our communal tribal lands.” 

“Martinez owned the land?” Something was adding up—badly.

“Yes. The one before Jorge Martinez.” She sneered his name. “But I can tell you how to get there. Maybe. The roads are gone. Aaloosaktukwi could wake. Then we will all die.”

“Aloos-what?”

Kaya smiled. “Humphreys Peak. It is a volcano. Dormant, but so was Rainier.”

“Well, sort of. Rainier has always had some activity.” Nora waggled a hand. “Still, if you can show me how to get there, I’d appreciate it.” Although she wasn’t sure they should go there at all. Cosbie and Martinez might have laid a trap for her.

“Of course, I’ll draw you a map.”

“Major Ridley! Major!” Airman Genger stumbled into the room, blood bright on her yellow vest. “We’re under attack!”
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Chapter 16
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Kit Walsh

Morning, Spokane WA 

When the aftershock subsided, Kit sprinted to the edge of the destroyed motel, peering through the clouds of dust and ash. “Sean!”

“We’re okay! We’re under the beam we blocked. Coming out now!” 

Kit raised his eyes to the sky. Thank you. Sean’s back appeared, then he turned to step up on the exterior wall piece, now lying at a slightly sharper angle. It thudded down under Sean’s weight, and he staggered, but caught his balance.

“Let me test it, Sean.”

“No!” Sean shoved his gloved palm toward Kit. “You need to stay clear.” He put one foot down and the piece settled another inch, then stopped, then he stepped fully on it and turned away. “Okay, Ms. Laner, I know it hurts, but put a foot up here if you can, between mine, then raise both arms. I’ve got to lift you under your arms, okay?”

“Oh, Lord help me now.” The large elderly woman did as Sean directed, keening when he brushed against her crushed arm. Sean squatted, put his arms around the woman, and with a grunt, lifted her onto the section of exterior wall. He straightened, then led her to Kit. They both helped her down the much shorter drop to the parking lot.

“Got your jack. It was a pain to get off the—well, I guess you don’t need it now, do you?” The helpful woman let the jack fall to the ground with a clang. She handed the first aid bag to Kit. “Brought this too.”

Kit put the bag next to Sean, then picked up the jack. He didn’t want to lose it. As people grew desperate, things were disappearing; that’s why most of Taylor’s purchases were in their room, not in the truck. Sean had been sleeping in the truck to scare people off. Plus, Kit appreciated the time alone with Taylor. Not that it seemed to do him much good. Standing, he forced a smile. “Thanks for getting it. I might have needed it to get Sean and Ms. Laner free if things had gone further sideways. I appreciate your help.” 

“No problem. Do you have an extra pair of gloves? What little I own is in the room on the other end.” The woman pointed. 

“Maybe. Sean?”

He’d put Ms. Laner’s arm in a sling. “Crushing injury. Need a hospital. I’ll take her and Taylor to the base, while you dig our stuff out, okay? I’ll be back.” 

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense.” He helped Ms. Laner to stand, and with Sean, led her back to their truck. She moaned almost continuously.

Taylor, still in the back seat, glared at the helpful woman following them. “Taylor, is anyone else trapped?” Kit helped Ms. Laner into the passenger seat of the truck. 

“No one’s said anything. People have been pulling stuff they can reach out of the rubble and leaving.”

He leaned on the open door. “That’s so unsafe. Sean’s taking both of you to the base. I’ll stay and get our stuff out if I can. Then we’re leaving.”

“Hey, if you help me get my stuff, I’ll take Ms. Laner to the base. Then you can get on your way.” The helpful woman, a middle-aged brunet in decent shape shrugged one shoulder. “You’re lucky to have some place to go.”

Kit dug in the back for his spare gloves. “Here. These will be too big.”

“Better than nothing.” 

Kit followed her to the north end of the building, Sean half-carrying Mrs. Laner and seating her in the woman’s car. Together, he and Sean lifted the end wall enough for the woman to pull a duffle bag from the rubble. With a hand raised in thanks, the woman drove away without another word. Some people were made of action. Normally, neither he nor Sean would let a patient leave their care unless it was to a hospital or a doctor, but nothing was normal anymore. At least she’d seemed competent and willing; that counted for something.

He and Sean dug their elderly neighbor’s bags out, then their stuff. They pushed and pulled on the end of the roof beams, collapsing the structure as much as they could, making it safer for anyone else digging through the remains. They turned off the water and pulled the personal items they could easily reach out of each room, leaving them perched on top of the shattered structure. Their neighbors returned a few at a time, grumbling about the free meal being more rice and beans than meat. After a long day of hard work, one grateful resident brought them to-go containers. “There wasn’t a lot left, but I explained what had happened, and they scraped up what they could. Thanks again.”

Kit, Sean and Taylor sat in the truck, eating in silence, the evening’s gloom falling. With the increasing ash and weird weather, they never saw full sunlight anymore. The sun probably shone in Arizona, but it wasn’t the time to bring that up again and create more strife. 

“So, I guess we don’t have a choice. We have to leave. But we still need some calcium hypochlorite.” Taylor handed her half full food container to Kit. “Bleach breaks down over time, so if we get some pool shock tablets, we can make a small amount of chlorine solution for purification as we need it. A few tablets go a long way. The best place I can think of to get it is the base pool. The stores have been sold out since we got here, and I bet people have already broken into the public and private pools. The base is still safe.”

Kit scraped half of Taylor’s left overs into Sean’s container. He was still hungry, and he knew Sean was, too. Mass disaster response feeding stations gave out smaller servings to avoid waste; fire fighters were used to triple or quadruple that, easily. On the days they helped with the medical on the base, they got fed well, but there weren’t any extras served there either.

After licking his container clean, Sean closed it around theirs and stuck them near Kit’s feet. “The base won’t be safe much longer. Like I said, the Air Force is pulling out.”

“All the more reason to get it now. Before we go to Arizona.”

Kit twisted to stare at Taylor. “You’re willing to go?”

“I didn’t want to believe it.” She blinked hard, biting her lip. “But I talked to everyone I could, before you turned up, and no-one had heard from Ashley or the convoy. They had all kinds of communications gear. I’ll leave a message for her on the base and with the Red Cross, but I think the Air Force is right.” She shuddered and turned her head, her voice dropping to a whisper. “They’re probably dead. We can’t wait here any longer. Riots will start when the Air Force people are gone, and the nice Red Cross ladies won’t be able to stop it. We need to go.”

“Well, if you’re willing, I am.” Sean started the truck. “The Air Force said Boston is underwater. If my family survived, I have no way to get there, not through the burning fracking fields of the Midwest.” He put the truck in gear and drove away, ash flying off the vehicle and tires. “Maybe we can fully fill the diesel tank one more time.”

Kit swallowed hard, puzzled but grateful that his little family had finally come together. “Thanks, baby...” He bit back the word, but it was too late; Taylor was already shaking her head. “I really feel like my aunt is going to need us. She’s all alone out there in the boonies.”

“Arizona’s bound to be better than this.” Sean waved at the gloomy ash-darkened skies, pink streaks brightening. If he’d noticed the tension between him and Taylor, he hadn’t let it show. He was still the same old Sean, focused on doing the next impossible thing. “Nobody’s going to survive here, not long-term. Nothing will grow with all this ash in the skies.”

“Doesn’t ash cool the earth, anyway? We might be headed for a nuclear winter scenario.” Taylor shifted her foot on the center console. “Arizona will be better for that, too.”

Sean glanced back. “I can’t believe you can remember all this prepper stuff. You are going to save our asses.”

Kit turned away from Taylor’s brilliant smile at Sean. Their relationship got so bad, so fast. He didn’t understand how or when. Maybe it was long before the disaster started. Maybe he’d been a blind idiot for years. Well, no more. He straightened himself in his seat. It was time to be Taylor’s hero again. He’d win her back. Sean couldn’t really compete—Kit was smarter, bigger and faster. “The outdoor pool is near the park with the airplanes, and close to the fuel station. We can get diesel, then pull through and park behind the building. While you fill, Sean, I’ll go scope out the pool.”

“I can fill the truck and you can both go.” Taylor smiled first at him, then at Sean. “You need a lookout. I can drive the truck for a short distance.”

Kit put his hand lightly on her shin. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

She frowned. “It’s that or I go with you.”

No good choices. “Okay. We’ll get the fuel started, then walk away, like we’re checking the store. It’s already empty, I know, but maybe it won’t look suspicious that way.”

Sean snorted. “You’re a terrible liar, so follow my lead. Don’t glance around or check other people. Walk like you know exactly where you’re going and why.”

He flashed a grin at Taylor. “Right. Got it. No glancing around, just a man on a mission.”

They pulled up to the station, but tape blocked off the pumps with signs reading “No gas, No diesel” dangling. Sean pulled past the pumps and parked around the back of the station. 

“No, let’s get the truck closer.” Taylor pointed to the small group of larger houses labeled ‘Commander’s Circle.’ “I bet all the big-wigs are gone or at the airfield. Turn off the lights and pull into the driveway of the house closest to the pool. Leave it running and if something happens, I’ll come get you.”

Kit turned. “Are you sure, Taylor? I don’t want you hurting that ankle more.”

“I’m sure.” Taylor raised her chin.

“She’s got this, bro.” Sean punched him lightly on the shoulder. “She’s tougher than you think.” He pulled into the circle. “Shoot, there’s fences.”

Kit jerked his head. “And a guard, just keep driving around the circle.”

Sean pulled around and out, then drove past the official lodging. Flashlights bobbed in a few windows; none of the base had power except the flight line and the medical tents. They rolled past the small one-story building at the pool’s entrance.

Kit pointed at the overflow parking lot in front of them, full of travel trailers and RVs. “Park there, facing the pool. If we’re asked, our hotel collapsed and we’re just looking for a safe place to catch a few z’s.”

“Good idea.” Taylor actually sounded complimentary. 

Sean pulled into a slot between a travel trailer and a tiny commuter vehicle. He put the truck in park and hopped out, getting to Taylor’s door before Kit got his seat belt off. He slid her out and into the driver’s seat. 

Kit pushed Sean out of the way and leaned toward Taylor. “A kiss for luck?”

“Sure.” Taylor kissed him on the lips; a quick kiss, not the long, loving one she gave him before he left for the wildfire. It seemed so long ago, but it hadn’t even been two weeks since the disaster struck. But in other ways, it was a lifetime. Crazy. “Stay safe, ba—Taylor.” He smiled at her and closed the door softly, then caught up with Sean. 

They strolled to the side of the pool building without trying to hide, then skulked along the side staying in the shadows. Headlights flashed on the main road into the base, and another plane roared into the sky. They reached the end of the building and the start of the chain-link fence surrounding the pool. Kit twisted and peeked around the corner, and seeing nothing move, went back for a second, longer look. The pool cover had sunk into the pool, weighed down by ash; the pool loungers and decking covered too. It was hard to tell in the fading red glow of sunset, but no obvious footsteps marred the sooty pathways. 

“Gate’s padlocked,” Sean said quietly in his ear. “We could get bolt cutters and cut through the fence.” 

No barbed wire ran along the top. “Or just go over it.” Kit jumped, catching a link high above his head, and jammed his running shoes in the lower links. The fence rattled a little, but it was built well, and stretched tight. They both climbed up and over, then dropped the last few feet, their landing muffled by the ash. Kit pulled on his mask, Sean doing the same. 

Kit shuffle-stepped to the building’s doors, trying not to create plumes. He leaned close to Sean. “They wouldn’t keep the chemicals inside in the locker rooms; the Air Force is fanatical about safety. They’d be in a separate place, locked up, but not too far away.” Signs labelled the locker rooms and office. They peered into the office area, but it didn’t look like there was room for chemical storage. But to his far right was another door, with a hazardous materials label on it. He skulked over and tried the knob. Locked, of course. 

Sean leaned back and raised his foot.

“Wait,” Kit hissed. “That lock is probably a deadbolt, not a regular door lock. And you’re not wearing boots.”

He leaned against the door. “It’s metal. Thanks, buddy, I might have broken my foot. But now what? All I see is flimsy furniture and pool noodles.”

“Tire iron from the truck?” Kit returned to the glass office door. “I bet there are keys in there.” The Air Force would probably use safety glass on a door. He grabbed a deflated pool toy from the decking, shook the ash off, and placed it against the glass. Then he pulled his windshield punch from his belt and jabbed hard. The pane cracked and crazed, but as he guessed, stayed intact. Using the pool toy, he pushed the window out of the frame near the lock, reached through and unlocked the door. 

Padding across the small lobby, he ducked behind the check-in desk. He pulled his headlamp from around his neck and shielded it with his hand. Sweeping the sliver of light around the desk, the beam glinted off a large bunch of keys hooked under the rim. He returned to the locked side door, and jammed one key after another in the lock, trying almost all of them before the lock clicked open.

He and Sean slipped inside the small room, and he uncovered his light, wincing a little. Pipes and pumping mechanisms dominated the small room, with a shelf holding filters, and yes, a couple of large tubs of pool shock. Sean pumped his fist, and they picked the tubs up by their handles, one for each of them. Kit was thrilled the Air Force didn’t buy the stuff in 55-gallon drums. He clicked off his light and allowed his eyes to readjust, then slipped back out the door, leaving the keys hanging from the knob. 

They slid around the end of the building. Sean pointed at the fence. “I’ll go first, and you can throw those over.” 

Kit pried the lid open, chlorine biting his nostrils. “They’re not sealed. They could burst and cover you with chemicals.”

“Yeah, bad plan.”

“We climb up, each carrying a tub, then at the top, I take yours. You climb over, take one tub, climb down, and repeat.”

“Works. Let’s go.” 

Climbing the chain link with the unwieldy pail was a pain, but the handle made it possible. At the top, Kit slung the pail over the fence, climbed up a few more steps, then put his left arm over the fence, the top links biting into his underarm. He half-turned back, took Sean’s pail, pulled it over and let both tubs dangle. Sean climbed over, dropped, then jumped up, grabbing each pail. Kit climbed over and down, shaking out his hands. 

“Hold it right there. Hands up.”

Kit spun to the left. A shadowy figure held something in his hands. He raised his hands, Sean doing the same. 

“Look man, we’re just grabbing some chemicals, and then we’re out of here. No biggie.” Sean shrugged.

“It is a big deal, it’s stealing.” The voice sounded childlike and shook a little. 

Nerves or excitement; either was bad with a gun involved. If there was a gun. Kit still wasn’t sure. 

A diesel engine growled to his right. The fire truck sped across the parking lot and road, bumped up and over the curb and pulled between them and the kid. Taylor shouldn’t be endangering herself—they could talk their way out. Kit ran for the driver’s door, Sean on his heels, both of them crouching to stay behind the truck’s body. “Get down!” He didn’t dare open the door—the interior light would come on. Taylor leaned over, ducking out of sight. The passenger window rolled down part way. 

“Look, there’s a lot of this stuff. How about we take half and you take half,” Taylor called.

“You’re stealing and that’s wrong. Leave it and go.”

“We can’t do that.” Sean moved around Kit, crouching behind the front fender. “We have a long way to go and need a way to purify our water. This stuff will be worth more than gold, kid. We’ll leave you half.”

“But the base commander trusts me to keep his stuff safe. And I’m not a kid.”

“Well, then you ought to know the base commander is leaving.” Sean lifted a pail onto the hood. “He’s flying out on the last plane, probably tonight. Did he tell you that? Or offer to take you?”

“No. You’re lying.”

“No, he’s not.” Kit backed Sean’s play. “All the military are leaving. They’re going to Arkansas. Why didn’t they tell you?”

“I’m a cadet in the Civil Air Patrol.” The voice broke at the end. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Sorry. They’re all leaving.”

“That explains it. He said he was coming back, but I could use his house for a while.” The kid barked a laugh. “Yeah. Leave me half. Take yours and go. Good luck.” 

Sean pulled the pail on the hood off, and put it down on the grass, in front of the truck, off to the side, where they wouldn’t run over it. Together, they loaded the truck, careful to keep an eye on the cadet. When they were done, Kit gave the kid what he hoped was a warm salute and climbed in the driver’s seat, Taylor scooting over. 

“Kid didn’t have a gun.” Sean leaned into the front seat and rested his hand on Taylor’s shoulder. “But he had, like, a taser or something. That could have been bad. Thanks for saving the day. You’re the real deal, girlfriend!”

Kit held out his hand to Taylor. “Yes, thanks for saving us again.” He smiled when she put her little hand in his. He squeezed and ignored the squeeze to his heart. He’d failed, again.
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Alma Garcia

Late Afternoon, Southeastern Utah

Alma snaked across the lattice of cracks in the tarmac. The van bumped and juddered over the uneven highway out of town, and the hot wind buffeted it on the open road. But Eric’s yell refused to fade.

She was grateful for the lack of witnesses to her slow and steady escape from the scene of her horrendous crime. The van’s similarities to the forklift were few, but she kept the van and them on the road. Matias sat by the window, and Emelia put her feet up on the dash. The seats didn’t match. Someone must have fitted a bench seat so that the guards didn’t have to travel in the back with the kids. It was hardly worth it. Matias and Emelia fitted, just about; grown men would struggle. They were heading to Phoenix. They would find their parents. Nothing could stop them now.

Alma tapped Emelia’s leg. “Feet off.” There was no response. “I mean it. If we crash and the airbag goes off, you’ll get hurt.”

“If you crash? What are you going to crash into?” Emelia quickly sat upright and braced herself against the dash. “Mind that sign, it’s going to jump into the road.” She laughed. “Come on. The van was meant to be quicker than walking, right?”

Thousands had evacuated in the mad rush, now they were alone. It was just as she liked it. Keeping Matias and Emelia safe would be easy from here. Avoiding downed power poles and the web of cracks slowed her down, but she could handle it. If Mama and Papa were in Phoenix, she would find them. She had stashed the papers with their address in the rucksack, with the passports and all the cash. With the mass of population fleeing, her parents might even be heading in her direction. Any moment they might appear at the horizon. But the highway stretched out empty of any life; no cars, no people, no animals.

The map app on Eric’s phone had shown one major highway through Southeast Utah down to Arizona. If her parents were heading to Encircle Energy’s private school, the prison house, they would use the same highway. She could be confident and concentrate on the straight route. There was no need for her to plan any farther ahead. They would need to pass a few towns, but those places were likely to be deserted, like the one they’d escaped. The phone sat on the shelf above the radio and the screen was dark with the charging cable plugged in. It was right to take it and steal the van. With the supplies stashed in the back, they had all they needed. For the first time in days, Alma was in control. She snickered to herself: literally ‘in the driver’s seat.’

“What?” Emelia was on her like a hawk.

“Nothing. Just thinking.”

“I thought you’d forgotten how to laugh.”

That stung. She had no answer. She pushed the button for the radio. Static fuzzed in the speakers.

“Let me do that.” Emelia batted Alma’s hand away. “You obviously can’t do two things at once. Keep your eyes on the road.”

Matias put a hand out the window and let the wind buffet it. She had shut off the air conditioning system; it was barely working and it would use more fuel. The warm dusty air lifted his arm like a wing. It was good to be free.

The speaker crackled with a female voice. Emelia fiddled with the dial. She tuned out and then back in again. “I think that’s the best we’ll get. I’ll see if I can find some music.”

The woman’s voice sounded serious. Alma put her hand out. “No, leave it. I want to know what is happening out there.”

Emelia huffed and put her feet back on the dash, but it was a waste of energy to fight that battle. The woman interviewing the man on the radio was too compelling for her to be bothered by Emelia’s rebellion.

A man replied to an unheard question. “It is vital that we prepare for the fallout, Karen, if it isn’t too late. For millions it is. But much of this is out of our control now. We’re all going to feel the effect of this no matter where we are sent.” 

“Yes, social media, and media in general is a bit hit and miss across the country at the moment, but in a recent interview, professor, you imply that, how did you put it.” Karen rustled her papers; or at least Alma assumed it was the speaker. Someone close to the microphone, in any case. “Here. Let me read you a quote, ‘America and the wider world will be paying for the greed of Encircle Energy for generations to come.’”

He snorted. “If it wasn’t Encircle, someone else would have done it. Let’s face it, it was an accident waiting to happen. We shouldn’t be surprised by what is happening in the world. There has always been the possibility of human error, but this one is on a massive scale. The blast on the seabed—the fracking wells on fire, the pollutions spreading, and all the subsequent catastrophic events that have literally shaken the world—shouldn’t, indeed wouldn’t, occur if we paid attention to the fragility of our planet.”

“You also say, quite controversially, that you believe we are heading for another ice age.” Karen’s voice grew weaker. “Many have said that you are scaremongering when the nation is on the edge of crumbling.”

“Oh, no!” The professor declared.

Karen gave a high laugh. “Oh, good! I know a lot of listeners will be pleased to hear that.”

“I’m not scaremongering at all, I wholeheartedly believe it. In my book, Weather of the Future World, published only 6 months ago, I set the facts straight. I clarified that if several volcanoes were to simultaneously erupt, much like they are across the globe, we could be set for another ice age. And as you know that number is increasing every day while the tectonic plates readjust. Those eruptions and the gasses and ash spewed into the atmosphere could decimate our already precarious weather systems. Within climate change studies the global warming phenomena has been researched ad infinitum, but very few media channels have taken the risk of global cooling seriously.”

“Global cooling?” She didn’t bother keeping the alarm out of her voice. Alma hadn’t listened to a lot of radio in America, but something told her this wasn’t how interviews were usually conducted. 

“It’s simple, really. The gases and ash will produce extreme weather...” The professor’s voice faded into the static buzz.

“Encircle Energy?” Emelia reached for the dial. “They really are behind all this, too.”

“No, leave it. Give it a moment.” Alma pushed Emelia’s hand away. “I don’t know what they did, but it made everyone run. That news report on the television with the boats and wave. He said there was an explosion on the seabed.”

“And the volcano.”

The radio fuzzed, and the professor’s voice slipped in. “... flash flooding and killer hailstorms. The delta countries, if they weren’t swept away in the tsunamis will face rising water. As you know, whole country communities are heading inland. But even there the population may not be safe.”

“I’m sorry.” The interviewer’s voice quivered. “Inland isn’t safe?”

“It is for now, but the weather has to go somewhere. Cold air falling and hot air rising in ever-increasing cycles. Well, that’s a potential disaster on the hurricane and cyclone level. They will sweep the country, for sure.”

“Including the places the government is telling us to go?”

“They’re clueless...” Music quickly drowned him out.

It was a jarring change. Classical piano tinkled with a soothing melody, but did nothing to undo what the professor had said. He had seen what everyone had escaped and was still saying it would get them in the end. The plinky-plonk tune couldn’t undo the damage, her heart wasn’t slowing and calming to the melody, but beating a retreat. The music finished and a different female voice crackled through the speakers, announcing a change to the schedule. They had cut the professor short. The gentle music disintegrated into nothing but fuzz. Emelia reached for the dial; but that time, Alma didn’t stop her.

High clouds banded the sky and caught the rays of the fiery setting sun, but a darker patch hovered close to the ground, full of shadows and stretching across the distant highway.

“What’s that?” Matias pointed to the cloud. “Is it a hurricane? Like that man said?”

Billows of ochre rose from the ground, lazily swirling, twisting and spreading left and right. Soft curves and gentle plumes blossomed and multiplied, lifting into the air and creeping closer.

“Not good!” Emelia patted the radio. “It’s like he said. We should stop.”

Alma sped up. “We’ve only just got going.”

“You can’t drive through that. What if it is a hurricane like Mr. Professor man was talking about?”

She gripped the wheel tighter and a stabbing pain attacked her shoulder. “It’s not and we’re not stopping.” The house and Eric were too close. She needed to get farther away. “It’s just a dust storm, and we have the van. It’s all very normal. Seriously, no wonder they shut that man off.” But she studied the clouds more closely. 

“Then we should find shelter or something.” Emelia leaned forward. “Why are there no buildings out here? No wonder I couldn’t get anything on the radio with that thing kicking off.”

“There!” Matias pointed.

The line of a narrow road broke up the landscape out of Matias’ window, but there was no junction from the highway to reach it. There were bushes, rocks, and plenty of nothingness. A road to nowhere was no use. The cloud was steadily heading their way, increasing in width and darkening as it filled more of the sky. It was bigger than any dust storm she had spied through the house window.

“I can’t get to that road.”

“There!” Emelia pointed. “Great spotting, Mati.”

Alma scanned the area they were both pointing at. “What am I supposed to be seeing?”

“There are some buildings out there.”

“I’m not leaving this road.”

“That storm is heading straight for us. I don’t think you have a choice, Alma.” Emelia lowered her voice. “It is either that or go back to the house.”

“Can’t we just pull over?” Alma stiffened. “I’m not going back there.”

Wind carried swathes of dust high into the expanding and approaching cloud. The front edge rose and darkened, a wall of dirt and dust sucked from the ground and carried on the swirling currents. It filled the horizon and wasn’t fading. It was growing in power; perhaps with enough strength to knock the van over on the exposed road. Alma couldn’t put her family in the path of the menacing squall.

Emelia and Matias were right; she’d bring them back to the highway once the storm had passed. “Okay then. Get me to that road and those buildings.”

A cold gust of air blew through the van. Emelia leaned over Matias and jabbed the button to shut the window, sealing them inside the van with a dirt-packed cloud raging ahead. Without the breeze, the air was stifling. The van bounced over the quake broken road, jarring and shaking not only them but the mattresses behind. They must have tumbled and slid against the back doors because the pots that had been neatly and securely packed against them, rattled and crashed against each other. There was something else rolling about too, clanging against the metal wall every few seconds. The wind whistled over the hole in the back door. She drove as fast as she dared, hopefully to the junction, to the road and to the buildings that might offer them shelter because the highway led straight into the heart of the storm. The cloud consumed the sky; it blocked the horizon and kept advancing.

“There!” Emelia shouted.

A narrow road, not even paved, curved away from the highway. Alma veered off, thankful the new road led away from the cloud. She chased the open sky, but the road twisted to avoid large boulders, and threw them parallel with the storm. From Matias’ window the sunset was stunning and mocking. They would not ride off into it with the darkening cloud chasing them from her side. The wall of dirt-filled cloud rose higher. The van shook in the wind and dirt rustled over the windshield and wing of the van. Dust from the road lifted in flurries; pale, tiny replicas of the mother storm that raised them.

A rust-colored roof and a group of squat buildings were within reach. The storm swept ahead. Dirt and dust rolled in, and the cloud swallowed them. She sped up. The van jolted and danced over small rocks. The light turned yellow and then they were smothered in darkness.

Emelia screamed, and Alma slammed on the brakes. Dirt and grit scrubbed over the metal. The van rocked on gusts of wind. The darkness was so deep that she couldn’t tell if her eyes were open. She twisted and poked at anything she could touch around the wheel. A ticking accompanied the flashing arrow on the dash and an orange light outside strobed, but didn’t cut the darkness.

A blue light switched on. Emelia held the phone in her trembling hand.

Alma put her finger over the button, unlocking the phone. The screen wallpaper image of Eric holding a rifle made her recoil. She stifled the yelp and turned on the torch. “Bring it closer, Em. Where are the lights on this thing?”

“There.” Emelia pointed.

Alma prodded the button and the headlights flared. Light glared against the hazy dirt cloud; where there should be two beams, the headlamps were reduced to diffused patches of weak light in the dirty mist. Alma leaned closer to the windshield. The light stretched a couple of paces in front of the van. She eased the wind tussled vehicle forward. It was painfully slow. The hiss of sand and grit attacking the exterior and the occasional missile, like the ping of a larger stone thrown in the fierce wind against the bodywork, was disorienting. The wide expanse of the nothing-filled desert had vanished; sucked up and consumed in the vast storm. The intense hammering and darkness surrounded her on every side. It banished the spacious places and squeezed her grim world closer and closer. Her scalp prickled. Her chest tightened. The air was thin. The space small. No escape. She reached for the door handle. Her panicked heart raced. Everything was closing in around her and she had to get out. The lock clicked.

“What are you doing?” Emelia shouted, and grabbed her arm.

The door caught in the wind; it jerked from her grip, and a gust of grit swept in. Alma shielded her face and Emelia leaned over her.

“Door!” Emelia coughed violently.

Alma grabbed the handle with both hands and pulled. The wind caught the other side and slammed it shut. She panted, brushing the dirt from her face. Her shoulder twinged. Emelia spluttered, and Matias patted her on the back. He questioned her with a single look, his little face pinched and pale. Alma turned away. There was nothing she could say. It was stupid and reckless, and she’d let the tightening storm strangle her. She gripped the wheel and focused on the task, determined to shut everything else out but the buildings and shelter.

Keeping the edge of the road with the scrubby grasses closest to her side of the van, she stayed on course. An enormous drop of rain hit the glass, followed by another. Muddy splatters burst over the hood and filled the screen. Filthy rain covered the van, determined to blind her. She flicked the wipers, and the glass smeared with a film of muck. She sent a jet of water onto the screen and it cleared briefly.

Illuminated in the meager headlights was a post with barbed wire. A little farther, there was a gate post and buffeted plants growing on the track. The buildings should be nearby. Spraying the screen again, she turned the van onto the overgrown path. Something crashed on the passenger side wing, shaking the van and taking out the headlight. She shrieked and braked. It pounded the side again.

“The gate!” Emelia banged the dash. “Go through or it will hit us again.”

Alma clenched her jaw and jolted the van forward. The gate swung against the side much farther back with an echoing boom. The tires spun on mud or plants or whatever was out there, but couldn’t grip the storm-drenched road. The engine whined and the van lurched, tearing them clear. She squirted the windshield, the jet weaker than before. The single headlamp caught the corner of a timber clad wall. She inched nearer and pulled the van in close. The jostling from the wind lessened.

“I’m not driving anymore.” She turned off the wipers and folded her arms. “I can’t risk damaging the van. We need it to get to Mama and Papa.”

“What was that?” Emelia shook her head, and dirt scattered to the seat.

“You said it was the gate.” Alma switched off the headlights and engine. She unplugged the phone and shone the torch up at the ceiling. Rain pounded the metal van with a million hammers. Wind whooshed under the van and whistled wilder across the hole in the back door.

Emelia scowled. “No. The thing before. You know what I mean.”

Alma leaned over the seat and shoved the stray mattress back on top of the other with her good arm. Her cheeks flushed with heat. At least she hadn’t caused more damage with her panic attack, it could have been a lot worse. But she didn’t want to discuss it. She clambered into the back of the van to inspect their stuff.

A rumble of wind roared under the van, jerking it to one side and setting it trembling. Alma banged her head on the wall, grabbed at the rope and steadied herself. They were not fine. The storm was getting wilder. She cupped her hands to the glass in the back doors, but couldn’t pick anything out; the darkness shifted in waves around them.

Pointing the phone light at the wall of the van, she found a straight dent from the collision with the gate. The van juddered. The wind howled over and under them. Sand, dirt, and grit pattered the bodywork with a constant pattering. Stones and debris banged intermittently. The crashes and thuds had to be larger projectiles; trash, branches and anything not tied down could hit the van. But every new sound made her shudder, sending her searching for new damage.

A thundering boom came from the direction of the building. Alma rushed back to the window, but the torch light bounced off the glass and dirt cloud surrounding the vehicle. She couldn’t do anything but drive away even if she found out what was rumbling outside. But that plan brought its own risks. It might be better not to know and trust that the van and the building would protect them from the worst of it. There weren’t any other options. They were stuck there, in the darkness and veil of a storm that raged around them. A screech of metal and an enormous darker shadow briefly covered the van. She ducked. The shadow melted into the storm and something crashed to the other side of them. Bangs and echoes of bangs battered her ears. Her heart was racing and she wanted nothing more than the comfort of her father’s arms.

She curled up on the mattress with her back to the front window. Pulling up her knees, she hugged herself. There was no escape.
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Chapter 18 
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Catherine (Cat) Murphy

Late Night, Arivaca, Arizona

Two shotgun blasts rang out in quick succession. A moment later, two more blasts followed. Cat sat upright on the sofa, holding a loaded pistol in one hand, and clasping the wailing baby to her chest with the other. “Shh, shh, little one. It’s okay. Everything’s okay.” 

She could lie to herself, but Cat couldn’t deceive the newborn. She’d never been a mother; she just wasn’t cut out for it. Her dread and incompetence oozed out of every pore. There was little she could do to calm her own nerves and nothing she could do to placate the infant. She needed more than just another hand—and another leg—she needed that maternal instinct. 

The child’s cries intensified, wailing in fits and starts as she gasped for breath. The entry door clicked, the knob turning, and Cat tensed. The baby howled again, and Cat raised her pistol, training it on the door.

Bandolier over one shoulder, shotgun in hand, the tall cowboy stepped into the room. “Is it alright if Belle comes in?” He removed his hat and hung it next to the door.

Cat lowered her gun, trembling from head to toe. Unable to speak, she nodded and wrapped both arms around the baby. 

“What’s wrong?” Tom hung the cartridge belt on a coat hook and propped the shotgun next to the door. “Catherine, you’re shaking like a leaf. Are you okay?” He put his hand on her arm and reached for the keening infant. “Can I hold her?”

Relieved, she mentally relinquished the baby, but her body wasn’t as quick to release the child. “Take her. I’m... I’m having trouble letting her go.” 

Tom’s long, thick fingers wrapped around Cat’s dainty wrist. Her hand shaking, he peeled her grip from the distraught infant. Pulling her wrist to his chest, he freed the child from Cat’s unyielding grasp. “Come here, Little Bit.”

“What were those shots?” She hated the sound of her own voice, quaking like a scared little girl.

“There was a pack of dogs rooting around out there. They had a calf down, so I peppered them with the scattergun.” He cradled the baby in the crook of his arm and lowered his voice. “I’m sorry, Cat. I didn’t mean to alarm you. You know I probably would’ve done something stupid had the situation been reversed.”

Belle crept over and leaned against Cat’s leg, nudging her empty hand. She patted the dog on the head, then scratched between her ears. She fought to hold back the tears—tears of relief, tears of anguish. The dog rested her head on Cat’s lap. Eyebrows twitching, Belle’s sorrowful eyes reached up and stirred something visceral inside her. She ran her hand down the bridge of the dog’s nose and stroked her muzzle. Within moments her trembling subsided. 

“Damn.” They were probably that pack of Millers’ work dogs that she’d turned loose. “How’s the calf?”

“You hungry, Little Bit?” Tom swayed and pushed the blanket away from her tiny face with his calloused finger. “I bet you’re hungry.” He sidled into the kitchen, bouncing the baby. “He’s a little tore up.” Tom banged cupboards and rummaged through drawers, plunking things down on the counter. “But I think he’ll survive. We’ll probably need to doctor him up in the morning. I drug him into the calving shed and his mama followed. She’s a feisty one—yellow tag, number 303. Almost ate my lunch.”

“She’s a good mama—a granddaughter of Eve.” Cat pushed herself off the couch and followed him into the kitchen. “A cow like that will make anyone reconsider getting anywhere near her calf.”

“Yeah, she hooked and stomped a couple of those dogs real good.” With surprising ease, Tom balanced the baby in one hand while he used the other to mix ingredients together. “Belle got in a couple of good licks, too.” The child’s crying lessened. “I’m pretty sure they’ll be crowbait in the morning.”

“I hope so.” She picked up her grandmother’s old milk glass sugar shaker. “What’re you making?”

“I found a little instant milk in your cupboard. I’m trying to make some formula for this little bit.” He poured in some warm water, then stirred the concoction in Cat’s favorite coffee cup. “But there’s not much milk left and I’m not sure how good this is for her... I just remember my mama mixing something like this up for my baby sister when I was a young’un.”

“I’ve been thinking about it all night.” She leaned on the counter, fidgeting with the sugar, wrapping her hands around the shaker. “We brought back some goat colostrum and kid milk replacer, and there’s number 303 in the barn.”

The baby’s cries intensified and Tom jostled her on his hip while he worked. He reached for the sugar and brushed Cat’s finger. Her heart skipping a beat as he pulled away. “There’s gotta be a way to keep her alive. Back in the old days, they didn’t have formula.” He shook a little sugar into his mixture.

“Yeah, they used wet nurses.” Having not had any siblings and never giving birth to a child of her own, Cat was flummoxed when it came to babies. 

Pouring the mixture through a funnel and into a naked soda bottle, Tom stretched over to the sink and grabbed a black rubber nipple off the drainboard. The baby continued to fuss. “Don’t worry, Little Bit.” He placed the nipple upside down in the mouth of the bottle, picked up his concoction, then carried it and the child over to the armchair. “I boiled the hell out of it.” 

Cat pivoted and leaned on the island. “Is that a colt nipple?”

“Yup, one of the boys found a couple of brand new ones in the vet room.” Setting the soda bottle on the end table, he laid the baby on the floor, then he stretched the nipple over the end of the bottle. He knelt on the floor, unwrapped her swaddling cloth, then opened her makeshift diaper. “Just what I suspected, she’s wet. You need a change, too, don’t you, Little Bit?” As he addressed the infant, his voice went up an octave. He pointed to a stack of flour sack dish towels on the island. “Ms. Murphy, can you toss me one of those towels and that roll of duct tape?”

She lobbed the items over to him. Tottering and clutching at the countertop, she righted herself. Being lopsided was a pain in the butt.

Tom folded the towel diagonally into a triangle, then lay the baby on top of it. He wrapped it around the child like an old fashioned cloth diaper and secured it with a duct tape belt. He swaddled the still fussing infant in the blanket, then picked her up and sank into the chair. A heavy sigh escaped his mouth. He cradled her in his arms and gave her the bottle. She took to it like she was starving. “I’m too old for this.” He tipped his head back and closed his eyes.

The room was quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator and the mewing sounds coming from the suckling baby. It was unnerving and confusing. “Is the generator running, Tom?”

He kept his eyes closed. “No, the boys got a pretty slick solar system rigged up while you were out. Could use a couple more batteries, though.” 

Belle jumped up from her spot on the floor next to his chair and ran over to the picture windows. She paced back and forth, the hair on the back of her neck standing up.

Cat hobbled over to the couch and grabbed her pistol. She stood, stock still, waiting. Something or someone had the dog riled.

Tom raised up from his relaxed position in the chair. “Lay down, Belle, we’ll take care of those varmints after the sun comes up.” The baby cried again. He settled back in, offering her the bottle.

“You sure, Tom?” Cat slid the firearm back into her sweatshirt pocket. “Belle seems pretty agitated.”

“Catherine, I ain’t got the time or the gumption to go out before sunrise and hunt those dogs right now.” He leaned back and put his feet on the ottoman. “They’re all dead or injured, and the cattle have scattered. They can’t do much damage.”

Belle rested on the floor next to Tom’s feet, her ears up and eyes alert.

“Well, I’m going to go check things out.” Cat stumped to the door. “I can take care of a couple of dogs.”

“I’d tell you to leave it alone, but I know you won’t listen.” Tom didn’t look up from the baby.

The dog on her heel, she moved through the exit. “You’re right.” She closed the door, careful not to make too much noise. The kids could use a good rest. Everybody could use a good rest.

She pulled her pistol, then followed the trail from the main barn to the calving shed. Stumbling over every rock and divot along the path, she cursed the pain—both the jarring of her wounded leg and the rawness that had developed under her arm. The world was coming alive, night’s dark grip fading, the first light of dawn just a thin streak on the horizon. Inside the door, she felt along the wall and flipped the light switch. Nothing happened. There was no electricity—except what the kids had jury-rigged up in the main barn. A flashlight would’ve been a good idea, but she knew the barn inside and out, so she fumbled ahead. The hazy light of the retreating full moon shone through the open bays and a cow bellowed low. Barn dust wafted on the breeze, tainted by the disgusting chemical smell she now associated with death and trauma. Straw rustled and an animal stamped near the south end of the barn. She moved in the direction of the sound, eager to see for herself how much damage the dogs had done to the calf. 

The ground was hardpacked, but uneven. Traversing the small variations in the floor, she wobbled and slowed to a snail’s pace. She couldn’t afford to fall down—it would give Tom one more reason to question her judgement and undermine her authority. Like he’d said, things had changed; she was no longer the boss. At least right now he considered them partners, but one more wrong step and the balance would shift. She’d promised herself that she’d never let that happen again. Every other man in her life had bullied her and she couldn’t give up control again. She had to have the final say.

Cat approached the pen and the dog circled around in front of her. Belle dropped low to the ground, emitting a deep growl. Holding her pistol tightly, Cat slowed, edging closer to the stall, then propped her crutch against the fence. Clutching the top rail, she raised up on her toes and peered over the gate. The cow stood, chewing her cud like a vapid teenager chewing gum. The calf lay curled up in the opposite corner. His hind legs were bloodied, but the blood was matted and dry. Sleeping peacefully, his ribs moved up and down rhythmically—nothing for a cowdog to get worked up about.

She eased back into the alley and pivoted. “You scared the living daylights out of me, Belle.” Continuing through the shed, she hobbled past two empty pens. As she neared the exit, the dog ran behind her, tugging at her pant leg and nipping the back of her ankle. “Knock it off! What the heck’s wrong with you?” She teetered, then regained her balance, and Belle raced around in front of her. The dog stood her ground, legs splayed. Cat adjusted her course and the dog moved to block her. The base of her crutch settled wrong on the uneven ground and she faltered, tumbling to the dirt floor. Keeping her grip on her pistol, she landed hard on the dog. Belle yiped and squirmed out from under her, spinning, even more excited than before. “Get out of the way!”

Her amputation screaming, Cat raised up onto her knees. She shoved her gun into her pocket, then dragged herself, and her crutch, over to the nearest pen. Using the fence rails to stand up, she caught her breath, then leaned over to pick up the crutch and glanced through the rails... into the glistening brown eyes of another human.

Cat raised her crutch into place and stood. She reached into her pocket, then leveled her gun at the person in the shadows. 

The person in the pen scrambled to stand. “Señora! No! Por favor, no!” A woman’s voice pleaded.

Cat lowered the pistol at the sound of her voice, then raised it again. It was better to be safe than sorry. She’d already had to kill one woman who’d tried to attack her. “Habla ingles?”

“Yes.” The woman stepped into the strip of moonlight that separated her from Cat. The light shone on her face, her body still in the shadows, she moved as though she was heavily burdened and her back appeared misshapen. “I speak English.”

“What are you doing in my shed?” Cat kept the woman in her sights.

“Waiting for mi esposo.” Two small children peered out from under the Hispanic woman’s arms. She reached both hands behind her back, then swept them forward like a mother hen covering her chicks. “He told us to wait here while he went to talk to the jefa.” 

“That’s funny. I’m Cat, the jefa. Belle and I just came from the main house and we didn’t see another soul.” She lowered the gun an inch and pushed the gate open. “Why don’t you come with me? We’ll go to the house and get this all straightened out.”

“The dog?” The woman eyed Belle warily. “Will it hurt the children?”

“The kids are safe, but I wouldn’t make any sudden moves if I were you, she’s a little out of her element tonight.” As if on cue, Belle pushed between the woman and Cat.

The woman took a step backward, and the small boy reached out to pet the dog. “No, Joaquin!” She admonished the child, but Belle was wagging her tail. “Okay.” She pushed the children through the gate. “I’m Estrella.” 

“I’d say ‘nice to meet you,’ but I’m not sure about that yet. Got a flashlight, Estrella?”

“Yes.” A ray of light shot out of Estrella’s hand, illuminating the backs of the children, the dog sandwiched between them. 

Cat used her pistol to point toward the northern exit. “Go out that door and follow the trail to the big barn. The main house is built into the southern end of the building. Don’t move too fast, I’ll be right behind you.” 

Dark clouds rolled in, obscuring the dawn and lessening the dim moonlight to a dull washed-out gray. The woman and children reached the house several moments before Cat and were waiting by the door when she arrived. “Go ahead. I have trouble maneuvering doorknobs with this—” She waggled the crutch under her arm.

Estrella reached over the children and opened the door. She moved the kids out of the way. “I’ll hold the door for you, Senora Murphy.”

Taking a step toward the opening, Cat hesitated. She hadn’t told the woman her last name. Cat had gotten lax with the pistol, but she raised it again and held it close to Estrella’s head. “After you.” 

Estrella must’ve gotten the message because she rushed the children through the door and into the well-lit entranceway of the apartment. 

The woman wore a wrap holding an infant on her back, she had three children. Cat waived the gun toward the couch. “There’s a sofa over there.”

Still in the chair he’d been sitting in when she’d left, Tom sat upright, holding Rebecca’s baby.

The group trickled in, the children first, then their mother, then Cat. He shifted in his seat and glanced from Cat to the stairwell.

“Look what I found in the calving shed.” Cat limped to her favorite chair, laid her pistol on the end table, and plopped down. “Tom, this is Estrella and her little ones.” 

Tom’s eyes bounced from the stairwell and back to Cat again.

“They were hunkered down in one of the pens.” She yawned and stretched, amazed at how the act of just sitting down was such a blessed relief. She closed her eyes and lifted her arms behind her head. She removed her hair tie, then lifted her heavy black hair and let it sift through her fingers. All the adrenaline abandoned her tingling body, her muscles still humming. “You haven’t seen her husband, have you?”

Tom didn’t reply. 

Cat’s stomach flip flopped and her eyes snapped open. “Tom?” She turned toward the cowman and something clicked. 

Something clicked both figuratively and literally—there was someone else in the room and that someone had just cocked a single action revolver right next to her ear.
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Nora Bennani

Night, Fort Tuthill, south end of Flagstaff, Arizona

Airman Genger caught herself on the doorframe. “We’re under attack and they don’t speak English.”

“Attack? I’ll... I’ll be right there.” Major Ridley, eyes wide, levered himself out of his chair and stumbled past them. “Stay here. You’ll be safe here.” He grabbed his radio and jogged out of the room. “I thought we had more time.”

“Don’t speak English?” Nora turned to Dunia. “Would your armed guards force you to do something stupid like attack a military installation?”

“They didn’t see us as humans, so I suppose so.”

“Come on.” Nora trotted through the hotel lobby after Major Ridley. Just outside, three uniformed people pointed weapons at five men on their knees, their hands behind their backs. “Sydu.” Of course, that snake survived. Two of the men were Martinez guards, and the other two were probably workers. Maybe the men scheming to start a brothel. Guns and knives were separated from a pile of things in front of the prisoners. In the pile, a satellite phone caught Nora’s eye. If she wasn’t mistaken, it was her sat phone. “Major Ridley, two of those people are guards from the Martinez factory we just escaped. Don’t let them fool you, they speak English. The others are workers, probably forced at gunpoint to come here. Except that one, Sydu. He’s a criminal.”

“Interesting.” Ridley turned to the uniformed man he had been speaking to. “Put them all in detention. You can interrogate them later, Captain Denny.”

Nora pointed at the items on the ground. “Major, I think that satellite phone is mine. Can I have it back?” 

Captain Denny picked it up. “Tell me about this Martinez factory. Do they have more armed people? Was this a distraction or a feint for a bigger invasion?”

Someone was paranoid. But it might be justified. “They have lots of armed people. I saw at least ten, but there could be more. The factory isn’t far from here. I was just telling Major Ridley that he’d have to do something about them soon, because when they run out of food, they’ll be coming for yours.”

One of the Martinez guards jolted, his eyes wide. Nora walked closer, even though her skin crawled. “That’s the plan, right? You’re going to take food from all these survivors?”

The man glared back at her. “I’m not telling you anything. I know my rights.”

“You lost those rights when you stepped foot on this fort with a weapon in your hand.” Denny pointed the muzzle of his rifle at the man’s chest. “You just invaded a military installation. You’re an enemy combatant, now.”

Nora knew little about military rules and regulations, but she didn’t think that was quite right. On the other hand, the guard was a horrible person who thought nothing of keeping slaves, so she wouldn’t bother objecting.

The Martinez guard paled. “I’m still an American!”

“You guard slaves, try to beat them to death, you are evil!” Dunia had both hands on her hips, jaw clenched.

“She’s right.” Nora glared at the man. “This guy is scum.” 

Sydu yelled at Dunia in Arabic, the other two men joining in. 

Dunia spat on the ground in front of Sydu. “All these are evil. They think to use everyone here, make them all slaves. Take all the water and food.” 

A tone sounded. “Security Command, Surveillance,” a static-filled voice said. 

Denny pulled a microphone off his shoulder harness and put it to his mouth. “Command, go ahead Surveillance.” 

“Four-wheelers incoming on trails 2, 3 and 5. Armed. Infantry support, three each trail.” 

“Still think I’m paranoid, Major?” Denny quirked an eyebrow at Ridley, then brought the mic to his mouth. “Three burst warning shot, then fire for effect. All security forces, wartime rules of engagement in effect. I’m inbound to command.” He put the mic back. “Forrester, Smith, take the prisoners to the holding area. Have them searched again and put them in their own cell. Then go back to intake and help with the defense of the civilians. Major, we’ve got this, no problem.” He sprinted away.

Ridley picked up all the confiscated items, handing the guns to the security forces, but keeping the rest; a collection of pocket knives, cell phones, and wallets. He fumbled and held up the satellite phone. “What’s the number, Nora?”

She held out her hand. “555-867-5309.”

He handed the phone back to her. “I don’t see a charger. I’m fairly certain we will have one that will fit. You can charge it while you talk to my public affairs people.”

Nora followed Ridley back toward the lobby, ducking when shots rang out. Someone turned the lights off. They scrambled inside, staying low. Kaya sat next to Jaya and Faris on the floor under the conference table in Ridley’s office. 

“Command, Security. Situation under control,” Captain Denny’s voice came over the radio in Ridley’s hand. “National Guard forces have arrived; integrating into defenses now. Full report in approximately an hour. Security out.”

“Whew.” Ridley pointed at the credenza behind his desk. “There’s a bunch of power cords in there, you can probably find one.” 

Dunia pulled the phone from her hand. “Let Jaya do this. I will talk to Kaya and get a map while you do what the major asks.” 

“Great idea. Thanks.”

“Did they really think we’d be pushovers?” Ridley shook his head.

Nora climbed out from under the desk. “It doesn’t make sense to me, Major, but I know nothing about military maneuvers. Perhaps they thought you’d be so overwhelmed by civilians that you couldn’t fight back.”

“Perhaps. Come on, I’ll introduce you to Sergeant Roberts.” The Major led her through the lobby/office to a large room. It too was full of tables, both military and civilians sitting at them. “We’ve asked the locals to help us. We’ve got a good contingent of Red Cross folks, and other disaster response organizations as well. Several of the religious response groups are helping with shelter and feeding, while others, like Team Rubicon, are augmenting the local search and rescue response, looking for earthquake victims.” He crooked a finger. “Over here is our public affairs office and they’re working with information officers from non-governmental organizations.”

“Well, it sounds like you’ve got a lot of experts, Major. I’m not sure why you need me.”

“Dang. What’s Nora Bennani doing here?” A beautiful black woman in uniform tilted her head.

The Major turned back to her with lifted brows. She tossed her hands and glanced at the ceiling. “Okay, you’re right.”

“This is Master Sergeant Tanya Roberts, our public affairs’ officer. As you said, this is Nora Bennani. She’s got a mission, Sergeant Roberts, but Mrs. Bennani has agreed to help us out before she goes.”

“Excellent.” She shook Nora’s hand firmly. “You’re the face of this disaster. Your words will carry a lot more weight than mine or the major’s. We’ve got the mayor and some local celebrities, too, but none of them will have the impact you do.”

“Well, let’s see what you’ve got.” Working on public service announcements was so simple compared to searching for people through an earthquake-damaged land. Speaking with the disaster response organizations was eye-opening; they knew what they were doing. Nora followed Tanya into a hotel room, bright portable lights and reflectors turning into a makeshift studio. 

“There’s a bathroom through there. You can wash your face, and I think there’s a comb you can have too.” 

Nora ran in, desperate to clean up. The sight in the mirror was terrifying. She turned on the taps; cold only, but better than nothing. Using as little water as possible, she washed her face, wiped down with a washcloth and combed her hair. She could do nothing about her filthy clothes. Once she’d done what she could, she shot a few promos, emphasizing the importance of conservation, but with a shot of hope for the long-term recovery. Tanya also filmed a short news segment for Nora; she took advantage of the military communications to upload her reports. But she didn’t get a return confirmation from the network or Renee. She had no way of knowing if any of them were alive.

She prayed she wasn’t leading the survivors at Ft. Tuthill astray, but people without hope didn’t do well. And they were often stupidly shortsighted. Like she was, out in the middle of nowhere investigating people who had no compunction about enslaving others. She’d been silly to think she could do so without consequences. Instead, she’d gotten shot at, captured, and shot at again. Hopefully, the rest of the trip would be less eventful. But leaving seemed so hard. She was so tired and her body ached.

“Okay, I think I’ve got everything I need.” Sergeant Roberts turned off the video camera. 

“How are you getting the word out? Cell phone towers are down, right?” 

“We’ve got our own mobile cell tower and we get everyone’s cell number at intake. Then we blast text messages. We show the videos on screens at the chow tent and other public gathering areas. Keeps people informed and entertained while they wait. And since those waits are getting longer and longer, that’s important.”

“Longer?” The lines to get into Ft. Tuthill were already too long.

Sergeant Roberts shrugged. “More and more people are coming in. Those lines are going to keep getting longer.” She pulled Nora back into the studio and shut the door. “We’ll be fine for a while. But Luke Air Force Base can’t send any more help. They’ve got their hands full with the disaster in Phoenix. While it looks like we’ve got a lot of people here, we really don’t. Eventually, supplies will run short. Some people will take more than their share. We’ll have to do something about that, and it could get ugly.” She grimaced. “There’s a reason we’ve got the signs up about this being under military jurisdiction. We’ll have to run it that way.”

“You mean you’ll start shooting people?” She’d been right to be wary.

“I don’t think so.” She frowned. “But we can kick people out, and with the lack of water up here, that could be a death sentence. Plus, we’ll be going home, soon. We have families in Phoenix. We’re activating National Guard members who come in and putting them to work. They’ll take over when we leave.”

“Can you get back to Phoenix? We had to walk most of the way from Sedona.”

“Sure. We have military vehicles; they can make the trip. We just got a convoy in a few hours ago.”

“As long as you have gas. Someone will argue that’s needed for generators, right?”

“They can argue all they want.” Sergeant Roberts opened the door. “It won’t do any good. Come on, I’ll take you back to the Major.”

“I can get there. It was a pleasure. Take care.” She held out her hand.

The Sergeant shook her hand with a smile. “Same. Be careful. It’s gonna be worse out there.”

“Will do.” Nora wove her way back to the Major’s office. But before she entered the lobby, Kaya Evehama stopped her. “Tell me why you want to know about Harmony Ranch.”

“Of course. You’ve seen my reports about Martinez Corporation, right?” Kaya nodded. “Well, my network boss said he had other investigative reporters out looking for the children Martinez separated from their parents. I’m supposed to meet them, with the parents, on Harmony Ranch.” 

“Interesting.” Kaya frowned. “As I said, Harmony Ranch was owned by Martinez. Perhaps it is karma, bringing the wheel around.”

“Maybe.” Except Harvey Cosbie had clearly known who Jorge Martinez was, and feared him. If Martinez used to own the place, perhaps Michael Martinez recommended they meet there as a setup. She had to talk to those investigative reporters. But without sat phone numbers, she didn’t know how. If they existed at all. They might have to find the children themselves. Harvey said they were in Bluff, Utah and... she’d have to remember later. Taking advantage of Kaya, a local contact, was important. “Can you tell me anything about the woman who owns the place now?”

“Not really. She cares for the land well, has some livestock and keeps to herself. She doesn’t interact with anyone. We haven’t approached her about the land. It wasn’t her fault and we have other problems to deal with now.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, the desecration of our sacred mountain with so-called ‘reclaimed’ water—you know what?” She chuckled. “It no longer matters. I don’t think anyone will be making snow on Aaloosaktukwi this winter. Even if the ski area survived, which I doubt, no one will come here to ski. They will be busy chopping wood and looking for food.” She sniffed. “As will the rest of us. Well. I need to return to my home. I left a map to Harmony Ranch with Dunia. It’s not far, but it may not be a simple journey with everything going on. I wish you luck.”

Nora smiled at her. “Thank you for your help. I appreciate it. I wish you luck as well.”

“I think we’ll both need it.” Kaya turned and walked down the long hotel hallway, away from the makeshift offices. 

Nora continued through the lobby. Kaya’s realization that they lived in a new world had been obvious. She was certain she had looked the same way, stunned and shocked, several times during the journey, and it would probably happen again. 

Back in the office, the major and his wife weren’t there, but Dunia, Jaya and Faris were propped against the wall, sleeping. Their faces were clean, and they wore new clothes. Or if not new, at least not worn, torn, and filthy. She checked the sat phone; it was seventy percent charged. 

Major Ridley and Captain Denny entered, along with another uniformed man. “Nora, meet Major Carl Tremane. Tremane, Nora Bennani and her companions. They’ve been very helpful, fighting off the Martinez forces.”

Tremane, a large white man with a bald head and rather bushy, blond mustache for a military member, nodded once. “Mrs. Bennani.”

“Major Tremane came to arrange for the turnover of Ft. Tuthill to the National Guard.” Ridley waved at the conference room table. “Please, have a seat everyone.”

Nora sat, not sure if she was invited or not. Dunia put a hand on her shoulder. “We will go.”

Nora half-turned in her seat. “I’ll find you later.” 

Captain Denny said, “We neutralized the attackers. Major Tremane took most of them out before they got more than a hundred meters down the trails. Have you been waiting there long, Major?”

“No. We were coming in from Camp Navajo on back roads to avoid going through Flagstaff itself and spotted them.”

Denny’s eyes narrowed. “Camp Navajo is northwest of here. Why were you coming in from the south?”

Tremane’s mouth twitched. “I-40 is a mess. We turned left at the Naval Observatory and took the back roads and trails. Faster in the long run, because there’s no vehicles in the way or bridges to detour around. You might think about that for your trip back to Phoenix. Put those drones to use scouting a clear route. But back to the task at hand. Mrs. Bennani, Captain Denny said you know something about these attackers and they’re relation to the fracking disaster?”

“Yes. They’re Martinez Corporation security. There’s a factory not far from here, they make wind turbines using slave labor. They brought the workers in legally on agricultural visas, then made them work in horrible conditions on factory lines.”

Iceberg blue eyes narrowed. “Mrs. Bennani, I don’t care about the past, or those people. I need to know how many guards, how they are armed and organized, and the layout of the factory.”

“Of course. Do you have paper?” Better if she didn’t antagonize the heavily armed man, no matter how distasteful his manner might be. Ridley handed a pad and a pencil to her, and she sketched out what she knew of the site. Then she told Tremane about their capture and what she’d seen.

“So the workers are all gone?”

Nora shrugged. “I don’t know. I only know about the ones who came with me, and they came from the Page Springs factory, not this one. But, the leader there seemed very calm, and by the way he acted when he recognized me, I don’t think he cared about Martinez Corporation anymore. I think he cared about himself, and maybe his people.”

Tremane raised his chin. “Understandable. We’ll send a team to check it out. You say what they made there is useful?”

“They make turbines. The factory south of Sedona, where I found Dunia, Jaya and Faris, made them as well. They were planning to mount them on poles and generate wind electricity.”

“Clever,” Major Ridley said. 

“We’ll have our brainiacs take a look, then.” Tremane stood. “I’ll get this to my team and get an assault force organized. We’ll bring back whatever we can and secure the location for additional refugees if there’s a source of water. But our first priority has to be neutralizing this threat on our doorstep.” He walked to the door, then turned back, his hand to his ear. “I’ll be right back to work with you, Ridley. We want to create a nice, smooth transition for Colonel Hutchinson.” He walked away, closing the door.

There was something about Tremane’s dismissal of the workers and the idea of wind turbines that made her uneasy. Between his cold, all-business attitude and slight sneer, she got the distinct feeling he thought little of her. Of course, she’d done nothing but kill and injure people, so maybe he was right.

Denny yanked the office door, and it closed with a click. “Major, I don’t like this. Tremane is lying. They were waiting and watching us.”

“Do you know this for a fact, Denny?”

“No.” He clamped his lips together. “But his story doesn’t make sense.”

Ridley sighed. “Maybe not, but my instructions are clear. Find the local National Guard commanders and turn over operations. Then bring all equipment, vehicles and people back to Luke. They desperately need our help, and they can’t send anyone here. It’s just too chancy. More bridges are falling, fuel is in short supply, the ash in the air has thickened to the point where we can’t fly. Not jets or helicopters. We need to get back to Phoenix, now.”

Nora raised a finger. “Major, I agree with Captain Denny. Something’s not right.”

A knock sounded, and the door opened before Major Ridley could say anything.

Major Tremane came back in with another man. “Major Ridley, I’m Captain Arnault.” Another white man, but he wore a dark blue uniform, not a military uniform. His arm extended for a handshake. “Sorry about the lack of proper uniform, but mine is under the rubble of my apartment building.” The patch on his uniform read Hutchinson Security, but the bottom half of a swastika peeked out under his short sleeve.
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Chapter 20
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Alma Garcia

Early Morning, Southeastern Utah



A standpipe and tap sat outside the building with a thin hose running out to a heavy concrete trough. Alma tested it and a slow flow of water trickled out. Going back to the van, she added a generous helping of rice to the large pot. “Em, let’s get some food cooked.”

Emelia was thankfully quiet rather than argumentative. She yawned, built a platform from nearby rocks, and lit a fire in the pit. 

The rocking van, thuds and bangs had kept them all from sleeping soundly. The storm had tossed and raged against their insubstantial haven through the night. By the time it had passed, night had fallen. The battery on the phone had died and Alma had forgotten to retrieve the wind-up flashlight so she didn’t dare to step out into the darkness.

Alma topped up the pot with water and put it over the flames. Emelia snorted. “That’s a waste. We’ll never eat all of it.” Emelia’s lack of sleep was catching up on her. She needed to find fault with everything, and tiredness lowered her filters even further. 

Alma handed her a stirring spoon. “I figured we should cook it while we have a ready supply of water.” She turned away before Em had a chance to scowl at her.

Emelia muttered loud enough for Alma to hear. “We cook it? I don’t see you doing anything.” But Alma would not stoop to her cranky sister’s level.

Rivulets of wind blasted the mud caked van. In the haze of the dust storm, Alma had parked them next to a run-down timber clad outbuilding. Several planks had snapped and pulled away cleanly from the framework. The rust-colored roof of the abandoned shack was folded in a tangled heap three van lengths away. It had wrapped itself around a tree yanked from the ground, with roots ripped and dangling in the gentle breeze.

She couldn’t drive the van with the windshield splattered with mud, but with a quick clean-up she would get it roadworthy and ready to leave. She pulled the hose over to the van and twisted the tap, and a very slow stream of water flowed out. Even with her thumb over the end, the pressure wouldn’t shift the dry mud. 

“Wouldn’t it be better to just stay here?” 

The whine in Emelia’s tone made Alma tense; she didn’t want to fight. “These buildings were wrecks before the storm and they’re nothing now.”

She took the credit card from Eric’s wallet and scraped the mud from the front window and wiper blades. There were a couple of star-shaped cracks across the glass, but they’d escaped relatively unscathed. She splashed the windshield, leaving trails of water over the hood like tracks of tears.

“I’m tired, Alma. I want to stop, just a day or so, that’s all.” She added a branch to the fire.

The mostly cleared windshield would have to do. She couldn’t change Emelia’s tiredness, but she could deal with the hunger. She scooped out sticky clumps of rice and dolloped them into other pots. The meal was bland, but with a little salt it improved. They all ate well, and she filled her empty stomach. She tied the towel around the pan with the extra portions, holding the lid in place, and tucked it into a secure corner of the van.

“Please Alma, just one night.” Em stacked the pots and secured them to the van’s wall, whining about why they should stay put the entire time.

They were all exhausted. Matias snuggled up against the wheel and dozed, even though he was usually the brightest of them all in the morning. She didn’t have the energy for an argument, but she wasn’t staying. “What about Mama and Papa? Don’t you want to find them?”

It was cheap, but Alma didn’t care. The rundown shacks could provide them with water and the volume of rice and oatmeal they had on board the van, might mean they’d be fine for a few weeks, but she needed to press forward. Perhaps they had limited time to find Mama and Papa. It wasn’t ideal to be heading into more storms, but it was her only choice. True freedom wasn’t just putting distance between her and the house with Eric locked inside, it was escaping from responsibility. She longed to be herself, and that could only happen in Phoenix. Nothing was going to stop her.

In spite of her sister’s long, heated protests, they replenished their water reserves and made their way back to the highway. Debris and sludge littered the track. She steered the van, leaving a swerving trail in the hardening surface behind them.

Sand and dirt swept across the asphalt. It settled like dunes into the crevices on the cracked surface and driving became treacherous. The van jolted and bumped on deep cracks hidden by the shifting façade and the pain stabbed in her shoulder. She did her best not to wince, Emelia didn’t need more excuses to rest.

She pulled into a gas station. They weren’t out of fuel, but there would be no harm in getting that needle above the halfway mark. Large green barrels blocked the entrance to the pumps. Two barrels had toppled to their sides and rocked on the ground. Sand piled high and spilled over the concrete from long gashes down the length of the plastic barrels. The tiny shop windows were smashed, and graffiti sprayed over the exterior walls.

Emelia slumped in her chair. “Will that even work without electricity?”

“We need fuel to get us to Phoenix. I promise I’ll leave the money.” Her hope was already in shreds because Emelia was probably right.

She got out, checked the roof wasn’t in danger of falling and crushing her, and rushed to a pump; it was no use pulling the van in if Emelia was right. The digital screen was blank. She pulled the nozzle out and squeezed the trigger. Not even a single drip fell to the ground. She ran to the shop. The glass door was smashed and a thick layer of dirt from the storm layered the floor and broken shelves. There were no footprints. Whoever had been inside was long gone. There was nothing of any value left. Broken glass spread over the floor from the fridge doors, the contents either smashed or taken. The till was ripped from the counter, its drawer empty of cash. Even the swanky take away coffee machine had the advertising case smashed and paper cups strewn everywhere. There were two bags of tortilla chips down by the side of a bent display and a two litre bottle of unbranded cola. She gathered them up along with a packet of Gummi Bears and hurried back to the van.

“No luck with fuel. But I figured we could use these.” She plonked them down on her seat.

Emelia put the candy on the dash. “What are we going to do when we run out?”

“Walk.” She tossed the bags of chips in the back.

“I don’t want to walk.” She crossed her arms.

“Neither do I. Driving will be a whole lot quicker and safer.”

Matias tore the packet and selected a green bear. “Can’t we get some from other cars?”

Not including the accident with the wine truck, they had passed maybe four abandoned vehicles. They’d probably stopped because of lack of fuel.

“Maybe.” She wasn’t going to disregard his suggestion. It was wonderful that he was finding his voice. “I wouldn’t know where to start.” She stood the cola in the footwell.

“You only need a tube and a can.”

She put her hands on her hips. “How do you know that?”

“I saw a guard doing it once. He took gas out of one van and put it in the other one.”

“Come with me.” She held out her hand. Matias climbed over the seat and jumped down to the road. “There’s not much in the shop, but you might find something.”

She lifted display stands and stood them to one side. The shop was for snacks and drinks. There were no gas cans. Matias hurried to the coffee machine and slipped around the side. The machine wobbled.

She rushed forward and braced the machine. “Careful!”

Matias tugged at a pipe. “Help me!”

He gripped a length of plastic tubing linking the machine to a pipe running up from the floor. She tugged and nothing happened.

“Let’s cut it off.” She pulled her sleeve over her hand and picked up a long shard of glass from the window.

She grabbed the tube’s end attached to the pipe and pierced it with the glass. Water hissed. Matias shrieked at the cold fine spray and squeezed out of the small space. She kept slashing until it was free. Water squirted over the floor, forming a fast puddle around her trainers. She hacked the other end off the machine and splashed back toward the store doors. She placed the glass on an empty shelf, pushed the soaking strands of hair from her face, and wiped her cheeks on her sleeve.

Matias appeared at the doorway, a gas can in hand. “It’s a bit broke, but this is the only one.”

She clambered out to him. “Brilliant!” The can was covered in thick black dust and there was no cap. They could sort out the crushed funnel. “All we need now is a broken-down car.” She opened the back of the van and put the gas can and plastic tubing inside.

Emelia shifted away from Alma. “What happened to you?”

A droplet trickled down her forehead. “We might have just saved ourselves from walking.”

“Great! But you’re soaked.”

With the windows open and the sun beating through the smeary windscreen, she dried off quickly. The sky was streaked with high gray clouds, but they were thin and didn’t threaten another storm. A river ran alongside the highway to one side and a rock cliff on the other. There were a couple of storm and quake damaged motels and a trading post perched at the roadside providing accommodation and goods in the middle of nowhere. Perhaps the huge rocks in the distance were an attraction of sorts, not that they held much interest. The blue ribbon of water reflecting the sky was wonderful. It was dressed in an oasis of greenery in the sea of dusty brown.

A bend in the highway took the van closer and the roar of water grew louder. The river fell into a shallow ravine with the road crossing the watercourse on a high bridge. Wide curved trusses spanned the breach, cresting over the road and providing an elegant version of a barrier. The tarmac was intact except for the long gash right along the length of the center line. On the other side of the road and in the middle of the bridge sat a compact car and a strange jeep with its hood propped up. The back of the jeep had a solid roof awning and was fitted with long benches.

She slowed the van next to the jeep and patted Matias’ knee. “Let’s see if we can get this to work.”

The car was twisted on the road. Its back bumper was crumpled and its rubble covered nose touched a long crack in the curved structure. The front wheel tottered on the edge. It was too dangerous to touch. No wonder the inhabitants had abandoned it. The jeep had all four tires planted firmly on the road. Its exposed engine was covered in a film of grit and the seats were caked in mud. The storm had pounded the vehicle. The driver’s door read Monument Valley Tours.

“Let’s see if the jeep has any fuel.” She went to the back and grabbed the coffee machine tubing.

She circled the jeep and found the fuel cap in the flat bed frame. It was tightly screwed. Her hand slipped on the grip. She wiped the sweat from her palm on her clothes and tried again. It budged with a gritty crunch, and after a bit more jigging, she got it undone. Strong fumes poured out. Matias carried the gas can to the jeep.

“How did the guard do it?”

Matias threaded the tube into the hole and let the tube loop down to the ground. “He put the tube in his mouth.”

“He sucked it out?”

“The gas came out of the van slowly and up the pipe. He put his thumb over the end which made it stop then put the end he was holding in the can.”

She took the tube from Matias. “It didn’t go in his mouth?” He shook his head. “You’re sure?”

“But his pipe was longer and see through.”

Emelia put her hand over the end of the pipe. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

Alma pushed her sister’s hand away. “We need the van.”

She raised the tube to her mouth. The fumes were rancid, but she sucked on the tube and quickly covered the end with her thumb. Coughing, she popped the end into the can and released it. Nothing flowed out. She shook the tube; not even a drop. She tried again, giving a longer, deeper draw. Liquid gurgled in the pipe and rushed to the end. She took it out of her mouth with not even a second to spare before the fuel poured from it, splashing on the road and the front of her clothes. She jammed her thumb over the end, spitting and coughing at the mouthful of rotten gases. Fuel dribbled from the inadequate seal she made with the jagged end of the tube, wasting the liquid gold that would keep them going for a few more miles. She pushed her thumb into the end and the leaking stopped. Matias offered up the can, and Alma filled it, spilling a small amount over the side.

“Get the van fuel cap open.”

Emelia ran back to the van. “How exactly?”

Matias opened the van door and flipped open the gas flap. He pushed the funnel into the hole and poured the contents of the gas can into the van. He then came back for more. Alma popped in the tube and released her thumb. The fuel flowed quickly into the can.

Emelia sat down on the curb. “This is going to take ages.”

Alma shielded her eyes from the glare. Emelia’s whining while sitting in the shade was petty. It would be worth the wait if the van could get them all the way to Phoenix. “Yes, but that’s because there is fuel to take. You should be grateful that it will take some time. You wanted to rest, didn’t you?”

Emelia turned her face away. “It’s still stealing.”

Alma stuffed the pipe into the can. “Yes, yes, I know. There is no other way, Em. We tried the gas station, remember?”

There was no smart reply. The siphoning pipe trapped her while Matias did most of the work. Emelia could make herself useful and get them a drink if she was that bored. He was the champion, pouring a second can into the van and coming back for more.

Emelia picked up a stone, stood up, and dropped it over the side and into the river far below. She leaned over the edge.

“Careful!”

Emelia turned and tutted. She stood on the curb and balanced on the edge. Arms stretched wide, she stepped and jumped like a gymnast. The bridge shuddered. “Did you feel that?”

Alma steadied herself against the jeep. “What was it? A tremor?”

Emelia and Alma stood still. There was silence. It wasn’t a tremor. She leaned away from the jeep. The road was empty of traffic; it wasn’t another vehicle. Water was running fiercely but freely under the bridge.

She returned to the task. The can was quarter full, and the fuel was still flowing from the jeep. “You are brilliant, little one!”

Matias flashed a wide smile. He was more like his old self than he had been in a long while. The prospect of finding Mama and Papa had worked wonders.

Emelia, despite her moody tiredness, was happier too. Her playful prancing on the curb and her twirling were reminiscent of their days playing in the courtyard in Spain. Emelia gave a graceful leap, then frowned at Alma. “What?”

Alma laughed. “Nothing.”

The bridge juddered. Concrete crumbled from the crack in the curved part of the structure where the compact car had hit. Small sections tumbled to the hood, adding to the pile.

The crack in the tarmac widened, the air vibrating with a horrendous screech. Slowly the road tipped, and the compact car rolled forward. Both the front wheels bumped off the edge of the bridge and the underside of the car crunched to the ground with a bump. The bridge trembled, and the curved structure twisted, catapulting chunks of concrete out into the abyss. It listed, and the road tore apart. Alma dropped the tubing, fuel gushing over her shoes, and pushed Matias across the expanding gap. Fuel splashed from the can still clutched in his hand.

“Get off the bridge!”

Emelia grabbed Matias’ hand and sprinted away.

The two sides of the bridge were tearing apart, and the gap was spreading. The thing that stood between her and the rushing river below was crumbling beneath her feet. Alma’s heart pounded, and she leaped to the other side of the road. Jumping into the van, she jolted it to life. The bridge swayed. On the other half of the road, the jeep rolled backwards, fuel still leaking over the asphalt. It nudged the compact car. The piercing shriek of the metal underside grinding on the curb. The car crept to the edge. It tilted. The taillights glinted in the sun and the car dived over the edge. The bridge shook.

Her section of the road hadn’t sheared away altogether; it remained, dangling over the water. The crumbling bridge groaned. She sped up, pushing the van faster, jolting the road and making the ground sway. The road jerked and a boom mixed with her scream, echoing over the rocky ravine walls. The van jerked and tilted on the sloping bridge. Shaking and shifting, her side of the road gave up its fight, leaned over and followed the dangling side willingly. 

Reaching Emelia and Matias she leaned over the seat and yanked on the handle. The passenger door clicked open. “Get in!”

Matias climbed up, Emelia pushing him from behind. Emelia gripped the door. “Go!”

Emelia’s foot had barely left the bridge. They weren’t sitting down or strapped in, but Alma stamped on the accelerator. The van skidded on the slanted road. She gripped the steering wheel and willed the van forward. A thunderous crack rent the air. At the far end of the bridge a gash widened. The bridge was pulling free from the highway. She sped to the remaining curved truss, it buckled and concrete exploded, spraying them with rubble. She roared and stamped her full weight on the accelerator but the van was already at its limit. The gap widened, the bridge tilted further, she screamed and forced the van over the split at the end of the bridge. It bumped and juddered; the wheels squealing on the solid tarmac of the ongoing highway beneath them. 

She stopped and climbed out of the cab. The jeep tipped to its side and scraped against the metal barrier. A spark flared against the jeep, flames licked up its flank and over the tube still pouring fuel. The blast shook her right down to her core. Impossibly angled, the split bridge stood motionless for a moment lit by the orange flames. A moan bellowed and concrete exploded joining with the black cloud of smoke. The center of the bridge folded, and the jeep-inferno tumbled hood over tail. The structure collapsed in on itself and fell into the river. A massive wave swelled up the sides of the ravine and splashed onto the road. The brutal water carried the jeep down river. The fractured concrete structure twisted in the flow, attempting to follow the jeep.

There was no turning back to the house now. Her legs were weak and wobbly. All of her body trembled. They had escaped in some crazy, miraculous way. Dropping to her knees, she whispered a prayer of thanks then kissed the ground.
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Catherine (Cat) Murphy

Night, Arivaca, Arizona

Cat side-eyed her pistol sitting on the end table, then glanced at Tom. He sat in the other armchair holding Rebecca’s sleeping baby, a rivulet of sweat trickling down his indecipherable face. 

“Do not move...” The man’s soft, accented voice sounded familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it.

The cold, hard steel of a gun barrel pressed against her temple. Her captor increased the pressure, and the sharp edge of the pistol’s sight dug into her tender, pounding head. For a moment, she entertained the idea of calling his unspoken bluff. Her gun just out of reach, one quick move and she would either have it or never know what hit her. 

Hot breath fluttered across the fine hairs on her neck. The man drew out her name, his voice almost melodious, “Caaath-errrrr-ine.” He snapped his mouth shut, chopping off the end.

Perched on the couch across from her, Estrella sat stone still. She held her lips sucked in, white from pressure. Her eyes darted from Cat to their captor, then back again. Neither woman blinked. Estrella had rolled her child—sling and all—around onto her chest. The bundle wriggled and writhed, small fingers poking out of the bright orange fabric. The two other children squirmed in their seats, their mother’s arm pinning them to the sofa. 

Squirting out from under his mother’s grasp, the boy broke free. He ran toward Cat then veered off toward the captor. “Papa!”

Cat lunged for her pistol, ducking as she flung her upper body toward the end table. Her fingers searched for the gun, almost knocking it away before curling around the grips. Pistol in hand, she pushed off the end table, flinging herself upright. Lacking her leg and foot to counterbalance her movement, her ribs bounced off the opposite arm of the chair, adrenaline coursing through her veins. Scrambling, she regained her balance, raised her weapon, and aimed it at the man’s chest, finger on the trigger. 

El Chapo let out a low chuckle. Her stomach leapt into her chest and her mouth went dry.

“Let’s negotiate, Catherine.” He had squatted down to embrace the child. His left arm snaked around the boy and rested in a tender, twisted chokehold. With his right hand he held the gun inches from the back of his son’s head. “You put down the pistola and I won’t—” El Chapo mimed the pistol recoiling and made a popping sound with his mouth. “—the boy.”

“Manuel, no!” Unable to reach her oldest son, Estrella clutched at her baby and small daughter. “Mijo!”

“You wouldn’t—” Cat gulped and pulled her pistol close to her chest, trying to hide the tremors. “Not your own child.”

“Wouldn’t I?” El Chapo smiled at Joaquin, tousled his hair, and then said something to the child in rapid Spanish. The boy covered his ears. Manuel spoke in a bone chilling stage whisper, “I’m not even sure the little bastard’s mine.” He stood, turning Joaquin toward Cat. Pulling the child’s head to his stomach, he covered Joaquin’s visible hand with his own. “Estrella’s a slut.”

“What do you want?” Cat’s triceps screamed, and even though she tried to will them still, her hands shook. “We don’t have any more fuel.”

“Well, I came here to kill you, so...” He extended his arm and pointed his six-gun at Cat’s face. “I will trade his head for yours.” 

Cat didn’t think twice. “Done.” She let the pistol drop into her lap.

Again, El Chapo rattled something off in Spanish, then pushed the boy back to his mother. The child ran to Estrella. She gathered Joaquin close to her knee, and he burrowed in, pressing against her breast. His sister also had her ears covered and her face buried.

“Stupid pinche puta. Only a woman would have traded her life for a child’s, especially without thinking it through.” He leaned into her, reaching into her lap and withdrawing the pistol. “Do you think that you are so important that I came all the way out here just to kill you?”

Cat opened her mouth, but no sound came out.

“You’ve got a pretty nice set up here, jefa.” He held out the crutch to her, then snatched a handful of her hair. He twisted his fist, pulling her out of her seat and rotating her toward Tom. “Stand up, perra estupida!” 

She scrambled to gain her footing, her boot skittering underneath her. Tom’s nostrils flared, the corners of his mustache turning down. 

El Chapo didn’t wait for her to get righted, he pulled her head down and dragged her over to the foreman. He pointed the pistol at Tom. “You. Get up, too.”

“Now, take it easy, there hombre.” Tom turned and laid Rebecca’s baby in the basket next to his chair. He rose, pulling himself to his full six foot four inches. He clenched and unclenched his fists, then stepped forward, towering over the other man. “Let’s work this out.”

“Manos arriba! Put your hands behind your head!” El Chapo’s grip tightened on Cat’s hair. “Strella grab that rope by the door!”

Tom stretched his arms out wide, then folded them behind his head, wincing as he lifted his chin. “Got a bad shoulder.” 

Several seconds passed and no one moved. Cat couldn’t support her own weight, so she dangled from El Chapo’s vice-like grip on her tangled mane. She scratched at his wrist, her scalp stinging and burning; tears streamed down her cheeks. Cat searched Tom’s face, but his eyes only dropped to the floor then bounced back up again. The big man shifted his weight, bent his knees, and gradually sank closer to Cat.

“El lazo, ahora!” El Chapo stamped his foot, the movement causing Cat’s head to bob up and down. “I am not screwing around here, Estrella, you worthless cow.”

The room exploded and El Chapo fell to the floor, pulling Cat down with him. Her knee and hip hit the concrete with a jarring thud, the raw end of her leg zinging like an electrical short. The impact rattled through her bones and up into her teeth. She landed on top of him and fought to free herself, clawing at his hand, his fingers still entangled in her hair. Tearing free, she tried pushing off the floor to shove herself away. Her palms slid through a warm, sticky substance, her hands coming to rest near his ribs. A coppery odor permeated her nose and she drove her hands into his torso. Red with El Chapo’s lifeblood, her hands stuck to his white oxford shirt, tugging at the fabric. Her fuzzy, cotton filled head hummed and buzzed. A piercing wail broke through the haze, and she hurled her imbalanced body forward, her knees slipping in the pooling blood. She thrashed toward the newborn screaming at the top of her tiny lungs.

“Cat, stop! It’s over!” Tom’s hand and arm came down between Cat and the baby. “Cat!” Tom hunkered down and took her by the shoulders, shaking her. “Look at me! 

“What?” The gossamer fog in her head evaporating, Cat’s ears hissed and buzzed, the stabbing pain penetrating deep into her brain. She forced herself to focus on Tom’s voice. His features grew clearer, the stubble on his cheeks glinting a coppery silver in the smoky light filtering through the living room’s picture window.

“He’s gone.” Tom lifted his hand from her shoulder and cupped her chin, turning her face to the room behind her. The pungent taste of gunpowder hit her in the back of her throat. There stood Estrella, holding Cat’s shotgun. The bloodied and mangled body of El Chapo lay on the floor between them. Estrella laid the gun on the couch and ran to the bathroom. Specks of blood dotted Tom’s face. “It’s okay, Cat. It’s over.”

The knifelike sensation and squealing in Cat’s ears wasn’t only from the crying child in the basket, it was a combination of the baby keening and a close-range shotgun blast. “I am so confused. What just happened?” Cat blinked her eyes and rubbed her temples. “Where are his kids?”

“That little lady snuck them off into the bathroom while he was dragging you around.” Tom picked up the baby, then the bottle. “Shhh, Little Bit, shhh.” He held her to his blood-spattered chest, bouncing her, then lay her across his forearm and offered her his homemade formula. “On her way out she grabbed your scattergun from next to the door, quietly checked that it was loaded, then proceeded to separate his head from his body.”

Cat gagged. She crawled over to the blanket basket and removed a large, lightweight fleece throw. “We’ve got to get him covered up before the kids see this.” She tossed it over El Chapo’s corpse and scooted along beside him, rearranging the fabric, trying to hide the body and partially severed head. After several attempts, she gave up. The gaping wound, his lifeless face, and most of his body were covered. She slumped against the armchair Tom had been sitting in.

The door to the barn crashed open. The Miller boys and their uncle came spilling into the room, pistols drawn. 

“Is everybody okay?” Jim scanned the room, stopping short and lowering his pistol. 

“No, son.” Tom ambled across the room, cradling the infant. “Everybody is not okay.” He reached out a hand and nudged down the barrel of Dan’s weapon. “I hate to ask you to do this, but we need to drag that fellow out of here.”

Estrella stepped out of the bathroom and closed the door behind her. “Let me hold the baby?” 

Tom held the child close and ran his hand over her delicate, downy crown. “Why?”

“I don’t want my children to see.” She held her arms open for Rebecca’s baby. “Get that pinche cabron out of here. Please, señor.”

Tom stooped down and relinquished the child, then returned to the body. Jim, Dan, and Estrella followed him. Hands on his hips, his rangy, bowlegged stance pronounced, he studied the mess in front of Cat. “Ms. Murphy, I’m afraid we’re going to have to get rid of that carpet.” 

Cat leaned back into the legs of the armchair and used her foot to scoot herself and it back eight inches. “Please do.”

He crouched and rolled El Chapo’s body onto the rug, using the blanket to wipe up most of the blood. Tossing the throw on top of the corpse, Tom used the toe of his boot to reunite the head with the body, then rolled it all up in the rug. “Grab an end, Jim? You get the middle, Dan. Get the side door, Ben?”

Ben disappeared around the corner while Dan positioned himself to move the bundle. Jim hunkered at the end of the rug, squatting with the roll between his knees, his hands on his thighs. “Ready?”

“Wait.” Estrella moved in between Tom and Dan. She made the sign of the cross and then spit on her husband’s burial shroud. “Bastardo.”

The foreman and the youngest cowboy exchanged looks. “Let’s go, gents. On three.” Tom grabbed his end. “One, two, three.” 

Together they hefted the rug. While Tom held it at waist level, Jim’s end was not more than a foot or two off the ground. Tom walked backward. Jim and Dan struggled to keep up with him, floundering with the unwieldy load, tripping and stumbling with each awkward step. They finally stepped out the door, Ben following.

The chaos in Cat’s ears had dulled to a more manageable ringing. “Estrella, do you mind grabbing me a towel and some cleanser from under the bathroom sink?”

“Si.” The younger woman disappeared into the bathroom with the baby. She returned with several old towels clamped under her arm, holding a spray bottle, balancing Rebecca’s newborn with the expertise of a mother.

“Thank you.” Cat took the towels and mopped up the remaining blood. She folded the gory mess into a bundle, then sprayed her hands and wiped them on the outside of the parcel. “I’m not sure what to do with this.”

“Can you hold the baby?” Estrella walked toward her with the swaddled child.

“I can. Give me a sec.” Pushing off the floor, she balanced on her foot, then raised up and eased into the armchair at her back. She stretched out her arms and Estrella placed the newborn in them. 

Estrella took the bloody bundle into the foyer. She went into the bathroom and reemerged with her little brood, guiding them to the couch. Just as she sat down, Lillie burst into the room wearing an oversized, sweat stained cowboy hat.

“Good morning, Ms.—” Lil stopped and stared at the strangers on the couch. “Who’s this?”

“Lillie, this is Estrella, and her children, Joaquin, and, uh—” 

Estrella pointed to the little girl. “Lucia.” Her daughter smiled. Then she lifted the orange bundle on her lap. “Gabriel.”

“Ooh, a baby.” Lillie plopped down into Cat’s favorite chair. “Our baby can have a friend.” She lifted her legs off the floor, tucking her feet under her thighs. “Cat?”

The infant’s jaw stopped moving, a trace of milk dribbling from the corner of her mouth as she slept. Cat tugged the bottle out of her mouth and sat it on the end table. “Yeah, sweetie?” 

Lil’s feet hit the floor and she sat upright with her hands on her knees. “She needs a name.”

“She certainly does.” Cat wiped the baby’s chin with the hem of the swaddling cloth. “Got any thoughts?”

The girl leaned back and let her head flop back against the seat back, knocking her hat askew. “I know Mama was talking about Ruby.” She readjusted the hat, pulling it down over her face.

Lucia left her mother and tiptoed over to Lillie’s side. She put her hand on the older girl’s leg. “Otay?”

Lil swiped her sleeve under her nose, pushing the hat’s brim up. “Yeah, I’m okay, Lucia.” She patted the little girl on the back, then opened her arms. “Want to sit with me?”

Beaming, Lucia climbed into Lillie’s lap. The older girl ran her hand over the smaller one’s onyx hair, lifting and dropping the gleaming black tresses. 

Joaquin snuggled in next to Estrella and she wrapped her arm around him. “What about a second name?” 

Lillie’s eyes drifted up to the ceiling as she considered Cat’s question. “Claire? It was Mama’s middle name.” 

“Ruby Claire, that sounds like a lovely name, Lil.” The newborn made little snuffling sounds and Cat pulled her closer.

“Yes, it sure does.” Tom’s deep voice boomed from the hidden foyer and he emerged, the three young men filing in behind him. “Did you ladies pick a name for miss Little Bit?”

Ben peeled off and stepped into the bathroom. Dan and Jim slowed. Tom strode between the couch and the kitchen, rounding over to wash his hands at the kitchen sink.

While the water ran, Tom glanced over at Cat with questioning eyes. Cocking his head, he raised his eyebrows and gave her the okay signal. She nodded, then mirrored his signal, forming her forefinger and thumb into a circle, leaving three fingers up. Everything was not okay, but she understood his unspoken question. Was the evidence gone?

They locked eyes and Cat knew that they were both going to do their best to shelter the children from the aftermath of the murder that had taken place several moments before. She and Tom were going to do their darndest to make things seem as normal as possible.

Lucia jumped off Lillie’s lap and ran back to her mother. Estrella took the girl under her other wing.

“I think we just did.” Cat addressed the boys idling behind the sofa. “What do you boys think?” 

Jim smiled at his sister, the bittersweet smile of a boy-turned-man who had just rolled a corpse up in a carpet. “Sounds perfect, LJ.” 

“I love it.” Dan snapped his fingers, turned them into guns, winked, and clicked his tongue. He, too, was trying to hide the fact that something horrific had occurred in the room just moments before. “LJ and RC.”

Cat laughed as though someone’s brain matter hadn’t just been splattered all over her. “Would you like to hold her, big sister?”

“Uh huh!” Lil scooted to the edge of her seat.

“Okay, stay right there.” Cat held her hand up and motioned to the foreman. “And Tom?” The cowman dried his hands and strode over to Cat. “Tom can bring Ruby over to you.”

Tom took the baby from Cat and walked her over to Lillie. “Where’d you get that lid, Lil?” He bent down and placed Ruby in her gangly, freckled arms.

“The hat? Oh, it’s Daddy’s. Me and Jim found it.” She caressed her sister’s cheek, letting her finger trail from the infant’s face down her neck and arm, settling on her dainty wrist. She didn’t lift her gaze from the baby. “Look how teeny her hand is.” Lillie wiggled her index finger into the small fist and joggled it up and down.

“Is that so, Jim?” Tom shifted his weight and eased away from Lillie.

Jim nodded and swallowed, his protruding Adam’s apple bobbling in his sinewy throat. “Yessir.”

Tom stopped in the middle of the living room and stood facing Jim, his back to the sisters. “Find anything else, son?”

“We rode up on a pack of feral dogs tearing apart...” Jim shook his head. “A calf or something.” He closed his mouth, his lips forming a thin line. His jaw muscles flexed and he raised his eyebrows, his eyes darting to Lil and back. “So, I chased them off over the hill. The hat’s all I found.” A lone tear rolled down the young man’s cheek and he quickly whisked it away.

Lillie continued to ogle and coo to Ruby. With the little girl distracted, Jim had been trying to tell the adults something, and Cat was afraid she knew what, or who, he’d stumbled across. 
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Nora Bennani 

Evening, Ft. Tuthill, Flagstaff, Arizona

Standing behind the desk in his office, Major Ridley’s brows almost met between his eyes, but in spite of his consternation, he leaned forward and shook hands. “Captain Arnault?” 

“Yes.” Arnault lowered his arms, and the spidery lower legs of the Nazi symbol slithered under his black security uniform sleeve. Nora repressed a shudder—if the so-called saviors were skinheads, she had little hope for the people of Flagstaff.

“Arnault needs your help, Mrs. Bennani.” Major Tremane spread a map out on the conference room table. “Where is this factory? Because it’s not on our map.”

Arnault made her skin crawl. Nora forced her feet closer, but she remained on the opposite side of the table. Tremane’s map was much more detailed than the one she’d had before the Martinez factory people stole it, along with everything in her backpack. She traced the highway they’d walked, and quickly found the turnoff and the road to the stables. From there, it turned into a dotted line, so Martinez Corporation must have upgraded the road after this map was made. “Here.” She tapped the road.

“And how far up this road were you stopped?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t really keeping track, just driving until I saw something that looked like civilization.”

Arnault sniffed. “Do you have any idea where the guards were when they spotted you?”

“If I’d known that, we wouldn’t have been captured, would we?” She probably shouldn’t antagonize him, but the swastika made it almost impossible not to.

Major Ridley cleared his throat. “I believe Mrs. Bennani has given you everything you need, and everything she knows. Now, can we get on with filling in this organization chart, please?” He tapped the paper on his desk. “Mrs. Bennani, can you give us a few moments, please?”

“Of course.” Nora left, grateful to be out from under Arnault’s scrutiny. He didn’t hide what he was; Tremane tried, but in the end it was fairly obvious. Somehow, white supremacists had infiltrated the local military. If they really were military. Uniforms were easy to buy, and claiming to be assigned somewhere else, like Phoenix, would be simple.

The reception area bustled with packing and unpacking; and a lot of white men in black uniforms, sprinkled with a few military uniforms. The departing military, in Air Force combats, were a mix of men and women, and all skin tones. The new military members in the Army uniforms were young, mostly white males. Hutchinson Security was all white males, ages ranging widely but older than the military members. 

The takeover didn’t bode well for the diverse population of Flagstaff. But there was nothing she could do. All the new people were heavily armed, and most wore combat vests over their uniforms. 

“Room. Attention!”

All the military members snapped upright, as did the security personnel. A slight commotion at the door heralded the entry of an older white man, just slightly taller than she was. He wore an elaborately tooled leather belt holding two pearl-handled revolvers buckled over his camouflage uniform, and he carried a riding crop, like a bad knock-off of General Patton. “As you were.” He waved the crop and continued toward Major Ridley’s office. 

Major Tremane appeared, beckoning to her. 

Rats. She didn’t want to go. But if she could smooth their way off this installation, then she should. Maybe she could get an ATV or a ride part of the way. She entered the office. 

Tremane motioned at her. “Colonel Hutchinson, Mrs. Nora Bennani.”

Hutchinson held out a liver-spotted hand. “Mrs. Bennani. I’m sorry for your loss.” 

She shook his hand firmly, but had to swallow hard. “Thank you.” She’d go for a few minutes without Henri and Yazmin consuming her thoughts. Then something would bring them right back, the arrow hitting her heart again. 

“I understand you’ve been assisting with our public messaging. Thank you very much for your service to this community. It will be important that we all pull together in these trying times and the ones we have ahead.” He stood very upright and spoke in formal tones. 

“You’re welcome.” He’d better not be hinting she had to stay. 

Major Ridley cleared his throat. “Mrs. Bennani has a task to complete. She’ll be leaving with her companions soon.”

He frowned. “I believe you should stay, for your own safety. Perhaps your... companions can go while you remain?”

The slight sneer about her companions wasn’t lost on her. Since he bore the name of the security company, she’d bet he was the originator of the hatred. Racism, sexism, whatever-ism, she wanted nothing to do with it. “I’m afraid they need my help. It’s my network’s mission, not theirs alone. I believe you’ll find Master Sergeant Roberts is quite happy.”

The Colonel raised his brows. “Master Sergeant Roberts is leaving. Captain Ravkos is taking over. He felt her efforts were substandard.”

“Substandard, how? Those spots were excellent. Conservation, helping each other, all the right messages without hitting people over the head.”

He put his hands behind his back. “Subtlety isn’t what’s needed here, Mrs. Bennani. We need to be very clear that those who violate the rules will be prosecuted or kicked out. There are no other options, no room for error, no niceties. Obey the rules or go. Those are the options.” 

The guy was cruising for a revolt. Nora didn’t want to be anywhere near the place when it blew. “Well, in that case, I believe we’ll go.”

“Stay at least for a meal, Mrs. Bennani. I know my people would love to meet you.”

She turned to go. “I don’t think so. We have a tough journey ahead.”

He caught her arm. “Please. It would be so appreciated by my team. They need to know that you’re supporting our efforts.”

Nora wrenched her arm free. “I’m not supporting any efforts that involve unwilling cooperation or detention.” So many journalists died defending the right to a free press. She couldn’t believe it might happen to her, right in America.

Hutchinson let go, holding his hand high, fingers spread, an offended look on his face. “I am not detaining you, Mrs. Bennani. I’m merely making a simple request that would mean a lot to our men and women in uniform who sacrifice so much. But certainly, go, if it’s that important to not waste another minute.”

Her head screamed “go,” while her heart whined “stay and help the military.” But if she’d learned anything, it was that her heart was a fool. “Colonel, I’ll have to decline.” People trooped into the office. Three were military, but the others wore the Hutchinson Security uniforms draped with weaponry. “And I hope they all remember that obeying orders isn’t a good defense for doing anything illegal or unethical. You know, like detaining a member of the press?”

“I’m not detaining a member of the press.” He held up the other hand, too. “I am, however, detaining someone involved in the transportation of illegal immigrants.”

“Nice try, Colonel. My associates are here legally. Look at their passports.” She locked her trembling knees, terrified to confront the heavily armed men, but unable not to. The abused factory workers had been so brave—she couldn’t do less. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she met the eyes of all the officers in the room, “it’s lovely to see so many of you stepping up to help your community in this time of terrible need. But even in these terrible times, the United States has law and order. Don’t let the need for order overrun the law.”

“Really, Mrs. Bennani.” Colonel Hutchinson shook his head, a mournful expression on his face. “You are clearly overwrought. No one is doing anything illegal here. I really think you need some rest. Why don’t you go with Lieutenant Cyrus, there,” he pointed at a young man in one of the security uniforms, “and get some sleep. We have comfortable rooms. You can go when you’ve recovered in the morning.”

“Come on, Mrs. Bennani.” Cyrus tugged on her arm. “We’ve got a nice place for you and your friend. Get some sleep. You’ll feel better when you’re rested.” He pulled Nora down the hall. “Seriously. You’re seeing something that just isn’t there. Colonel Hutchinson is a stickler for the rules, but he’s a good guy. No one is doing anything illegal. We’re not doing anything but trying to keep everyone safe, make sure everyone survives. That’s going to take some pretty draconian measures for rationing or we won’t make it through the winter. Flagstaff gets cold and snowy, you know. It’s not like Seattle where you can sleep in a tent all winter. That’s why our homeless population is so low. Winter is hard, especially with the high altitude. Be sure you drink more water. You’re probably dehydrated.” He talked so fast, there was no room for a rebuttal, which was probably the point. He opened a door and herded Nora inside a small room with two beds and a bathroom. Dunia sat on one bed, arms crossed and glaring. “We’ve already put more safeguards on the outside of this hotel, so no one can sneak in. We’ll have a guard out here to make sure no one bothers you. Have a good rest.”

The door slammed shut. Well, they were screwed. That so-called Lieutenant had been yacking a mile a minute so anyone who overheard would discount what she said. She should have yelled, screamed, made a fuss, or something. She’d missed her moment.

Dunia opened the door and closed it again. “Guarded.” She peered out the window. “No one, but there are bars.”

Nora joined her. “If they’ve installed normal security bars, they have to open from the inside. It’s required for fire safety.” But these weren’t the usual security grates; they were narrow pieces of lumber crossing the small window opening. The Lieutenant said they’d made “security improvements” to the building. While removing these pieces wouldn’t take a lot of force, that would probably make a lot of noise. She raised the window and pressed on the wood. Solid. The window opening was fairly small; to get out, they’d have to remove at least one of these bars and the screen. Quietly, so they didn’t alarm the guard outside. 

She sat on the bed closest to the window and drank some water. Lieutenant Cyrus was right about the altitude and the dry heat. The water refreshed her parched tongue and throat. Hopefully, it would help with her headache, too. 

Dunia sat next to her. “Nora, they are right. You need some rest. Since we have this nice room, with running water, why don’t you clean yourself, rinse out your clothes? Use a sheet and get a little sleep.” She whispered in Nora’s ear. “Jaya and Faris are free. They will get us out. Clean up, rest. We must wait for dark.”

“I guess there’s no choice.” Nora used the bathroom and did as Dunia suggested, scrubbing her beat-up clothing in the tub, wringing them out thoroughly. They’d dry quickly in the heat. The cold water and the knowledge that it was in short supply kept her shower short. While she scrubbed down, she replayed all her failures again. The latest one was particularly stupid. She should have played along with the Hutchinson Security people, lulled them into believing she was on their side, then slipped away. Too late. 

She wrapped herself in a towel and left the bathroom. A bright pink pair of sweatpants and a yellow t-shirt waited on the bed, and a tray with a to-go box stood on the nightstand. 

Dunia swallowed her bite. “They brought us food. It’s good. And clothes.” She shook her head. 

Nora nodded in reply. The clothes were way too bright; she’d be a beacon in the night. But for now, they’d be better than being naked. She slipped them on, then ate. The food was basic, but still delicious and filling; buttery, crunchy-topped macaroni and cheese, canned veggies, a roll and a cookie. After she finished, she rolled onto the bed. A real bed with a pillow made her back rejoice. 

A knock on the door woke Nora, so she got up and answered it. “Yes?”

A young soldier stood there with a single stripe on the rank patch. “Colonel Hutchinson requests the pleasure of your company at dinner.”

“You should go,” Dunia whispered in her ear. “Make nice.”

Nora frowned. “Let me change my clothes. I’m not going anywhere in hot pink sweat pants.”

“But—” He put a hand on the door.

She slammed the door in the boy’s face. While she changed back into her still slightly damp clothes, she whispered in Dunia’s ear. “I’ll try to convince him we’re not a threat. But he’s not stupid.” She looked in the mirror and grimaced. The t-shirt was wrinkled and so were the pants, but they smelled a lot better. And so did she. She combed her hair and put it in a ponytail.

“You must try. Too many dangerous people with guns.” 

At the knock, Nora went back to the door and opened it. “I’m ready. Lead the way.”

The soldier turned his hand, pointing back to the lobby-office. “This way, Mrs. Bennani.” He led her through the lobby. The Air Force uniforms were gone; the remaining personnel were mostly Hutchinson Security. 

They entered a smaller room with industrial coffee pots and chafing racks on a countertop on one side. A white tablecloth covered a long table in the middle of the room; plain white dishes looked odd with the crystal glasses, elaborate silver candlesticks, and fancy flower arrangement in the middle. Around the table, white middle-aged men in the black security uniforms occupied most of the seats, interspersed with a few young men and women in Army combat uniforms. 

Colonel Hutchinson, at the end of the table, stood at her approach. “Ah, Mrs. Bennani, so nice of you to join us. I hope you got some rest.”

Her escort left, and the Colonel pulled out the chair on his right for her. “Please, have a seat.”

Nora sat. No reason to make a fuss right now.

“We’re in terribly spartan conditions. But we still have a few luxuries to share with a guest of your caliber.” He smiled, but it was flat.

“I’m just a reporter, Colonel.” Not even that anymore.

He shook his head. “No, not at all. You’re the face of this disaster, the one who told us who was to blame. The one who found out that Martinez’s perfidy went deeper, was more horrific than anyone knew. Those poor, abused people you interviewed.” The glum look was almost comical. “All those years and no one ever guessed.”

Nora clamped her lips shut. She’d bet that lots of people had guessed. Martinez had bribed or shut them down. Jorge Martinez was ruthless, and so was everyone else in the company. 

“Why do you suppose they were so successful, Nora?” Hutchinson grimaced. “I’m sure you don’t mind me using your given name, do you?”

It would do no good to object. “No.”

“Excellent. Anyway, why do you think they were so successful in keeping their dirty secrets?”

“Money, power and influence.” 

“Exactly. And when money doesn’t work, power and influence are important, aren’t they?”

“Of course.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll understand why I’d like your help to influence the people here to remain calm and orderly. We know shortages are inevitable.”

Three people in white uniforms entered with trays. They placed a covered plate down in front of each diner, then removed the covers. The plate held a huge T-Bone steak, giant baked potato and a grilled squash medley. They poured red wine, along with water. Balls of herb-flecked butter sat next to flaky rolls on a bread plate. 

“This doesn’t look like a shortage.” Nora pointed at her plate. 

“Oh, this? This is from my house. It was going to go bad. So, we may as well eat.” He turned his hand gracefully. “But first, we should have a toast!” He picked up his wineglass and turned slightly to her. “To Nora Bennani, who exposed the evil that killed the world.” He quirked a brow. “Too bad she didn’t expose it earlier. To Nora Bennani.” He sipped.

“Hear, hear,” the company answered and drank.

Nora kept her broadcast calm and nodded genially, something she should have practiced more often. Over the years, the military had invited her to many formal dinners, so she knew not to drink to herself. Which was good, because her stomach churned at the callout of her failure. The first failure that led to all those deaths on the seas, the death of her beloved Henri and Yazmin, and so many more. Her direct actions, killing those Martinez security guards in Las Vegas. Her failure to find the right factory soon enough to save all the workers. She wanted to cry, but she wouldn’t give Hutchinson the satisfaction. She raised her glass. “To the survivors. May they continue to thrive and live long, fruitful, happy lives. To the survivors.”

The Colonel shot her with a half-puzzled, half-annoyed look. “Hear, hear.” Or maybe he just wanted to eat. “Dig in!”

She’d learned at least one lesson—eat when she could, whatever she could. She cut a piece of steak. Nice and tender. During the Colonel’s long, rambling and deathly-boring stories of his childhood, growing up in Flagstaff, Nora paid attention to the quiet conversations around her. She answered direct questions, but offered nothing. 

From the little she heard, the few men and women in military uniforms were locals; all very young and low-ranking. They maintained and operated the local training range. Which was also used as a storage site by local businesses, paying for the upkeep of the range. So, these kids did a lot of paperwork, managing contracts with locals. She’d be shocked if any of these military members had ever been in a combat situation.

The military contracted with Hutchinson Security to provide most of those services on the training range, including security. The Hutchinson people were older, more experienced, and rather grim. Many of them probably had been military, maybe in one of the Arizona Guard units. And now, they were setting themselves up as petty kings, conquistadors in a new land. 

They finished dinner with a decadent chocolate cake. Nora couldn’t finish hers, although she tried. She wanted to take the rest with her, but the white-clothed servers whisked her plate away. She only drank half her wine, too, not needing a muzzy head. 

“Mrs. Bennani, we’ve got an operations briefing to attend.” The Colonel stood, and the rest of them scrambled to their feet. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

She nodded, but had no intention of being there in the morning. The same young soldier escorted her back to their room. She didn’t make any complaints; he couldn’t do anything about her situation. She closed the door quietly behind her. “Did they bring you food?”

Dunia nodded. “Yes. Some sort of meat in sauce on potatoes and vegetables. Too salty.” She shrugged. “Better than rice and beans without enough salt.” 

Nora grimaced. “I won’t tell you what I had. Have you heard or seen anything?”

“The guard outside the door changed. They don’t understand why they are there. They are told it’s to protect you, but you can’t leave. They don’t like it, but they fear the man in charge. There is some talk about him not being a real Colonel, that he shouldn’t be in command. But the man saying this was shushed right away.”

“Interesting. No one said that to me, but now it all makes more sense.” Nora leaned closer. “He might have been a colonel once, but now he owns a security company. Those are the people wearing black uniforms. They work with the military here. I think that Major Ridley was so desperate to get home that he took this guy’s credentials at face value. Or maybe he just didn’t care. The Colonel was willing to take charge and seemed like he knew what he was doing.” She leaned even closer, right to Dunia’s ear. “Have you seen our friends?” 

“No. We’ll leave the window open, yes?” 

“Sure. Cool, fresh air is good.”

“We should sleep.” A wry smile. “Always eat when you can, sleep when you can.”

“Right.” Nora laid down on the bed. In her old life, she would consider the mattress substandard, but given their situation, it was the best. Exhaustion had a way of making that true. 

She woke with a hand on her shoulder, and Dunia hovering over her, a finger across her lips. She twitched her head at the window and padded silently away. The wooden slats were gone. Dunia slid one leg, then the other, across the sill and dropped. She followed, Faris catching her under the arms to ease her down and prevent a loud thump. 

They followed Faris through the trees near the building, then crossed a dusty patch of dirt, passing a playground on the way to another group of trees. Faris helped them over a fence, and into what appeared to be an industrial area, with lots of long, shed-style buildings, unpleasantly reminiscent of the Martinez factory site in Page Springs. They scooted from building to building, Faris checking for movement at each pause, then sprinting to the next. Nora was breathing hard when they came to a road. Faris spoke quietly with Dunia, who then turned to her. 

“We have to cross the open area. Go one at a time.” She pointed to a shadowy group of trees beyond a bright section of ground, concrete perhaps, glowing slightly in the moonlight. “Then through the trees. Stay off the gravel. There is a parking lot beyond. Kaya’s car is past that, on a road. She knows a way through the back that will let us escape this place. Jaya waits there with her. You must go fast and be quiet. You breathe too loud.” Dunia turned away and nodded to Faris. 

She breathed too loud. Of course she did; she was out of shape. 

Faris ran across the road, and into the trees. He moved so fast, and even with all the gravel, his passage was almost silent. Dunia went next. Nora followed her, trying to copy the way they ran, but her footfalls crunched and thudded, and her breath rasped. They sprinted from shadow to shadow, Faris and Dunia like shadows themselves, Nora bulling along like an elephant in a thick jungle. She had spent the last few years mostly sedentary, while they’d worked on a factory line, hard manual labor with just enough food to live. The two of them pulled ahead of her, fading into the night. Nora continued, hoping she was on the right track.

Trucks cruised by, shining spotlights into the trees. To her right, a sea of closely packed vehicles glinted in the scant moonlight. Beyond that, a line of vehicles moved slowly, dust clouding their headlights, small groups of people walking back toward the tents. As predicted, more people were coming in from earthquake-devastated Flagstaff, desperate for food, water, and shelter. The number of survivors must be overwhelming already. They would run out of food and water sooner rather than later. And yet the Colonel thought he could set himself up as their leader, live a life of luxury while everyone starved around him. Somebody always thought they were better than everyone else, deserving an easy life built on the backs of others. 

“Hey you! Hold it!” 
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Eugenia "Jen" McCreedy

Afternoon, Harmony Ranch, Arizona 

With every new argument, shout, or challenge, Jen wanted to tear her hair out. She’d tried every trick, but no one else would go to Flagstaff. It was as if they were all afraid of losing their place. As was she, and it was her place to lose! 

“Why is this so hard?” Doc settled a small case of bottled water in the truck’s bed. 

Having her heart ripped out by farewells was only half the problem, and not a half she had to share. “Him.” She pointed through the open barn door. Charlie stood talking with a group of townsfolk. “The instant I leave, he’s going to start acting like he owns the place. Even more than he already does.” 

Doc paused with his arms dangling over the side of the truck and watched her with inscrutable eyes, bushy white brows furrowed together. 

Jen loaded her chainsaw carefully into the toolbox behind the cab of the truck. “You’re going to tell me he’s not so bad. He’s just doing what he thinks is best for the people.” 

“Am I?” 

Anger at Charlie, at all the people, spilled over even to those that were kind to her. She recognized it but was powerless to stop it. “The instant my back is turned, he’s going to start killing the chickens again. Or worse. And what if he goes after Smoke? How can I protect any of them, any of this, if I leave?” 

“Would it help if I talked to him?” 

“Help?” She laughed without humor. “Let’s call it critically vital. You get him to promise not to hurt a single hair or feather. Make him promise!” She turned quickly for more tools to pack, lest he catch the shimmer of tears she refused to let fall. 

Moments later, Doc returned. “He promises to not touch a thing, but he also asked that we stop at Jackrabbit Bluff first, check on folks there, see if anyone wants to change their minds about joining us here.” 

It was a kick in the gut. “He thinks he has the right to barter for the lives of my own animals? He won’t kill them if I go into town and try to recruit more cult followers for him?” 

“Jen.” Doc shook his head like a disappointed parent, but she noticed that he did not contradict her interpretation of their conversation. 

“You’re going into town?” People gathered at the barn door. Daniel Cooper, one of the men that Doc and Aaron had ridden with, stood with hat in hand. “Can you swing by my place? Just see how it’s standing?” 

“And mine!” Another voice called. “I had to leave my cat. She’s a hunter and is probably fine, but if you could find her...” 

Others shouted, calling out a grocery list of things to look for and pick up from town, as if it were some shopping excursion for kicks and grins. Jen silenced them with a bang of the hammer on the side of the tractor’s snow plow attachment. “I’m not the only one with a truck. If any of you want to make a field trip into town, no one is stopping you.” 

“We’re going to pass right by.” Doc spoke quietly to her so no one else would hear. “It won’t hurt anything to do a quick drive through. Just make sure things haven’t burned down or anything. I’ll soothe Charlie’s ego with that promise and we can be on our way.”

She could hear Doc’s genuine concern. The man had a gentle soul and cared for the tiny town’s people “Fine. We check it out and then move on.”

They piled into the truck—her, the Doc, his son, and her charge—each of them wrapped in their own concerns. The silence suited Jen, but she found herself sneaking a look at Robin, as the girl petted Ladybug and whispered secrets in her ears.

It only took an hour to get to town with the new path around the damaged road cleared days before. The businesses, with shelves stripped bare, were all closed. A few folks were out and about, gardening or working on clean-up and repairs. They had moved the power lines and other debris out of the streets. 

Jen clenched her hands on the steering wheel. Everything looked fine. Nothing bad had happened to the town since the others had abandoned it and invaded her space. A few houses had visible damage, but they were livable. The homes trapped under the tree that had crushed Doc’s house were the worst off, and one other house in town that had crumbled like a child’s matchstick birdhouse. If it were just those people on her land, she’d understand. All the others were too chicken...

“Jen, stop here, please.” Doc interrupted her thoughts, pointing over her shoulder at an elderly couple sitting in rocking chairs on their front porch. Resigned, Jen pulled to the curb, set the brake, and slipped the truck into neutral. 

For the fourth time that day, Doc climbed out and went to talk with the people while Jen, Robin, and Aaron waited in the truck. Ladybug stood on the front bench seat with her paws on the dash, watching intently, black and white feathered tail waving like a proud banner. Tension twisted between Jen’s shoulder blades, growing tighter with each passing minute. When Doc disappeared into the house with the couple, she shut the truck’s engine off and had to resist an urge to yank the keys from the ignition and hurl them out the window. She wanted to get going, get the day over with.

An awkward, strained silence filled the truck until Robin unbuckled her seatbelt and turned around in her seat, popping up onto her knees so she could look over the seat to Aaron in the back. “Are you a doctor like your daddy?”

Aaron’s grin flashed in Jen’s rearview mirror, revealing an appealing dimple on the right side of his face. “Pop’s a people doctor. I’m an animal doctor.” 

“Ohhh, you’re a vetinaridan! Is it fun? Did you ever get bit? Do you get to play with lots of animals?” 

His eyes sparkled, and the dimple deepened, obviously charmed by the rush of questions. “Veterinarian, yes. And sometimes it’s fun. I got to deliver a zebra baby once.” 

“No way!” Robin bounced in her seat, eager to hear more.

Doc yanked open the half-sized back door of the cab and climbed in. “Let’s go.” He slammed the door and buckled his seat belt. 

Jen started up again, put the truck in gear and eased away from the curb. Puzzled at his tone, she adjusted her rearview mirror to see his face instead of Aaron’s. 

“What’s wrong, Pop?” 

“Stubborn people. The Anderles are good people, but they shouldn’t be living alone in a home with no power. I tried to convince them to join us at the ranch, but they’re not having it.”

Jen’s tense shoulders twinged at the idea of even more people at the ranch. “I’m sure they’ll be fine. This should all be over soon.” 

“Have you looked at the mountain?” Doc pointed over the center of the front seat and got a lick on the hand from Ladybug. 

Jen slowed and bent a little to get a better angle through the front windshield. The resort hotel loomed, with its sentinel rows of chair-lift towers marching up the mountain side. In the past few days, the march had turned into a disorganized saunter, tall poles leaning precariously in every direction. 

“It’s not stable.” Doc gave Ladybug a pat and settled back in his seat. “But no one I’ve talked to today is taking that seriously.” 

Jen didn’t blame them. Just because the resort had some expensive repairs to make that might postpone ski season didn’t mean the world was coming to an end. “Can we go now? We still have a long drive and no idea what conditions we’ll find along the way.” 

An hour later, after enduring a very bouncy off-road detour around a bridge that had collapsed into a dry, seasonal riverbed, they found themselves on a relatively smooth and undamaged stretch of pavement running between tall stands of Ponderosa pines. The smooth ride ended abruptly just as Jen was thinking she might dare a little speed. The bushy end of a Ponderosa blocked the road, covering it in a thick blanket of evergreen needles and tangled limbs. She rolled to a stop. The woods were too dense to pull off the road. They’d have to backtrack five miles, at least, to find some way around, and that way around wasn’t even certain. She was less familiar with the faint grid of fire roads and private drives this far south of Jackrabbit Bluff. 

At least it wasn’t the widest part of the trunk covering the road. A tree that size might have a good three-foot girth at its base. Cutting through that kind of solid wood and muscling it out of the way would have been a lot harder. Instead, she’d be cutting through the spindly top limbs and dragging them to the side. A lot of them. But she’d had the forethought to pack some bottled water and a chainsaw. 

She shut off the engine, climbed out, and went around to the tool chest in the bed of the truck. Before she could get the chainsaw out of the chest, both Aaron and Doc were beside her. 

“Let me get that.” Aaron reached around her to take the saw from her hand. 

“Hey, hey, hey! Back off.” She gave him a nudge with her shoulder and stepped back, forcing both men to step back as well. Yanking the saw from the chest, she strode around the truck to study the tree. “You guys can get back in the truck. I got this.” 

“You can’t clear all that by yourself. Let me help you.” Aaron reached for the saw again. 

The petulant child’s voice that lived in her head gave a gleeful neener neener as she swung out of his reach, but a darker voice growled. “What? Because I’m not some macho man, I can’t do a little hard work? I’m just a girl?” 

Aaron’s hands went up in surrender and he backed off a step. “Woah. That’s not what I meant.” 

“Good. Get back in the truck. You guys keep Robin company. I... could use the exercise.” 

“Frankly, Jen, I think we all could. The back seat of your truck isn’t exactly first-class accommodations.” 

“Well, no one asked you to come.” She wanted to crank up the saw and let its roaring motor drown out the rest of the argument, but she couldn’t get over a fear of him trying to take it from her while the saw was hot. Idiot man. 

Doc threw up his hands in a classic gesture of resignation. “You two duke it out. Robin and I will tell each other stories and eat pretend popcorn.” He got back into his seat and slammed the door. 

Aaron ignored his father’s snipe. “Don’t be stupid.” 

“Oh, now I’m stupid?” 

“No... I... geeze Louise.” He kicked a stray chunk of wood, sending it skittering across the blacktop. “We’re in a hurry, aren’t we? Especially if we want a hope of getting back to the ranch before dark. I have no doubt that you could clear that whole tree all by yourself, and build a beautiful dinette set and matching china hutch out of it while you’re at it. If you were by yourself and had no choice, you’d get the job done. But you’re not alone. You want to play with power tools? Fine. Knock yourself out. But at least let me pull branches as you cut them away. All of us could pitch in and get this cleared a lot faster together than you can by yourself.” 

Her brain couldn’t fault his logic, but her heart ached for the mind-numbing chore, the sore muscles, and the absolute solitude of hard work. People, strangers, had surrounded her, for days. Even in her own house, with all her little visitors tucked into their tents after dark, she had a strange kid chattering non-stop questions and still... still... sharing her bed each night. 

A bright, unexpected sting of tears yanked her out of her wallow of pity. The last thing she wanted to do was lose it in front of this man. “I get that. I just... need to be alone. Doesn’t anyone get that? But no, you’re just going to block me, and now nothing is getting done. I may be slower alone, but I’m still faster than you are standing there nattering at me.” 

“Fine. Give me the saw. Pops and I will clear this mess and you go... take a walk in the woods or something.” His mouth set in a grim line. “And before you get all pissy about sexism, I’m not suggesting you’re slow because you’re female. But you’re just one person, and Pops and I are two. We’ll get it done faster and you get a little alone-time.” 

“Fine.” He’d handed her a perfectly viable solution, a gracious one, even, and it chapped at her pride. She still wanted the labor, craved it. But she wanted to be alone far more. Giving him the saw, she stalked away toward the woods. She’d walk until the chainsaw stopped growling. Jen stepped onto the rough gravel verge, then froze. Branches broke and rocks clattered.

A cluster of scrubby bushes around the base of the closest trees shuddered, and a group of pig-like animals burst out of them and poured across the road. Javelinas. A lot of them. At first, they seemed oblivious to the people they were running past, but a cluster of youngsters must have gotten curious about the truck. They broke off, circling and snuffling, which caused the larger adult animals to stop and turn back. 

At least thirty of them milled about, snorting and sniffing at the truck, and probably more were still hidden in the woods. Their strong, musty odor filled the air. Much smaller than true pigs, they were formidable if provoked, with wickedly sharp, long teeth they weren’t shy about using. And nothing was more easily provoked than a group of mammas with their babies. 

Aaron stood still as a statue, wide-eyed, until one rushed at him. He tossed the chainsaw at it and scrambled into the bed of the truck. The tool bounced harmlessly off the thick, hairy back and clattered onto the pavement. 

The whole group went into a frenzy, rounding up the babies and searching for danger, an enemy to defeat. Aaron gestured wildly for her to join him in the truck. Doc and Robin watched through the windows that muffled Ladybug’s frantic barking. The truck was the only shelter, but at least two big mammas and four babies were in her way. She wanted to stand perfectly still, tall and straight, and become yet another immovable object in their environment. They would flow around her and be on their way. But the frantic waving, shouting and barking from inside the vehicle kept the creatures stirred up and anxious. More rustling came from the woods behind her, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off the main group. Two of the mammas stared straight at her, standing stiffly on ridiculously skinny legs with the thick, wiry hair along their backs raised in angry crests. It might have been comical as an internet video but was intimidating as hell in real life. 

They stalked toward her, one stiff step at a time, hackles raised, and heads lowered. Mouths opened and snapped shut over and over again, clacking their sharp teeth at her. They were pushing her toward the noises behind her. Jen shifted and tried to sidle to the side, to go around them. 

They charged. Jen ran. Aaron stood in the bed of the truck, leaning toward her, hand out-stretched. A huge male bounded out of the woods and blocked her path. She dodged around him. He spun. Damn, those things were fast! Hot pain clamped around her calf in the same moment she launched herself at the truck. Aaron grabbed her hand and hauled. Something had hold of her boot. She growled and kicked while Aaron dragged her into the truck bed. 

She rolled onto her back, throwing an arm over her eyes to block out the brilliant afternoon sun. She might have laughed, but her calf throbbed like a son-of-a-bitch. Sounds came back to her then, as she took a moment to rest. Ladybug’s sharp barks masked most of the snuffling and shuffling going on around the truck. Shifting her arm, she carefully peeked out.

“Are you alright?” Aaron crouched over her in the crowded space. 

“I’ll live.” She sat up and didn’t bother to protest or shrug him off when Aaron reached out to help her. The family of faux pigs didn’t seem inclined to move on. They head-butted the chainsaw and clacked their teeth at the truck. “Now what?” 

“I guess we wait, and then we get Pops to look at that leg.” 

There were smears of blood on the bed of the truck. The damned thing had gotten her below the knee, but above the boot. An inch or two lower, and the thick leather would have protected her against those teeth. As it had her foot. One of them had left deep grooves around the heel. 

It took thirty minutes for the unhappy javelinas to move on. Stubborn beasts. Ladybug drowned her in kisses when she got back in the truck. Doc insisted that she lay on her stomach across the bench seat. He rolled up her pants leg and tutted at the puncture wounds. The first aid kit in the truck was ancient, but miraculously, there was still some alcohol left in the small bottle. He cleaned the wounds and put fat band aids across each one while lamenting the lack of proper gauze and wraps. 

Aaron tore the sleeve off his shirt and handed it to Doc to use as a wrap that would apply pressure and hold the band aids in place. 

Jen groaned. “That’s sooo Hollywood. Nobody tears off shirt sleeves in real life.” 

Robin burst into giggles and laughed until they all joined. After swallowing the last of her chuckles, Jen retrieved the chainsaw and inspected it. 

The poor chainsaw had been banged up, but the bar hadn’t bent. 

Jen handed it to Aaron. “You threw it, you get to run it and sharpen it.” They all worked together to clear the tree while Ladybug kept guard against woodland creatures. 

Jen, Doc, and Robin dragged branches to the side until, less than an hour later, they had just enough of a gap for the truck to drive through. Jen’s leg pulsed in pain with each beat of her heart as she drove, but at least it wasn’t her clutch leg. 

The road climbed out of a shallow valley to higher ground and a beautiful view of high plains between scattered mountains. Before the city came into view, plumes of smoke rose along the horizon. Not just an isolated fire somewhere on the horizon. And not the innocent, narrow columns of smoke from numerous campfires or chimneys. She counted at least eight different billowing sources of smoke. Maybe more. It was hard to tell, as wind had combined many and a gray haze blanked the entire horizon.

Doc let out a low whistle. “Maybe we should turn back.” 

Robin gave Jen a look of pleading fear. Jen reached for her and gave her hand a squeeze. “We have to find Robin’s family. Now, more than ever.”
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Alma Garcia

Afternoon, Southeastern Utah

Trying to siphon gas from the tour jeep on the bridge was an awful mistake. Alma had put her brother and sister’s lives at risk. The gashed road and cracked structure were direct evidence of immediate danger, had she taken the time to think them through properly. Her eagerness to keep the van going had blinded her. She wouldn’t do that again. It was a dangerous stunt that left them all shaken and the fuel indicator gauge hadn’t risen by much. 

Matias had emptied the dregs of the can into the van’s tank. Without a cap, the gas can stank but no more than her clothes did. She propped it up in the back of the van, away from their supplies, and opened the windows as wide as they would go.

The stiff silence in the vehicle allowed her to go over it again and again. Emelia was especially quiet, no doubt putting the pieces together. If Emelia had stayed put in the van instead of prancing about when Matias was siphoning the fuel, they probably would’ve drained the jeep’s tank and driven calmly away. Alma would never know for certain, but it seemed to fit. However, she couldn’t pass the blame onto her sister; it sat on her shoulders. She was the eldest, the big sister, the one in charge and she was the one who hadn’t paid attention to all the signs.

She massaged her sore shoulder as if she could feel the weight of the blame through the aching throb. “Shall we stop to eat? There’s all that rice I cooked up.”

Matias bounced on the seat next to her, but his eager expression melted away when she mentioned the rice. It was bland and boring; nothing like Mama’s enchiladas. Emelia grunted and turned away, resting her elbow on the windowsill with her face in her palm. She gazed out with a preoccupied expression. The warm wind blew her curls across her face, and she didn’t push them away. Alma’s heart twisted. Emelia was hurting, and she had no idea how to help her be free without revealing her own mistakes.

The sky’s hazy hue tinged everything with a hint of yellow. The sun ducked in and out from behind fluffy clouds, and soft shadows shifted over the vast dusty expanse. There were no houses or stores; no sign of life at all, even before the mad escape. This place was lonely before Encircle ruined the world. There had been no planes or vehicles in days. Everyone was gone. Everyone off to Salt Lake City, which was far away in the opposite direction.

They passed an abandoned car on the highway, and she slowed. There was no one about. She stopped the van and tried the car door. It was locked. She scraped the dirt off the driver’s window. The vehicle was empty of fellow humans but stuffed full of belongings. Not even this owner had stopped there on purpose.

She dashed to the other side and tried that door, too. “I think they broke down.” She tugged at the trunk latch, but it wouldn’t shift. “There’s some stuff in here that we can use.”

Emelia leaned out the window. “It’s not our stuff. They’ll come back for it.”

For once, Alma enjoyed her sister’s irritated tone. Emelia’s morals weren’t slipping, and Alma had jolted her from whatever pit she had taken a tumble into. Her mouth watered at the box of wilting groceries on the back seat that was going to waste.

She tried the driver’s door again. “We should...”

“Leave it alone.” Emelia pronounced the words clearly.

Alma stomped back to the van. Without the tubing to siphon the gas, there was no point in trying to convince Emelia that it was worth breaking into the car. Not even for the over-ripe bananas.

Distant orange-brown rocks jutted from the ground, interrupting the panoramic view of nothingness. The river took another course, leaving them with the dismal, unchanging landscape. It was a mixed blessing to only have the dry and barren valley spread out for miles ahead of them. There were no cities and people to navigate, but there were also no places to hide. With nothing to distract Alma for miles, the wave and volcano from the television footage mixed with the killer hailstorms from the radio into nightmarish images. And she was driving them straight into whatever it was. But her immediate view was wide, and that was something to be grateful for. Perhaps it would give her enough time to flee if anything came over the horizon.

The rock formations were colossal, ribbed structures up close; vast monuments of rock that could have dropped from the sky or been pushed up from the ground. Her insignificance washed over her. They cast dark shadows across the desert floor and loomed above them, even though the highway gave them a wide berth. Some had flat tops, while others were formed like fingers or turrets on a medieval castle. One reminded her of Gaudi’s Basilica in Barcelona. They had passed by that magical cathedral, too. She wished they’d stopped, Papa telling stories and building worlds for them to peer into, but it was all such a rush to get to “safety,” to America, the land where all their worries would melt away. Sheesh, so much for ‘safe.’

The steering juddered, and she corrected it. The van trembled. Cracks on the highway, caked from the dust storm, darkened; the sand and dirt shifting and dropping into wider gaps. “Another quake.” She gripped the wheel tighter.

Emelia twisted in her seat and grabbed the dash. “Shouldn’t we stop?” There was a hint of panic in her voice. “It feels stronger.”

“What’s the point?” She bumped over a deeper gash in the road. The van swerved away, and she pulled it back on course. “It will be done in a bit.” The tremor had already lasted longer than the others and it was building. The van bounced and swayed. She slowed down. “Perhaps it would be best to wait for it to pass.”

The vehicle shook. The supplies in the back rattled and the plastic in the dash creaked. Eric’s phone knocked from side to side and fell from the shelf. It dangled by the charging cord, swinging pendulum like, bashing into her leg. She stuffed it back into the compartment, deeper than before, but it bounced forward. Matias gripped the sides of his chair, his body lifting and falling from the seat. Emelia grabbed the handle on the ceiling. Alma’s legs hit the underside of the steering wheel. The van was jumping on the tarmac and the road rolled like a wave.

A distant explosion thundered. To her left a mushroom of dirt rose high into the air There was barely enough time to take it in. Next to it, the natural spires of gigantic rock wavered. Swaying like they were nothing more than papyrus stalks caught in the current, the formations bent in rippling curves, then crashed. The gigantic monoliths fell in slow motion from the place where they touched the sky. The delayed boom of the rocks crashing to the ground was followed quickly by another much closer to her other side. A second plume of dirt rose to the right. Matias screamed.

If it weren’t for the need to hold on to something, she would have covered his ears. “It will be over soon.” Alma’s jerky comfort was useless.

The vibrations of the monumental crashes should have shaken the ground, but they were swallowed; they were nothing compared to the earthquake that wasn’t slowing or fading. The ground continued to shake, tearing the world apart. It might never stop. Every tremor they had experienced before was insignificant in comparison.

A lone rock piercing the horizon collapsed, disappearing in a horrific magic trick. Pillars that had once resembled a cityscape tumbled to the ground. Nature swiped the towers it had built over the centuries with the back of its hand like a child having a tantrum. And they were gone. 

Massive horizontal splits sheared through the flat-topped monument nearest to them. The top layer shifted away from the lower section; sliding as if it were greased. She pulled Matias closer and shrank into the seat. The rocky cap slipped to the desert floor, sending a massive shower of splintered rocks across the wasteland.

“Drive Alma!” Emelia shouted.

Alma stamped her foot on the accelerator. It was becoming a habit. The van responded to the jerking pressure and lurched forward. She gripped the wheel tighter, holding herself to the seat. Pain spiked in her shoulder under the strain, and the van moved. The highway undulated in waves, breaking the surface and cracking the asphalt into slabs, blocking her way. She veered off the road and rumbled over the earth that moved just as fiercely, but more smoothly.

Boulders danced over the ground, pushing her further from the highway. She veered into the shadow of another gigantic formation like a sleeping dragon. The dormant sandstone butte head rested on the waking ground and steep scaley spines arced along the creature’s back. The quake rumbled on with booms from other formations succumbing to the power, resonating and roaring around her. She was too close. The beast was stirring. A mist of dirt and debris, shaking from the crevices along its back blurred the towering body. Fragments drummed on the roof. Stones fell, tumbling and clattering, hammering on the metal. She forced the vehicle over the rough stone, hurtling over shards, launching into the air and hitting the ground hard in her escape. Boulders rolled and monoliths crashed around them. She pushed hard on the accelerator, urging the van from the avalanche of rock. A cloud of dirt engulfed them. She screamed but didn’t stop. A thundering bang jolted the van.

Emelia twisted in her seat. “It hit us. There’s a dent. Go!” 

Alma would not stop. Stones pelted the metal roof. She hunched her shoulders and pressed ahead. Bushes brushed against the van’s body, or were crushed under the wheels. Something screeched against the roof. The van gained the edge of the road. She drove as close as she dared. The missiles abated, the steering steadied, the road returned to calm waters, and the ground stilled.

She slowed the van and leaned back, her fingers stiff from gripping so tightly. The gentle patter of grit rained over the scene. Billows of dirt rose from all around. The cathedral and dragon were gone. Huge formations had crashed to the ground in mounds of rubble, their characters stripped away. The monster had reduced some of the mighty flat topped formations to sharp shards, standing defiantly pointing at the sky. Others resembled waste heaps. The quake had done its best to level everything.

Alma bumped the van back to the broken highway. It limped to the tarmac. The road was the better option now that it was still, but only just. At least it was free from the mass of fallen valley debris, although orange dirt stained the huge chunks of crazed asphalt.

She stopped the van, opened the door and climbed up on the driver’s seat. Gripping the door frame she leaned out to inspect the damage. Scratches covered the mud encrusted paintwork and a large rock, perhaps half Matias’ size was nestled in the dent on the roof. It was out of reach. The air was gritty and dry. Covering her mouth and nose with her sleeve she clambered down, then tried again from the back doors. “We need to get a big rock off the roof. We can’t waste fuel on taking it with us. It’s too heavy.”

Emelia copied her sister and leaned out the passenger door. “We won’t lift that. But we might be able to get something under the edge and lever it off.”

Alma jumped down, coughing. “What do you suggest?”

Emelia grabbed the water bottle from the back, climbed over the seat, and twisted off the cap. Her hands were shaking. She offered it to Alma.

Alma drank the dust-free liquid. “Thanks.”

Emelia pulled Alma into a hug. “You were amazing. I thought we were going to die.”

Alma lingered for a few precious seconds. “You weren’t the only one.”

Emelia pushed her away and looked up to the roof. “Maybe it will come off when we drive down the road.”

“I’m not sure I want that to happen. It could smash through the window or something.” She sat in the open back of the van. “But I guess it didn’t come off with all the crazy driving before.” 

Emelia stepped up next to her to look at the rock again. “Mati, get down!”

The clunk and dinging of feet on the roof made her jump up. Matias had his back against the rock and his fingers clamped below the edge. He lifted and heaved, putting all his red-faced effort into shifting the rock. It barely moved. She let him give it one last try, then beckoned him down. He slid over the windshield, down to the hood, and jumped to the ground.

“Nice try, but I think we’ll need to risk driving with it. The only thing that we have that is remotely lever-like is a spatula or the frying pan. They won’t be strong enough.”

She started the van and nervously drove over the broken road. She took the bumps up with more confidence than the drops. A rock that size rolling over the front of the van could easily smash through the windshield. The rock scraped on the metal but didn’t bounce off.

It was the slowest mile she’d ever driven. She carefully approached a crossroads, with an enormous sign announcing Goulding’s airstrip and hotel to the right. Those places must have been small or farther along the road, only a wide stony parking lot with deep divots made from wide tires was nearby. The town may have held life at some point, but no one had stayed.

“There!” Matias pointed and pulled on the door lever.

She wasn’t driving fast, but he jumped out before she stopped. “Hey!”

He ran across the parking lot to a smaller sign leaning to its side. He wobbled it.

“Mati, that’ll do brilliantly.” Emelia rushed out to help.

A stabbing pain ran from Alma’s shoulder down to her fingertips. She took her time climbing out of the van. She pushed the sign and white-hot pain shot down the length of her arm and she hissed. She shuffled back then attacked it with her foot. Matias pulled. Emelia tugged, and the post came free.

“Perfect!” Emelia climbed up on the roof, and Matias followed. “You stay down there. Your arm’s still not right, is it?”

“I’m fine!” Alma stepped up on the back of the van.

Emelia gestured her away. “Yeah, right! Stand back. This thing is heavy.”

Alma stepped back and balanced on tiptoes. Emelia wedged the flat part of the sign’s post under the edge of the rock. She pushed down on the post, the bent roof acting as the fulcrum and the rock lifted.

“Brilliant! Well done!” Alma clapped.

Emelia told Matias to sit near the end. The rock lifted and swayed. Emelia tucked her fingers under the rim and heaved. Her frown hardened, and she grunted. The rock twisted and the post slipped. Matias crashed to the roof and rolled to the edge. Alma ran forward, arms outstretched. He tumbled, both his legs hanging over the rim. She pushed his feet, her shoulder panging worse than before, but Matias would fall if she didn’t help. He shuffled on his belly back to the roof. A satisfied cheer rose from the roof and a thud came from the other side of the van.

Emelia stood and swayed, then waved the post in the air. “Thank you very much Best Burgers. I will be recommending you!” She reached down to Matias. He stood up. Emelia gripped his shoulder and he joined her in cheering.

“That’s enough. Get down.”

Emelia followed Matias, sliding down the windshield. There was a faint crunch and the arms of the star-shaped crack on the windshield lengthened.

“Get off the glass!”

Emelia tutted, then jumped to the ground on the other side of the van. “Don’t thank me or anything.”

It was so tempting. Alma held it until she was out of earshot them whispered to herself “Don’t thank me for stopping you falling through the window, or anything.” She skirted the back of the van and ruffled Matias’ head. “Good job!” 

On the other side of the van, Emelia had smashed the rock into three on the tarmac. It was bigger than Alma expected. Emelia was stronger than she gave her credit for. “Wow! Well done.” Alma caught the flash of Emelia’s smile.

Alma opened the back of the van to grab some apples. “This calls for a celebration.” She clapped a hand to her mouth. Daylight leaked into the van through a narrow hole in the dent of the roof. A pile of sandy dirt sat on the mattress. The impact of the rock hadn’t felt that great, but with the crazed escape, she hadn’t been paying that much attention. They would need to stuff the hole with something, block it up or rain would leak in. Perhaps they could knock the dent out from the inside; they didn’t need it to act like a funnel. She leaned around the side of the van. “It’s not good.”

Emelia spun round. “It wasn’t me.”

“Of course, it wasn’t you.” Shifting the rock wouldn’t have made the hole.

“I don’t think it was me.” Emelia stood and rubbed her temples.

Emelia hadn’t seen the hole. Alma pulled her aside. “What exactly, wasn’t you?”

Emelia kicked the rear wheel. The deflated tire rested on its rim. Alma’s awful driving had punctured their precious van in more than one place. She couldn’t drive to Phoenix on that. 
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Catherine (Cat) Murphy

Early morning, Arivaca, Arizona

Cat limped out of the bathroom, her hair damp from a quick and less than thorough washing. It was damn near impossible to wash one’s hair while wavering on one leg, leaning over a utility sink, and trying to conserve water. She’d shoved her bloody clothes into the hamper and wore only her flimsy bathrobe and yesterday’s underclothes. 

Even though Tom and the boys had removed El Chapo’s semi-decapitated body from the room, the smell of blood and gunpowder still hung in the air, stinging Cat’s nose and coating her tongue. Leaning on her knobby, hand-hewn crutch, she clomped past her chair—occupied by Estrella and three little ones—then collapsed into Tom’s usual spot. Her body felt foreign and she sank deep into the cushy chair, hoping that she might disappear into the soft, leathery comfort. Perhaps it would swallow her whole. She didn’t fight it, not even attempting to move her weighty extremities. Her adrenaline receded like the tide—a humming, buzzing numbness filling the void. It washed over her muddled brain, and coursed through her limbs, flowing like an icy tingling river through her veins. The room’s background noise faded to a dull murmur. She grasped at her thoughts as they materialized, and just shy of her reach, they burst like spent bubbles. Her antiquated, black and white analog clock ticked in time with her heartbeat. The pronounced sound invaded her consciousness, piercing each idea as it formed. 

Tom sauntered around the sofa and placed himself between the two brothers. “Last night was a long one, wasn’t it fellas?” He clapped a great, gnarled hand on each of their slumped shoulders. “What do you say we make some breakfast, er, lunch?”

His voice had temporarily jolted her out of her daze, but she eased back into the static, ignoring the murmurings from the kitchen. Soon the smell of sausage and eggs wafted around into the front room. Apparently, that was the only thing that Tom knew how to cook. At this rate, it wouldn’t be long before they ran out of breakfast fixings. “Hey! Tom?”

“What can I do for you?” He looked over his shoulder from his station at the stove. 

“Aren’t we getting low on eggs?”

“We’re okay, Lil and the boys gathered up quite a few of their renegade hens while you were out... recuperating.” Tom flipped a pancake and pointed toward the parking lot with his spatula. “They’re cooped up in the stock trailer for now. We are getting dangerously low on coffee. Meat, milk, rice, and beans, too.”

“303’s calf died. I’m going to go see if I can milk her out after I eat.” Ben opened a cupboard and set a stack of plates on the counter. “I suppose we could put her in the freezer if she’s not cooperative?”

“No.” The thought made Cat heartsick, 303 was special. She still had several good years in her—if the world survived that long. “If Estrella is willing to help out, having cow’s milk isn’t as essential right now. We can worry about it later. Maybe butcher one or two of the weaner steers if we need to.”

Ben handed a plate to Tom. “Should we cut up her calf and save it for Belle?”

“Great idea, Ben, she’s almost out of dog chow.” Tom filled the plate with three sausage links, a perfectly fried egg, and two fluffy, golden pancakes.

“Oh, and I grabbed a can of coffee and some other dry goods out of Eli’s stockpile.” Ben put a pat of butter between the pancakes, then drizzled maple syrup over them. “I think it’s all still bundled up in the UTV.” He shuffled around the island.

“Let me get that.” Dan took the plate and brought it to Cat. “Here you go, Ms. Murphy. Can I get you some coffee?”

“That’d be great. Thanks.” The food smelled right, but Cat had zero appetite. She smiled and tried to muster up the strength to push down the bile and at least go through the motions of eating. 

Her new family had outgrown her dining area. The three young men were bellied up to the island, Ruby lay sleeping in the blanket basket at the end of the sofa. Tom, Lillie, and Estrella’s family sat around the table. Cat pushed the food around on her plate, pretending to eat. 

Dan returned with a cup of black coffee and sat it on the end table next to Cat. She frowned. They must be out of cream. “Do you think you’re well enough to mess with that cow, Benjamin?”

“I’ll take it real slow and easy, Ms. Murphy.” He patted his side. “These ribs will remind me.”

“Dan, Jim, I think we need to get out and check all the watering holes. We need to get as much of that solar gathered up, and we need to lock down the water that’s in the tanks. What do you say?”

“Absolutely, Mr. Callahan.” Dan spoke with his mouth full, garbling the words. Jim nodded in agreement.

“El camino!” Estrella interjected. “We have a truck that you can use, but the back is full of supplies. They’ll need to be unloaded.”

Lil slammed her fork down, shooting up to stand next to Tom. “I wanna go!”

“Lil, as much as I’d like to have you along...” Tom held her by the shoulders, looking into her eyes. “We need you to stay here and be Ms. Murphy’s legs, take care of little miss Ruby. Can you do that?”

“Sure, Mr. C.” The little redhead nodded and walked, slump shouldered, over to the basket where her sister lay. She peeked at the baby, then shoved her hands in her pockets and walked back to her spot at the table.

“Great. Why don’t you help the boys get Ms. Murphy’s UTV emptied?”

Lil perked up and followed her brothers and uncle to the sink with her plate. Dan threw a dishtowel over his shoulder and stacked the dishes next to the basin. 

Gabriel lashed to her back, Estrella scurried over to Dan’s side. She stood on her tiptoes, jerking the towel away. “You! Go!” Her ample hip hitting him just above the knee, she scooted him out of the way. “I’ll take care of this.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” Dan backed away from the sink then followed his brother, sister, and uncle out of the room.

“Come, mijos.” Estrella set a large plastic bowl, two red disposable cups, and two wooden spoons on the floor. Her toddlers made their way over, plopped down, and proceeded to play with the dishes.

Cat pushed the food around on her plate some more and contemplated the ridiculousness of the situation. Her mind wandered from their immediate needs to the more visceral aspect of it all. It was funny how people reacted during an emergency or tragedy. The pressure and enormity made them more “them.” At least that’s what was happening to her—it was getting harder and harder to hide her imperfections and insecurities.

Ruby’s short, low-pitched cries rose and fell, penetrating Cat’s thoughts, jerking her back to reality. Before Cat could figure out how to pick up the child, Estrella had scooped her out of the basket and laid Gabriel in her place.

“Do you have, er... como se dice, ‘leche?’ Estrella picked up the makeshift bottle from the drying rack and pointed at its emptiness. “For her?”

“We don’t have any milk or formula. Tom’s fed her some concoction of water, dry milk, and corn syrup, but I’m not sure where he put it.”

Cradling the screaming Ruby, Estrella sat down on the couch and began to unbutton her shirt. “I’ll feed her. It’s okay?”

“Of course!” Cat beamed. She hadn’t thought of that possibility, probably because she wasn’t a mother. 

Baring a breast, Estrella rolled the cradled infant’s rosy face into her chest. Ruby nuzzled in close, latching on and mewing with contentment. Estrella closed her eyes and slumped into the sofa.

While Estrella nursed Ruby, Gabriel rested in the basket, cooing and sucking on his fingers. He yawned, his eyelids droopy. The other children continued to play on the floor in the kitchen, the sound of the toddlers’ band practice harmonizing with their babbling and giggles.

“Are you going to have enough milk for Ruby and Gabriel?” A wet nurse could save Ruby’s life—if Estrella could be persuaded to stay around. 

“Oh, yes.” Estrella stroked the baby’s head. “He’s eating solid food now. He only really nurses after he wakes up and before bedtime.”

“Estrella?” Cat shifted in her chair, her tailbone aching. “Thank you.”

The barn door creaked and swung open. Lillie and Ben walked in. The earth rumbled and Ben looked up, then stepped aside. The chandelier swayed over the spot where he had been standing. “Ms. Murphy, do you have a stainless steel pail or something that I could milk into?” Ben looked from Cat to Estrella, then, blushing, quickly averted his eyes. 

“I don’t know. Let me think...” Their conversation hadn’t even skipped a beat, the tremors were becoming the new normal. Ben was more disconcerted by the breastfeeding woman than he was by the shaking earth. “There’s a big stainless bowl in the bottom of the cupboard to the left of the stove. There might be a food grade five gallon bucket in the pantry.”

“I think the bucket should work.” Ben lumbered to the pantry, emerging with a green bucket.

“Would you mind unloading the UTV first, Ben?”

“Already done, ma’am. Everything is either put away or stacked up near the tack room. That little outlaw amassed a good cache of useful stuff. And, he was towing a trailer full of fuel.” Ben tousled Lil’s hair. “This munchkin was a great help.”

Lil trotted over and handed Cat a piece of paper. “I made a list.” 

“That’s great.” Cat perused the first page of the list. “Is Mr. Callahan gone?” Her stump was screaming and she was aching to take off the restrictive wrappings.

“It sounds like they just took off.” Ben shuffled to the side door.

Lil plopped down in Cat’s chair. “How can I help ya, Ms. Murphy?”

“You know, I think I’m okay. I’d like you to go help your uncle in the calving shed. Estrella will be here if I need anything.” 

“Okay!” The girl hopped up and bounded to Ben. “Come on, cowpoke, we’re burning daylight.”

Estrella rose from the couch. “I’ll take the niños and lay them down for a rest?”

“That would be wonderful.” The drumming and squeals were a little too much for Cat’s aching head. “Tom got you set up with a room, right?”

“Si, gracias.” Estrella gathered the offending dishes and children, then laid the sleeping Ruby down on the couch as she bundled her infant son in his carrier. Within moments she and the children had left the apartment.

Cat basked in the quiet. She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she’d been alone, truly alone. Stretching her neck, she looked to the ceiling. The chandelier swayed. Her flask lay heavy in her pocket, calling her name. She took a slug. Straight whisky wasn’t her favorite, but it would do in a pinch, too bad she didn’t have a pain pill handy. Relaxing ever so slightly, she let her head drop back, closing her eyes.

“Why, Ms. Murphy, you’ve barely touched your food.” Tom towered over Cat, startling her out of her daydream. “Mighty brave while the world’s going to hell.”

“I thought you’d left.” She straightened in her chair. So much for being alone. “I’m eating. Just not very fast.” She forced down a cold bite of soggy pancake, her mouth watery, her stomach poised to protest. She swallowed a slug of coffee and glared at Tom. There was too much blood in her alcohol system—an old joke, but one that almost made her chuckle because it was so on the money. She was in excruciating pain, and she was pretty sure that there was still brain matter in her hair. 

“Nope. We’re just about ready to leave.” Tom grabbed the footstool from her favorite chair and dragged it over next to her. “I wanted to visit with you alone first.”

Her heart dropped into her roiling stomach and her mind raced. “Okay. What’s up?”

“Look. I know you were drinking last night.” He reached up and touched her forehead with the back of his gnarly hand. “And now you’ve got a fever.” Taking both hands, he cupped her face. “Catherine?”

She had no doubt that he could smell the liquor on her breath. Even if she’d wanted to leave, there was no place to escape to. She couldn’t move her head or her mouth, let alone her body.

“Honey, I’m out of Copenhagen and I’m out of patience.” His tone was hard, harder than she’d ever heard before. He squeezed her face and gritted his teeth, releasing his grip and moving his hands down to grasp her by the shoulders. “You’re going to die if you don’t knock this off.” He gave her a little shake and then eased his hold. “I’m leaving with Dan and Jim, we’ll be gone until close to dark. When I get back you better be singing a new tune, or I’ll load up these kids and all the supplies I can. We’ll just leave you with your booze and find someplace new to start over.”

Cat shoved Tom, driving her palms into his chest. “Don’t you threaten me!”

He didn’t budge, but his face softened. “Oh, I’m not threatening you, I’m just telling you how it’s going to be.” 

Her face burned. “There’s the door.” Inclining her head toward the exit, she clenched her jaw, the muscles flexing, her teeth gnashing. Then, she raised her eyebrows, daring him.

“I don’t want to leave you, Cat, but you’re an adult. Kind of.” He released her and leaned back, then took her hand. “These kids need someone to look after them. For all I know, we’re all they’ve got left in this world. And, I’m afraid that little one hasn’t got a snowball’s chance in hell. You’re a liability right now. I need a partner, not another dependent.” 

Holding his gaze, Cat sat stone still, struggling to keep her face emotionless. Half of her wanted to jerk her hand away and punch him in the throat, the other half wanted to fall into his arms and pretend there was nothing else in this world, to forget everything and everyone, to escape their new hell.

“I’ve been there, Catherine. I almost relapsed the other day and then—uh, well it doesn’t matter.” Unblinking, he patted her on the leg and rose. He didn’t smile, but his tone had softened. “Think about it.” He strode to the door, donned his hat, and then walked through the door without looking back.
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Nora Bennani

Night, Ft. Tuthill, Flagstaff, Arizona 

“Stop!” 

Nora winced from the bright light. Fingers clamped on her arm, spinning her back to face the light. Hutchinson Security had caught her; hopefully, everyone else had escaped.

“It’s her, the reporter.” The light turned off. After images danced in the blackness, but the hand dragged her along, regardless of her stumbling. “In you go.” He shoved her into a four-seat all-terrain vehicle, pushing her across and clambering in beside her. They hustled her inside one of the long shed-like metal structures, through a small lobby and into a cell; one of a row of cells made of chain link fencing, like dog kennels.

“Bitch.”

Nora spun. Of course she ended up in a cell next door to that rat, Sydu. The cell on the other side was empty, so she sat on the floor with her back to that fence, put her head on her knees, ignored the jerk screaming at her. Saying anything at all would encourage him. With nothing else to do, she should sleep. 

But all she could do was remember the many, many things she’d done wrong. And everything she’d done since then had been useless. Oh, sure, she saved a few dozen workers from death by dehydration, but for what? To live a life in a shaking, unstable world where life was almost impossible, fire shooting from the depths randomly. It would have been kinder to let them go. The dream of finding their children was just that, a silly girl’s dream. 

In the end, that’s all she was. A silly girl with a privileged life who took everything for granted. She choked back the threatening sobs. She would not give that rat Sydu the satisfaction. Nora forced herself to count sheep instead and fell into a half-sleep. 

Rattling fencing and shouts woke her. Dim light streamed through dirty windows, silhouetting two people with a cart. A bowl slid under the gate. “Breakfast, princess.” 

Nora pulled the bowl over. Some sort of oatmeal. Bland and gluey, it was filling, but a long way from the fancy steak dinner the night before. 

“Hey. Give me.” Sydu tried to yank a bowl from one of the larger men he shared the cell with. The man shoved him, sending him crashing into the gate. 

Nora would feel sorry for him if he’d shown an ounce of compassion for anyone else. But he hadn’t. He was getting what he deserved. 

The cart trundled back out, picking up dishes as they went. As the day wore on, the air got hot, then hotter, and she slid down to lie flat on the concrete floor. It wasn’t clean, but that didn’t matter. It was slightly cooler. And when earthquakes rattled them, she was in a stable position. She got a bathroom break along with about ten other women and a bottle of water before returning to her cell. At various times, Sydu and the men next door tried to goad her, but she ignored them. 

“Nora. Psst. Nora Bennani.”

She turned her head. Sydu and the others in his cell also lay flat on the floor, one of them snoring. But in the cell beyond, a man sat facing her. “It is you. Darn.”

Sitting up, she scooted nearer to the fence, but not close enough that any of the men in the cell next door could touch her through the chain links. “Unfortunately.”

“Why are you in here?” He was tan, thin, and very good looking. Or he would be if he hadn’t been sporting one heck of a shiner. 

“The new guy in charge, Colonel Hutchinson, wanted me to do some sort of propaganda spots for him. I said no. Then I tried to leave.” 

The man’s mouth quirked. “No surprise there.” He waved. “I’m Ted Bayer, one of the local newscasters.” 

“Why are you here?”

“Same reason.” Ted glanced at the ceiling. “Not willing to let the whole First Amendment thing go. Especially for that trumped-up colonel. He’s less of a colonel than Sanders.”

Nora chuckled. “I could go for some fried chicken right now. What can you tell me about the guy? Because I’m pretty sure he’s going to use me.”

“Yeah. You’re right. His father started Hutchinson Security. Hutch Junior was an Army officer for a hot minute. He left as a lieutenant, after accusations of bribery and theft. He came back here, stepped into a VP job in his daddy’s company, and joined a local militia. That’s where the Colonel comes from. He bought the militia weapons and body armor; most of them worked for Hutchinson Security already. So he essentially bought his title. The militia was mostly harmless.” 

Ted held up his hand and wobbled it. “They did stuff like ‘patrol’ downtown during Christmas shopping, making sure little old ladies got back to their cars safely, and they drilled out in the desert. Most of those attempts were laughable. But they had excellent weapons because of Hutch. He hates being told no, he hates being made to look foolish, and he hates anyone who isn’t white. Women are second-class citizens, meant to cook and clean. Those National Guard officers won’t be around long; they’re too young and idealistic, and too many of them are women and not-pure white. A lot of his security guards are flat out white supremacists, skinhead types, tattoos and all.”

Like Arnault’s swastika. “Well, they’ll hate me then.”

“Oh, they hate you alright. You made the country care about non-white, non-citizens. And that’s your way out. I think if you make enough of a continuing fuss, make it clear you’re not giving in, he’s going to send you on your way.” 

“Or just shoot you. That’s what I’d do.” A big man in the cage beyond Ted’s stood. “After I had some fun, first.” The shaved head and tattoos said he was probably a white nationalist, too. After a single glance at the man, Nora ignored him. His words might be nasty, but it only reflected how horrible he was. It said nothing about her. But after he spoke, the shouting started. Men and women yelled and screamed insults at each other, rattling the cages, and kicking at each other. 

Two guards ran in. “Shut up and settle down! No water for troublemakers!”

At the threat of no water, everyone collapsed, seemingly exhausted by the effort of yelling. They might have been inside this overheated building without enough water for a long time. Too long if making a ruckus tired them out. Nora sipped from her bottle. If one bottle was all they got during the day, she had to make it last. Talking would dehydrate her, so no more chatting with Ted.

Some time later, a guard opened the gate to her cell. “Come on, princess. The Colonel wants you.”

“No-ra, No-ra, No-ra...” More people joined until most of the detainees were chanting her name, louder and louder. The fencing rattled, people gripping it and pushing it back and forth in time with their chant. 

The guard clenched her arm, too tight. “Shut up.” He dragged her out. Nora waved. 

He pulled her through the lobby, out the door, and pushed her into the passenger seat of a utility vehicle. They drove the road behind the Ft. Tuthill buildings Nora, Faris and Dunia had flitted along the night before. She hoped the others were safe, and far, far away from there. As they drove to the headquarters building, they passed a sea of people. Huddled under trees, using shiny emergency blankets for shade, they sat with dry, cracked lips and hopeless faces. The guard drove too fast in the narrow opening, spraying dust over everyone. Nora hung on and kept her mouth shut, knowing any protest to this man would be useless. They abruptly turned left, into denser trees, passing more huddled masses, and pulled up behind a large, open stage. The sign read “Pepsi Amphitheater.” Nora assumed it was an open air stage for concerts. 

The man led her through a guarded door, up concrete stairs, to a backstage area full of cables, lights and backdrops, then to a door labelled, “Green Room.” The guard knocked, and at the “enter” opened the door and shoved her in. Another man took hold of her arm; he’d been at dinner the night before. 

Colonel Hutchinson sat on a couch, a bottle of ice cold water in his hand. “Ah, Mrs. Bennani. I do hope you’re feeling more cooperative today. Give her the script.” A satellite phone rested on the couch’s arm. 

They pushed a sheet of paper into her hands. Nora let it drop to the floor. 

“I thought that might be the case.” Hutchinson smiled. “Good thing I have plenty of leverage. I caught your dirty little friend. You either read what I’ve written or I have her killed. It’s that simple.”

Nora met his eyes straight on. “I don’t believe you.”

“Get her.” 

Rats. A scuffle at the door, and they pushed Dunia inside. Her clothes were torn and her eye black. Nora picked up the script and scanned it, ignoring Hutchinson’s smirk. It wasn’t horrible. A plea for law and order, to obey the restrictions so everyone would have enough, and an ultimatum to leave if they couldn’t stand the rules. “Fine. I need water if I’m talking. And you’d better give her some, too.”

Hutchinson sneered, but lifted his chin. A guard pulled fresh bottles from a cooler, dripping with condensation. Nora waited until Dunia had drunk half her bottle before she opened her own. She downed several big gulps, then forced herself to sip. 

“Wash your face and put on some makeup, Mrs. Bennani.” Hutchinson pointed at a bathroom in the corner. 

Nora used the facilities and washed her face. Too bad there wasn’t a window in there. She was so tired of men insisting she wear makeup. Those same men told her to smile, thinking she owed them happiness, or to undo buttons, so she’d be sexy. She didn’t owe any of them anything, and the Colonel even less. 

“Hurry up.”

She left the bathroom and sat in front of the makeup mirror. They’d scattered a hodgepodge of cosmetics across the counter. The containers were all partially used, as if they’d been borrowed, or taken, from others. She really didn’t want to get an infection or disease from some unknown person. “None of these are the right shades. I’ll look worse with this stuff on than nothing.” She looked in the mirror and spoke to the Colonel’s reflection. “Besides, you want me to play with everyone’s sympathies, right? So I should look like they do, but a little cleaner and less dehydrated and a lot happier. That will send the message you want, that you’ll reward cooperation, but no one gets special privileges. We’re all in this together.”

The Colonel stared at her, brows narrowing. “Fine. There will be multiple cameras on you, Bennani. Don’t screw it up or your friend gets it. Let’s go.” He rose and walked out, surrounded by his goons. 

More of his heavies herded Nora and Dunia behind him. One of them pushed against the middle of her back. Nora held back a smile and tripped, falling over the couch arm. “Ow!” She scooped up the satellite phone and rammed it down the front of her pants. Hard hands hauled her upright and set her on her feet. The man kept a tight grip on her arm, so she had no chance to pass the phone to Dunia. But her shirt was long enough to cover the bump if she was careful. They crossed through the backstage area, then to the edge of the stage. Hutchinson was so stupid to give her a public forum.

A single spotlight flashed, following the Colonel to center stage. “Hello, Flagstaff! I’m Colonel Hutchinson, the commander of the Flagstaff Relief Center and all local relief efforts. I know all of you have gone through horrifying experiences and you’re all tired, hungry and thirsty. We are doing our very best to make sure everyone gets shelter, food and water, but we have a relatively small number of people and limited supplies. We must ration carefully.” 

He paced back and forth, but faced the audience. “Sheltering everyone safely will take time. We will need your help to build earthquake safe shelters. We believe the earthquakes will not lessen, they may increase, so we are looking for structural engineers and construction experts. If you have those skills, please tell one of my Hutchinson Security people in the black uniforms. We need to build safe shelters, and get ready for winter. This will be a long road ahead, but if everyone does their part, obeys the restrictions, and participates fully, we’ll all be safe and secure. If you don’t want to be a part of our safe community, you are free to leave.”

His chin raised and voice hardened. “You may not take any water or food or other supplies with you. We will share everything to make sure our entire community thrives, but only in our community.” 

He stopped at center stage. “Now, I have a special treat for you, Flagstaff. I’m sure all of you remember the terrible underwater fracking disaster that created the underwater volcano and destroyed the flotilla. Nor will I forget the face of the woman who told us who was at fault. I’m sure it’s burned into yours, too, along with the name of Encircle Energy.”

Boos and hisses rose from the crowd.

“Here tonight, as part of my team, is Mrs. Nora Bennani. Give her a big Flagstaff welcome!”

A moment of silence, then applause with a lot of chatter. Surreal. Nora walked out into the spotlight, taking the microphone from Hutchinson. “Remember what’s at stake.” He nodded at stage left. A man held a pistol at Dunia’s temple.

“Oh, I remember.” She forced a smile into the bright spotlight. “Hello, Flagstaff. I know you must wonder what I’m doing here, when the last time you saw me was in Las Vegas, during the terrible destruction of Hoover Dam.” She shuddered theatrically. “I hope you remember the horrific report on Martinez Corporation. I told all of you they were bringing in workers, legally, but by corrupting the visa system, then enslaving those poor people. But it’s even worse than that. I still can’t believe the awful things I’ve seen and heard.” 

She shook her head sadly and walked stage right, away from Dunia. “Martinez Corporation specifically recruited families, promising the immigrant workers their children would get an education. But you know what happened? Instead, they put those children to work in factories. Young children, five-year-olds, made to work twelve-hour days on assembly lines.” 

She paused, and the expected gasps did rise, although dehydration undoubtedly lessened the survivor’s reactions. “Then, when everything fell apart because of the Corporation’s disregard for safety, they made it worse. They didn’t let those people go. They locked their workers into their factories to die. They wanted to hide what they’d done. Killing them in place. My network sent investigators to find the children, but since I know tsunamis hit New York City, I don’t know if anyone’s found them. If anyone out there has a way to contact someone in Bluff, or Thompson Springs, Utah, tell them to look for a factory with children. Please.” 

Nora paused and let the murmurs die down again. “Anyway, that’s not why I’m here. I’m here to tell you—” She read exactly what was on the paper Hutchinson gave her. She read it in the flattest, roughest manner she possibly could, making it clear she hadn’t written any of this herself. 

She strode to stage left, up near Dunia. “So, that’s why I’m here. Hey, Flagstaff, do you want to meet someone else? Someone key to the whole disaster? I think you do! Flagstaff, meet Dunia Samir. She came here legally, for a better life and to provide for her parents, stuck in a refugee camp. Dunia speaks English, Arabic, and Hindi, among other languages. She’s the one who figured out where the children were being kept, so very far from their parents, forced to work for the evil Martinez Corporation. She saved so many of her coworkers from dying by caring for them personally. She’s trekked all this way with me to find the children and reunite them with their parents, even though none of those children are hers. She’s such a wonderful person.” 

She turned slightly, with a big smile and an arm out wide. “Welcome Dunia Samir, brought here legally, then horribly enslaved. A true survivor after being victimized by Martinez.” 

Hutchinson glared at her, his ivory handled pistols clenched in his fists. When she met his stare with an even bigger grin, he turned slightly and nodded. The man holding Dunia released her and shoved her out to Nora. 

She stumbled forward a few steps, then straightened and marched to Nora. “What are you doing?”

Nora smiled at her and pulled her in close with an arm around her shoulder. “Dunia is the reason I made it here to Flagstaff. There’s no way I, a Seattle city girl, would have made it through the desert without her. She’s wonderful and my personal hero.” She turned to the crowd. “We’re not staying here. We need to keep going and find those children, reunite them with their families. We don’t want to burden the Flagstaff community either. Hutchinson’s plan doesn’t have room for people like us, people who insist the First Amendment, the right to free speech, is important.” She pulled Dunia with her to the front of the stage. “He only has room for people like him, lily-white, willing to obey everything that comes out of his mouth immediately. People who will support him in luxury, while everyone around him starves. People who will enforce that lifestyle at gun point.” 

She sat down on the edge of the stage and tugged Dunai’s hand for her to do the same. “There are guns pointed at both of us right now, and those fingers are itchy. They’re trying to decide if they can kill me and Dunia right here in front of you, just for speaking out, telling the truth. It’s a crime now.” She shrugged. “So sad. America is dying, right in front of our eyes. Those guards? Take a look at the tattoos. Those are white supremacist prison tattoos. Don’t let America die. Protect our values of freedom for all. Peaceful coexistence. Sharing. Helping each other. We’ll all need each other’s help to survive. Peace to all of you.” 

She hopped off the stage and into the crowd. “If you’re willing to help me, let’s go.” Gunfire exploded, and the crowd surged, screaming.
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Alma Garcia

Late afternoon, Utah-Arizona border

Alma tapped the deflating tire with her toe. “Is there a pump on the van?”

“I haven’t seen one.” Emelia prodded the ground with the point of the Best Burgers sign.

“A spare wheel then?”

“Not seen that either.” Emelia sat on the dusty ground and put a hand to her temple.

She could easily give up, just like Emelia, but she was supposed to be the one in charge, the one with the plan. She pulled her ponytail tighter and stood straighter. “I’m not walking yet. We’ll keep driving until the van gives up.” She loathed damaging their ticket to Phoenix, but she had nothing else to suggest. “Come on. Get in.”

She took the ruts gently, but no matter how slowly she drove, the van creaked and moaned over the bumps. The unforgiving highway, more cracked by the quake, jolted the van harder. She cringed at the horrid flapping rubber and grinding of the metal rim against the tarmac, pulverizing her dream into dust. It was painfully slow progress.

They passed a parking lot on the other side of the road with a large sign facing away from them. She stopped the van and checked the wheel. The tire was nothing but a long flap of rubber, held in place by a fold in the steel rim. “Useless.” The rim itself had started to buckle. If she could lighten the load by dumping some of their stuff, it would help. She pulled out a mattress.

Emelia leaned over the front seat. “What are you doing?”

“Taking the pressure off the rims, hopefully.”

“But we need that.” Emelia climbed over the seat and grabbed the other end, tugging it back inside.

Alma staggered. “We don’t. We need to get as far as we can in the van. When it gives up, we won’t be able to carry it. Let’s dump what we can’t carry here.”

“But if we fix it.”

“I don’t know much about cars, but I’m pretty sure we can’t drive on a rim for very long. Help me.”

Emelia lifted the other end and pushed it toward Alma. They shifted the mattress out of the van.

“Can we keep the other one? Just for tonight. I mean, we can sleep in the van, can’t we? And the food? We’ll need food, right?”

“Only what we can carry.” She climbed back in, and her resolve faltered. They had gathered enough to take them all the way to Phoenix; food, water, pans. She couldn’t throw them away. They would need them to survive. “Let’s get rid of the other mattress, too. If we can stack everything else near the front of the van, perhaps that will give us a few more miles.”

She dumped the second mattress under the sign, “Welcome to Utah. Life Elevated.” She faced the ruined valley. It had done nothing to welcome them; it had kept them as prisoners. It was good to be leaving Utah and burying that part of her life in the derelict wasteland. There was nothing elevated about the state. The illustration of the massive rocks no longer resembled anything on the horizon. A tightness in her chest squeezed harder; the valley had crashed, but the van was crumbling too.

She needed to push off the inevitable for as long as possible and run the van into the ground before walking. But the prospect of trekking across the desert was a harsh reality. Emelia leaned on the wreck of a van, her face turned to the ground; even she was being forced to give up her optimism and come to terms with it. Grateful that she was at least giving up out of Matias’ sight, Alma would have to get her sister to be more cooperative this time if they ended up going to Phoenix on foot. If they could work together, it might be tolerable.

“Look Em.” Alma kept her voice low.

Emelia swayed and fell. Alma caught her. The pain jolting through her shoulder didn’t matter. Emelia was pale and clammy. She lowered her to the ground and put her hand to Emelia’s cheek. The vicious bruising from Eric’s boot and fist bloomed under the gash marking Emelia’s face.

“Mati, get me some water.”

Matias thrust the water bottle at Alma and fell to his knees. He picked up Emelia’s hand and stroked it. “What’s the matter with her?”

“It might be the heat.” But the bruise from Emelia’s beating screamed it could be something worse. “Get me a t-shirt or something I can get wet.”

Matias rummaged in the van and came back with one of his shirts. Alma unscrewed the bottle, soaked the fabric, and patted it to Emelia’s face. She avoided looking at Matias. She should have noticed Emelia was sick.

Emelia’s eyelids fluttered, and she moaned. Alma wiped the wet cloth over Emelia’s brow. “Em? Em, can you hear me?”

Emelia opened her eyes. “What happened?” She tried to get up.

“You fell!” Alma pushed Emelia back. “No, stay there.”

“I’m fine.”

“Evidently not.” She offered Emelia the water bottle. “Is it the heat?”

“I was dizzy, that’s all.” Emelia pushed Alma’s hand away and sat up. She gulped down some water. Alma patted the wet t-shirt to her face. Emelia winced when she got near the bruise and shoved Alma away. “Enough already.”

Alma relented. “Is anything else wrong. Headache maybe?”

Emelia handed back the bottle and attempted to stand. “A bit, but I’m fine now.”

“You are staying right there.” She pushed Emelia back to the ground. “You should rest with the bump you had to your head.” The memory of the clang of the frying pan and a limp Eric made her lightheaded. Perhaps his head injury was worse. And with no one to care for him, he would be suffering. He might even be dead already from the blow to his head. He deserved it. Her stomach swooped at the happy possibility. It was wrong to be hopeful, but she couldn’t push that to the ground.

Alma forced Em to stay in the shade while Matias helped move and pack their things. There’d be no more climbing up on the van roof or levering rocks until Emelia was better. She needed rest, and Alma would make sure she did. 

Em tried to stand.

“I said wait there.” Alma put out her hand to steady Matias as he climbed out of the van with a couple of surplus pans. “Just let us do this.”

Emelia slumped back in the shade and hurled stones at the road sign. They bounced off the mattresses and pinged from the discarded pots. She didn’t stop throwing them when Alma added another pot to the pile, narrowly missing her leg. Alma offered Emelia some of the leftover rice from the morning, but her refusal to eat was not a good sign. Her foul mood would bubble over if Alma didn’t give in a little, let her help and smooth it over. At least Matias ate a little, cleaning his bowl with one finger and then putting it back where he’d found it.

“Em, could you give me a hand with this?” She pointed at the old blanket pack inside the van.

Emelia shuffled to the back of the van. “What?”

“Can you hold this up so I can tie it in place?” She could easily secure their essential belongings herself but she wanted to keep her sister occupied; if her mind was busy, she might be less inclined to lose her temper. If I’m lucky!

Emelia climbed in. She’d regained most of her color, and her steps were more solid. She held the blanket up.

“Thanks.” Alma tied the rope. “You’re looking much better. I’m glad you rested a bit.”

Emelia balanced the egg carton on top of the rucksack. “My head isn’t hurting as much.” 

Alma moved the box so that it wouldn’t get jolted, fall and break the precious eggs. “That’s good. Tell me if it hurts again because I need you to keep well. You know that, right?”

Emelia’s smile surprised her. “We’ll do this together.”

They repurposed the ropes strung along the walls of the van to keep the freshly stacked supplies in place. Ready to set off, Alma took extra care not to jostle Emelia and make her sick, but she couldn’t control the outside world, and the ground tremored with an aftershock. She paused, Matias and Emelia sitting quietly, but studying the world outside the window, no doubt waiting, like her, for the sky to fall in on them. The road rumbled and rolled. She cringed when the van started bouncing, but after a few seconds it slowed and ceased. She was grateful it passed without drama. It was barely a quake compared to the earth fracturing seismic waves they had endured.

Grinding metal and sparks told her that the van was too heavy for the damaged wheel, but there was very little else they could shed to alleviate the pressure. Alma gritted her teeth and pressed on, the van screaming and dragging every inch of the way. Painstakingly slow progress along the highway brought them to a small cluster of buildings. A few tattered flags flew from the wooden shacks that sat in the shadow of a devastated, mighty rock. She drove past a sunburst sign that read “Arizona. The Grand Canyon State Welcomes You.” Her stomach gave a little leap. They were in the same state as her parents at last. Papa had talked about the Grand Canyon when they’d arrived in the land of the free. He’d said that one day, they would all visit the massive crack in the ground that was over 200 miles long and be amazed at one of the wonders of the world. She recoiled. To hold a hole over 200 miles long, Arizona must be huge. There was no way they could walk that far even with the few things they could carry. They were in the same state, but until they were in their parents’ arms, she could not be content. She couldn’t give up on the van yet. 

“Alma!” She jolted at the touch to the back of her hand. Emelia’s eyes were wide. “Are you alright?”

“Just concentrating.” She gave Emelia what she hoped was a reassuring smile, then grunted and tugged on the steering wheel, adjusting the van that dragged constantly to one side.

“What about that place there?” Emelia pointed to a chain link fenced compound almost at the end of the row of tourist buildings listing souvenirs, coffee and refreshments.

The fence would have been secure; the large gate was fitted with chains and lock. But a couple of the posts were buckled, and one section of the fence had twisted to the ground. She slowed the van.

Two buildings stood in the compound. The last building on the row was more like a house than any of the other large wooden sheds. It was three times the width, with a pretty patch of well-watered lawn, brightly colored wind ornaments and a picket fence. Despite the dreadful storm, the only bit of litter in the yard was an empty stainless steel bowl. The windows were neatly boarded up, unlike the other buildings further back. It was also fortunate enough to have sustained very minor damage in the quake, but that was not the miracle. Next to it stood a shed painted in the starburst colors of red and yellow from the Arizona sign. Large boards with images of helmeted models riding four-wheeled bikes were fixed to the building. “ATVs For Rent” was emblazoned in bold blue lettering on the gable end.

“If they have quad bikes, they’ll probably have spare tires, right?” Emelia’s cheeks reddened.

“Yes.” She patted Emelia’s knee. “I’m sure they won’t miss it, if we take one.”

Emelia bent to the rucksack and pulled out a roll of cash. “We can pay for it.”

Alma hid her smile. The passports were the only things in the rucksack that belonged to them. The cash wasn’t theirs to give out, but she took a few notes from the wad and gave the rest back. If Emelia wanted to pay, Alma wouldn’t stop her. She wasn’t going to remind her little sister that it would still be stealing. Getting the van back up and running was worth more than all the money in the rucksack and her suspect morals.

She stopped, opened all the doors to keep Emelia cool, and strode to the rear. The tire was beyond repair; the sharpened rim a razor against the road. She pulled her pony tail tight and headed for the quad bike shop. The chain link rattled under her feet. She was halfway across the lot to the shed when it rattled again. She turned; Emelia pulled Matias across the forecourt, his hand grasped in hers.

Alma waved them back; they didn’t need to be involved. “You can stay there. I won’t be long.” 

Emelia marched on. “We got split up before. I’m not sure I want that to happen again.”

The doors under the gable sign were fully secure, with a huge padlock through a thick chain and a standard latch lock to the inside. She tugged on the doors; there was no give at all. There were two movement-triggered security lamps and a high-tech camera pointing at them, but no lights flashed on. 

The red timber down the side of the shed had several planks that were unpainted, mismatched and fitted badly leaving thin gaps, barely a fingertip wide. Alma spied through the gap. The cavernous room was lit from sky lights above. It had a wall with rows of spanners, screwdrivers and rachets hanging from hooks. A tall red metal cabinet with tons of drawers stood next to a solid bench. Two gleaming motorbikes, and right in front of them, there were four rows of quad bikes.

Matias squeezed under her arm, put his face to the gap and peered in. “I don’t see any tires.”

They didn’t need tires, if there were bikes. She tucked her fingers between the boards and pulled. They didn’t shift. 

They skirted the shed. There were no doors except for the ones to the front and no other weak spots, save the repaired wall.

“We could lever it open.” She picked up a rock. “Or smash a board. Once we’ve got one broken, Matias could get in grab the tools and we could open up a bigger hole.”

“Can’t we do something else?” Emelia’s voice was small.

She twisted to face her little sister. “Look, I know this is difficult for you, but we’ll need to break in.”

Emelia picked at the screw, firmly holding the board in place. “We only need a small hole for Matias.”

“Yes, yes.” She patted Emelia’s shoulder, and smiled. Emelia could believe that for the time being.

“And we’ll pay?” Em scowled.

“We have enough to even pay for the damage if you want.”

Emelia ran to the van before Alma had a chance to stop her. She came back with the combined tin and bottle opener in her hand. It was nothing fancy; it punched a hole in the can when you squeezed it and then with a twist of the handle it cut around the top.

Alma laughed. “How? I don’t think that works on wood.”

Emelia pushed her away and forced the edge of the metal twist section into the screw head. On a slant, it almost slotted into the head. She twisted it left and the can opener slipped. She inserted it again, and this time the screw rotated fractionally before slipping. After a few attempts, the screw dropped to the ground and Matias picked it up. They removed a second screw near the base of the board and she gave the can opener to Alma for the screw that was too high for her. The third screw fell to the dirt, and the board swung on the single pivot screw at the top.

Alma held the plank back and Matias squeezed through the narrow gap, his shirt catching on the planks on either side. He unsnagged himself and slipped inside, his footsteps echoed in the shed. Emelia put her face to the gap below.

Alma waved at the wall of tools. “Bring over a screwdriver. The battery pack one.”

Emelia elbowed her. “Alma! We don’t need that stuff.”

“The tire is useless. We can’t use the van for much longer. If we can take off these boards, we can take the quad bikes.”

“I didn’t agree to that! I was only helping to get a tire.”

“I’m not asking you to agree. If we want to get to Mama and Papa, we don’t have a choice. I’m not walking.”

A chain rattled behind her and a deep, guttural growl made the hairs on her arms stand up. She turned away from the hole in the shed wall and her brother. A man was restraining a large tan and black dog six feet away. It pulled on its leash and its teeth snapped at the air.
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Catherine (Cat) Murphy

Afternoon, Arivaca, Arizona

Cat balled up her hands, then released them, spreading her fingers wide. She’d held her composure until the barn door clicked shut, then let the silent tears flow. She didn’t sob or weep, she just let the tension she’d been holding stream down her face. After the first salty drop dripped off her chin, she chose to stop crying. Enough was enough.

Tom was right. She did need to get it together. The last thing she wanted to be was a burden. She’d secretly tried to quit drinking in the past and had only lasted a few days, but the circumstances had changed. Her liquor and pain meds were running low. It was the first time that running out of alcohol had made her hopeful. There would be no temptation, but she had no idea how she’d handle the pain. 

Worst of all, she needed help. She needed someone to help her gather and pour out all the liquor, but there was no way she could ask Tom or one of the kids to do that. Embarrassed but determined, she prayed. She found herself pleading to God for strength, for guidance. 

Guilt crept over her, she was being such a hypocrite, denying God until she truly needed Him. She back-pedaled and railed at God. Praying for help felt disingenuous, inauthentic. Cursing Him for every horrible thing that had happened, or was happening, felt right, felt true. She’d been a lot of things in her life, but she’d never been a liar. In fact, she prided herself on being honest—brutally honest, if necessary. It’d been a long, hard road to prove herself and she’d survived this long without God. She didn’t need Him, or anyone else. She’d power through on her own.

Cat rose from her chair, grabbed her crutch, and limped into the kitchen. Her body hummed with fatigue, her head and her leg throbbing with each beat of her heart. Boozy sweat oozed out of her pores; she reeked like a drunk. Hell, she was a drunk. Pulling the flask from her sweatshirt pocket, she considered taking one last drink, but the stench from her body held her in check. It was time. She popped the lid and let the remaining liquor pour into the sink, gurgling goodbye.

The screen door slammed shut behind her. Cat jumped and scrambled to hide the flask, her crutch skittering out from under her. She flailed, one hand tangled with the wooden prop, the other clutching her flask. Time slowed as she fought to free herself from the objects, the edge of the counter growing nearer. An earsplitting crack and flash of blinding light rattled through her already abused brain. She clawed at the air, attempting to slow her fall. Failing, she landed hard on the concrete floor, all the air escaping from her lungs. Overwhelmed by pain, she closed her eyes and gasped for breath. Feeling a hand on her calf, she opened her eyes to see Estrella hovering over her. 

“Missus?”

“It’s...” Cat sucked in air, then twisted and contorted. “Ms.”

“Your leg.” “Er, I mean, your not leg? It’s bleeding.”

Cat lay on her side, warm liquid trickling down her face and dripping onto the concrete floor. “My head is, too.” She wiped her forehead and brought her fingers down in front of her eyes. Turning her hand, she surveyed the amount of blood as though it belonged to someone else. It was less than she expected. “Estrella? I need your help.”

“Si, I’ll be right back. Don’t move.” The little raven-haired woman rose from her knees and left Cat’s sight. She returned with a handful of rags. Folding one, she placed it on Cat’s head. “You hold this here.”

“Okay, thank you.” Cat grabbed at Estrella’s sleeve. “But that’s not the help I meant.”

“We need to take off the bandages and look at your injured leg.” Estrella pulled away and examined her stump.

“Fine, but first please help me with something else...” She struggled to speak, clenching her jaw, focusing on something other than the pain. “I need you to help me find and dispose of all the liquor in this house, then I need you to gather all the pain medicine and hold it for me. Do you understand?” 

Estrella nodded. “I understand.” She gave Cat a knowing look. “We get you up first.”

Cat shook her head and rolled onto her knees, dropping the bloody rag to the ground. She crawled to the sofa, dragging her stump like the worthless dead thing that it was. Cringing with every jarring move, little stars twinkled around the corners of her vision. Estrella hovered over her, making a disapproving clucking sound. Cat pushed on. Her knees grew numb, tingling between jolts of pain. She reached the sofa, her upper arms quivering as her strength gave out. 

The couch was insurmountable. There were no good handholds, it might as well have been Mount Olympus. She fought the urge to collapse but lost, dropping to her stomach. Eye to eye with the dust bunnies under the couch, her cheek against the cool, gritty concrete, Cat was at an all-time low. “Help.” 

“Que?” Estrella stepped around the coffee table, her cowboy boots echoing louder as she neared Cat’s head. 

She turned her head to face the scuffed tips of Estrella’s two small boots. “Help!” The word tore up her throat, croaking out and spilling onto the floor.

“Okay.” The younger woman sank down to hunker next to her. “Can you roll over?” 

“I think so.” Cat mustered up all her strength, huffing and puffing as she twisted onto her back. She took Estrella’s outstretched hand and scooted into a sitting position on the floor, resting with her back against the sofa’s skirt. 

“Bueno.” Estrella moved to straddle Cat’s good leg, then spread her feet shoulder width apart and offered her hand to Cat. 

Cat took Estrella’s hand as though she was going to shake it. Gritting her teeth, she slid her foot up under her thigh, looked her in the eyes, and nodded. 

Estrella sandwiched Cat’s hand between hers, gripping it, then counted. “1, 2, 3—” 

She pushed off the floor as Estrella pulled her to a standing position. Cat stood, her head spinning, her body wobbly.

“Sit.” The younger woman adjusted her grip and braced herself. 

Cat lowered herself onto the couch. She shoved the tears and hopelessness down, but they still hovered just below the surface. Exhausted, her legs heavy, she didn’t even try to turn and lay down on her back. She just tipped over on her side.

Estrella lifted her foot from the floor to the sofa, then helped her settle in. She propped up Cat’s injured leg, bundling it in rags. “You need rest.” She pulled a blanket over Cat then dusted non-existent dust off her hands. “Okay, now we take care of that other business?”

Cat rattled off the places where she’d tucked away alcohol and pills. Estrella came back with her arms full of bottles. Two by two, she stacked them on the dining room table. Most of them had been stashed in the bottom of her pantry, but there was also a fifth of whiskey in her bathroom, another in her end table, one in her nightstand, and a dozen half gallons of varying liquors on a lower shelf in one of her kitchen cabinets. 

Blood rushed from her extremities to her cheeks and Cat rubbed her temples, heat rising to her flushed face. Her “dwindling” supply of liquor covered the entire table. “Dump it all.” She regretted her words as soon as they left her mouth, but she was determined not to take them back. “You can grab a fresh garbage bag from under the sink and throw the bottles in there.” 

Estrella pulled several prescription bottles from her pockets and set them next to the booze. Selecting one, she opened it and shook out a pill, then offered it to Cat. “You take one, you rest.”

“Half.” Cat extended her hand. 

“That’s good, yes.” Estrella broke the pill in half, giving one piece to Cat and returning the other to the bottle.

Cat popped it in her mouth and swallowed. “Gracias.”

“De nada.” Estrella went into the kitchen area and returned with a glass of water. “You must drink... agua.”

“You’re right.” Cat chugged the glass and handed it back to Estrella.

Estrella took the glass, grabbed a bottle, and returned to the sink.

Maybe God had sent her an answer... in Estrella. Cat lay with her head propped up on the sofa arm and watched the first bottle stream down the drain. Wrapping her arms around her chest, she pulled her blanket tight and rolled into the couch cushions, burying her face. Concentrating on the sound of that precious liquid sloshing and bubbling into the septic tank, then the rustle and thunk of bottle after bottle dropping into the bag, Cat went numb and drifted off to sleep.

The side door creaked open flipping a switch in Cat’s brain. She kept her eyes closed, unready to deal with one more person, one more problem. She’d been dreaming of the time Before. What once was reality had become a dream and someone’s sick idea of a nightmare had become actuality.

A man cleared his throat. Her eyes snapped open. The room had turned a dingy, orange-tinged grey. It was that eerie time of day, the “in between.” It wasn’t totally dark outside, but it wasn’t really light, either. The click of a light switch echoed in the quiet room and her eyes pinched shut. The inside of her eyelids lit up a blinding orange and she pulled her blanket over her head, exposing her legs.

“Shoot, there’s still power here. She must have solar or something.”

Cat’s already parched mouth went bone dry. It was a man’s voice, but it wasn’t Tom, or any of the Millers.

An older woman’s voice snapped, “Language!”

“Yeah, this place is set up pretty good, maybe this is our lucky day. We could just move in here.” A second man’s voice came from the foyer. “Whaddaya think, Ma?” 

Ma. Ma. Something in the way he said it tickled at the back of Cat’s brain. She wracked it trying to determine who was in her home. If she knew them, it had to have something to do with horses or cattle.

“Hold up. Something’s off. Everything seems too...orderly.” The woman spoke in a grating, nasally voice. Cat put two and two together. It was the Jordans, the ranchers that she bought hay from. “Check for survivors.”

Cat felt a draft. Man number two spoke, the wind whistling through the open door. “The whole place is dark, Ma. And, I heard everyone south of the fracking site had been nuked.” The draft ebbed, the door thudding closed.

“You heard?” Her voice rose, her irritation clear. “Where did you hear? That damned CB radio you’re always tinkering with?” A foot stamped. “I thought you knew. You’d better hope to hell you’re right, son.”

Cat lay stock still, trying to come up with a plan. With no gun and no leg, she was helpless. Footsteps drew nearer and nearer. They stopped, a large presence looming next to her. The smell of stale body odor permeated her nose. 

“Damn.” The man dropped to her level, putting his hand on her shoulder. “Ms. Murphy, is that you?”

Cat startled and tore the blanket from her face, feigning confusion. “What!?” She scrambled backward, pushing up onto her elbows, then rubbed her eyes and blinked several times. “Who? What’s going on?”

“Er, Ms. Murphy, we, uh—” The first man stammered, rising and stumbling back from Cat. He had dark hair and a full beard, the corners of his eyes wrinkled by years in the southwestern sun. There were five or six of the Jordan brothers and she couldn’t remember all of their names, let alone which name went with which man. Age wise, this one looked to be around the younger end of the group, perhaps late twenties, early thirties.

Mrs. Jordan had circled around the couch and stood next to her son. Her clothing was dated, threadbare, and ill fitting. “We were out scouting and came by to check on you. It looks like you’ve had a rough go.” A short, plump woman, she had a sharp featured face dominated by beady black eyes. Cat had never seen her paper thin lips curl into a smile, but as she spoke something about them hinted at one. “You all alone?”

“No.” She didn’t know how much information to share. It was obvious that these folks weren’t completely benevolent, but Cat wasn’t going to let on that she knew that. She struggled to right herself and the bearded man came forward to give her a hand. “Appreciate it—”

“Glenn, ma’am. Glenn Jordan.” He raised his sweat-stained cowboy hat with one hand, the other hung by his side holding an old, beat up revolver.

“Right, sorry. My head’s a little fuzzy. Would you mind turning that overhead light off?” 

Mrs. Jordan gave a curt nod and the room turned a sooty charcoal gray. Cat switched on the end table lamp, then took a long drink from a glass of water that had been left out for her. “Thanks.”

“We’d heard everything south of the fracking site was either blown to bits by the blasts or consumed by fire, so after we got our place righted, we came to survey the damage.” Doreen eyed the room. “It’s a miracle you survived.”

“Well, we didn’t all survive.” She massaged the tender, aching muscles. The end table lamp cast a soft yellow light on her mutilated stump. Someone had removed the wrappings and cleaned up her wound. Maybe it was the light, but it didn’t look nearly as angry as she had imagined. “And we aren’t all completely whole, but we’ve got a pretty solid group here.” Not wanting to sound defenseless, she added, “They’re out patrolling.” 

“Sure they are.” Doreen chuffed.

“Dad and our other brothers didn’t make it, either.” Glenn looked over Cat’s shoulder, then hung his head. “Grady and I were servicing equipment at the shop. They were out loading hay trucks in our southernmost pivot when—” He made a choking sound and turned away.

She craned her neck to see one of his brothers standing blank faced behind her. He stood with his feet spread shoulder width apart, the butt of a shotgun against the inside of his right bicep, the barrels resting in the crook of his left arm.

“I’m awful sorry to hear that. He was always a good, honest man to work with.” Cat turned back, genuinely saddened. “Please, have a seat.” She wasn’t only being polite, she was vying for the power position in the room.

Glenn moved toward Cat’s favorite chair. His mother put a finger on his forearm and he spun back toward Cat. 

Having handled the large man with ease, Doreen’s eyes glinted. “We’d really better be headed back home, Ms. Murphy. There’s pretty loud murmurings that the gangs are headed this way. That’s why we were out scouting.”

“Gangs?”

“People, especially city folk, have turned considerably ugly in this calamity. It seems as though the looters are the only ones who’ve survived.” Doreen edged closer to Cat. “And now, they’ve become organized. Resources are scarce and they’re coming out here after ‘em. They’re killing for fresh food and uncontaminated water, which it looks like you might have an abundance of.” She loomed over Cat. “You’re kind of a sitting duck here. I’d consider movin’ on, if I were you.” Mrs. Jordan walked past Cat. “Best sleep with one eye open. Let’s go, boys.”

Glenn followed his mother without looking back. Grady leaned over the couch and whispered, “Got a CB?” 

Cat nodded.

“Channel 17, callsign GJJ—if you need help.”

Before she could say anything, the door slammed shut and Cat was all alone again. Her body shook as a diesel engine grumbled to life. She spread her throw over her legs and pulled it tight. A beam of light swept across the room, disappearing as the Jordans drove away. 

Instead of dissipating, the growl of the diesel grew into a new, different clamor. Inky black rivulets of rain washed down Cat’s south facing picture windows. It was the din of a monsoonal rain beating against her tin roof, and it was coming from the direction of old Mexico. 

Alarm bells went off in her aching head. “Tom!” He had told her that he would be home before dark. 

No reply came. She didn’t even hear her own outburst over the engulfing roar of the downpour that separated them. Messy, ugly tears streamed down her face, rivaling the ones on the windowpanes. Regret fell on her chest like a heavy stone and she gasped for air, desperate for the chance to take back the words she’d said earlier.

The door swung open and Ben Miller shuffled in. “Ms. Murphy?” He labored to breathe. “You’re white as a ghost. Is everything okay?”

“No.” She cleared her throat. “I think Doreen Jordan and her goons just threatened me.”

“They were here? Dang. That’s not good.” The young man hung his head. “I just picked up a radio call from Mr. Callahan. It was broken up, but it sounded like they weren’t going to make it back tonight.”
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Nora Bennani 

Evening, Ft. Tuthill, Flagstaff, Arizona

With the gunshots, the crowd surged, then broke, screaming and yelling, running in every direction, away from the amphitheater. Nora dropped the microphone, but hung on to her water bottle. Water was life in Arizona. The satellite phone slid down the front of her pants, but the legs were tight, so she wouldn’t lose it. The stampede would probably kill someone—she had to escape, to make it worth the damage she’d engineered.

Nora pulled Dunia around the right side of the stage, then down the slight hill toward the freeway. If they could get out of the Ft. Tuthill area, they might have a chance. But Dunia tugged Nora back toward the parked cars at the northwest end of Ft. Tuthill, amid the fleeing crowd. As they ran, the crowd slowed, families falling back as children fell behind, younger men and women racing ahead. She prayed for their safety, but was sure that they were better off getting rid of Hutchinson now, rather than later.

Gasping for breath, Nora ran, trying to keep up with Dunia. They sped through the parking lot, past what used to be a racetrack, now filled with vehicles. Engines roared to life and headlights beamed. The phone twisted, jabbing her in the groin with every stride, but she kept her legs churning.

Dunia slowed, tugging on car and truck doors, but none of them opened. Glancing back, a sea of people flowed toward them, more and more headlights flaring, motors revving. They dropped to a fast walk, entering the forest along a dirt road, a rough access road for the high-tension electric lines. Weaving around the fallen towers, they crossed a paved road, a dirt road, and some dark buildings on their right. 

“Nora, if we get separated, we arranged to meet Kaya at Interstate 40—she said you would recognize the road—and Route 66. She will wait only until midnight, so we must hurry. Then she will take Route 66 through the city.”

“I-40 and Route 66, then Route 66 through the city. Got it.” Nora panted, her feet throbbing, and her heart and head second-guessing the riot she’d incited. They trudged through the trees, and past a wide intersection, then another, following the straight, red dirt road. The fallen and tilted electrical poles forced them to walk to the side, over weedy, rocky ground with the occasional earthquake crack. They climbed a steep embankment, then the path leveled again. 

“Halt!” 

Nora sprinted after Dunia into the trees. After a few seconds, she slowed to a jog. It was a miracle she hadn’t fallen yet. A hand grabbed her arm, yanking her to a stop, sending her stumbling to the ground and her water bottle flying. She tore away from the man, and rolled away. Her body thumped into a cantaloupe-sized rock and she grabbed it, climbing to her feet and holding the rock in front of her chest. 

A man chuckled to her left. “You can’t hide. We have night vision. Women are so stupid.”

Nora twisted, flinging her arms and the rock up, ramming it into the man’s face with all her might. Something plastic crunched, and he screamed. She jumped and ran, hoping she was going the right direction. Women weren’t stupid, but sexists and racists were. Cheap night vision devices didn’t show details. Such as the rock she held in front of her body. She was betting they didn’t have the latest and greatest gear. 

Still, she had to find a place to hide, because even cheap thermal imaging or night vision would show her outline, and she couldn’t count on the idiocy she’d just encountered. Slowing to a walk, Nora tried to figure out where she was, or where Dunia was, but she could see nothing but trees. She was as dumb as that guy, panicking and running blindly ahead. She should have pulled the night vision goggles off his head. But he might have recaptured her if she’d stayed. If she’d killed again, she didn’t want to know.

She stumbled ahead, hoping she was going the right direction, and struggling not to trip and fall. Although she was ready to lie down and give up. Everything she did created more problems, left more death and destruction in her wake. By trying to reunite the children and the parents, she was probably leading them into danger. 

But she hadn’t had the chance to tell Jaya or Faris that Harvey Cosbie claimed the second school was in Thompson Springs, Utah, something she’d remembered under the pressure of the speech. Under the duress of guns pointed at her head, Nora wasn’t sure Dunia would recall it. If she died now, the chances of a reunion decreased dramatically. She had to keep going, keep trying. 

Nora sank to her knees, her hands over her aching heart. Please, God, help me. She had to continue, despite the pain, but her legs had no strength.

A branch snapped behind her. Nora twisted, too fast, and fell forward, rocks jamming into her palms. A whoosh over her head sent her flat to the ground and rolling under a tree, the sat phone digging into her stomach.

“I’m going to kill you, bitch.”

If this was the same man she’d hit, and he still had the night vision goggles, she was dead... But if she’d destroyed the device, she could stay silent and still and escape him. But there had to be others out here looking for her, too. However, a lot of them were on Ft. Tuthill, trying to control the refugees. She might have a chance. 

A radio squawked to her left. She froze, holding her breath. Plastic and metal clinked, also to her left. 

“This is station nine.” The same voice that threatened her. He was reporting. That meant more people looking for her, in the right place. She had to move, do something.

Nora patted her hands over the dirt in front of her. Under her fingertips, a branch. She gripped, her fingers not quite long enough to wrap around the stick. It might be too long, too heavy, too weak, but she had to try. She jumped up, wrestling through the tree branches, stumbled forward and flailed. The branch slipped under the impact, jolting through her arms and shoulders. At the yell of pain, she clenched tighter and swung again, swishing through the air. Peering into the night, she smashed the stick again, hitting the man’s head with a crack. 

He fell with a thud, just like the Martinez headquarters guard in Las Vegas. She turned to run, but spun back. No more running. She was a cold-hearted killer. Criminals didn’t hesitate. They took advantage. She dropped to her knees and patted, finding the man’s belt and undoing it. With a grunt, she rolled him, and pulled the belt free. She found a slender flashlight, and put her hand over the lens. Turning it on, she used her fingers as a red light filter, hoping it was dim enough not to attract attention. 

Fastened to the belt, a semi-automatic pistol in a holster, a radio connected to a microphone on the man’s vest, a set of handcuffs, a knife and a baton. She pulled the radio out, leaving it next to the guard. While it might be handy to listen to them, the radio might have a tracking device like a cell phone. Dark streaks ran down the man’s face and one eye was swollen shut, the other glinting in the slight moonlight, the night vision goggles gone. Nora reached out and closed the man’s staring eye, her hand shaking. 

Biting back a sob, she searched the rest of his body, leaving his wallet and cell phone, but taking his water bottle. She clicked the flashlight off, put it back in the belt, and pushed herself to stand on her throbbing feet, swaying. She tried to fasten the belt around her waist, but it was too big. Fastening the buckle, she settled it over one shoulder like a bandolier in a western movie. 

She turned, looking for a landmark, some idea of where she should go. A dim glow to her right signaled the existence of Ft. Tuthill; darkness shrouded everything else. She had to hurry. Kaya would only wait until midnight, and while she didn’t have a watch, she was fairly certain time was running out. Heading to her right, she trudged forward into the night, her heart bleaker than the sinister surroundings. Another man dead at her hands.

Eventually, she reached a cleared area, most likely a trail. Glancing back, the glow of Ft. Tuthill was off to her right, which meant she’d turned slightly off her path. She crossed the track and plodded through the forest, trying to remain quiet and on her feet. Every fifty steps, she turned back, checking to make sure she was heading straight away from Ft. Tuthill. If only she’d gotten more than a glimpse at that map. She knew the ski area and Jackrabbit Bluff was to the northeast, but she didn’t know how far she had to go. Nor did she know where Dunia, Jaya, and Faris were. All she could do was keep going and hope. 

After what seemed like hours, but probably wasn’t, she stumbled into a log fence. Beyond that, a dirt road. Checking both directions, she could no longer see the glow of Ft. Tuthill, but she was fairly certain she needed to go to her right. She slogged along the road, grateful she no longer had to watch every step. But it gave her too much time to think. 

Her thoughts circled, spiraling her down the well-worn path of self-recrimination and regret. She reached an intersection; both roads were paved. She had no idea if left or straight was correct, so she slogged straight ahead. Cracks zigzagged across the pavement, bringing her attention back to her feet. The cracks became a jumbled mess of concrete. Burned plastic and rubber made her nose wrinkle.

In front of her, a destroyed bridge, crossing a roadway packed with stationary vehicles, some smashed under the rubble, more wrecked in a tangled mess. She moved to the side, avoiding the tumbled blocks of concrete, and climbed a slight embankment, passing the twisted remains of a cable fence along the freeway. Cars and trucks had smashed into each other, gotten tangled with cables, many of them burned. She’d found the I-40 freeway. Relief tasted almost as good as water.

She picked her way through the mess and crunched across the dry median, avoiding the downed and fire-scorched trees. Then she crossed the other side of the freeway, blessedly empty of vehicles, and rejoined the road on the far side, heading for what she thought was the north edge of Flagstaff. If she remembered correctly, she had to skirt Flagstaff to the north, and keep going. Plodding along the freeway’s edge, she passed a partially destroyed subdivision; nothing moved, no lights glimmered in the rubble. Past that, tall pine trees toppled, some across the road, more in tumbled stacks, houses and vehicles crushed underneath. 

Shambling along down the center of the cracked and crazed road, avoiding downed trees, power lines, and abandoned vehicles, her feet throbbed with every step. The land opened up, the buildings disappearing, the trees thinning, and she came to a freeway exit. She didn’t know where I-40 met Highway 66, but she did know staying on the freeway wasn’t an option; it went away from Harmony Ranch or back to Flagstaff. So, she slogged down the ramp and into an industrial area. Rotting food stench sped her feet. She passed a self-storage site and a huge, crumpled warehouse. Dodging trees, she came to an intersection. A leaning sign said “Highway 66.” She put a hand over her pounding heart, grateful to have found the right place. She looked both directions, but saw no sign of Kaya or the others, just black night and cold stars. Dunia said Kaya would take Highway 66 across the city, so she turned right and slogged ahead.

Unlike a lot of Americans, she’d never had a desire to drive the famous highway. She regretted that decision, just like she regretted so many others. Insects chirped and animals rustled in the brush. Through the piles of downed trees, something near the crushed warehouse glinted. She could just make out the iconic Coca Cola script. Maybe she could find something to drink or a vehicle of some sort. She skirted some trees, jingled over a leaning chain-link fence and padded toward the warehouse, the loading docks doors gaping, twisted into skewed rectangles. The only vehicles in sight were forklifts. 

Nora chuckled, the sound ridiculously loud in the silent night. The vanilla, orange, and nutmeg scent of cola permeated the air. She pulled the flashlight from her belt. Shielding the light with her hand, she allowed a sliver of light to show. Cans littered the asphalt, but a few had rolled away, still intact. She cracked one, carbonation hissing, and rejoiced in the sugary goodness rolling down her throat. Some sort of wild animal cackled and howled.

Gathering a few more cans, she stacked them on the only forklift clear of debris and hopped into the seat. She found a key and turned it on, the humming noise making her jump, put her foot on the brake and slid the transmission into gear. Letting off the brake, she rolled forward and turned, spinning in a tighter circle than she expected. She flicked on the headlights, circled the back of the warehouse to reach the road, and turned, rolling along the earthquake damaged asphalt. Dodging the trees, power lines, and signs, she bumped down the middle of Highway 66. 

A forklift wasn’t fast and it might not go far, but at least her aching feet got a break. Unfortunately, forklifts weren’t particularly stable vehicles. Even crawling over the worst of the earthquake cracks and bumps made the thing tilt precariously. But the simple act of moving ahead gave her some hope and made her consider other means of travel. A bicycle would be good, a motorcycle even better. The chances of finding either without people was probably low. But she had to try.

After several miles of empty road, a pair of lights flashed in behind her. Nora flicked her headlights off and stomped on the brake. She twisted in the seat. Twin beams bounced, lighting up flashes of the sky. She was night blind, but she had to get off the road, to hide from whatever fresh hell aimed itself toward her. Unless she was lucky, and heaven intervened, sending Kaya to her. Cautiously, she drove the forklift to the side, behind a group of leaning trees, turned it off and pulled the key. Shielding her flashlight with her hand again, she aimed the narrow beam at her feet and jogged away, hiding behind more trees.

Flicking the flashlight off, the world turned stygian, intermittent twin beams piercing the sky, then hitting the ground as the vehicle rolled over the crazed surface. Nearing her forklift, the vehicle’s engine growled, then settled into a rumble, idling. Whispers hissed, too quiet for her to understand. A bright beam of light turned and twisted, scanning the road, and settling on her bright yellow forklift. 

“It’s a forklift,” a woman’s voice said. “Nora wouldn’t know how to drive one, would she?”

“She is smart,” an accented woman’s voice replied.

Hope pierced Nora’s chest, her heart revving painfully. Dunia! Using her hand again, she turned the flashlight on and crept closer. 

“It could be a trap. Or just some random person, trying to get somewhere.” 

Nora wasn’t sure, but that might be Kaya’s voice. 

“Nora, it’s Dunia! Come out.”

Her shoulders dropped, the release of tension sliding down her entire body. “Dunia, wait!” She jogged to the vehicle, ignoring her throbbing soles. 

“It is you. We thought they’d captured you again.” Kaya sat in the driver’s seat of an old truck. 

Nora swallowed hard, trying to wet her dry mouth. “It was close.”

“Come on, I’ve got to get home, but I can drop you at Harmony Ranch. It’s on the way.” Kaya jabbed a thumb at the back of the vehicle. 

“Thank you.” Relief she wasn’t alone, and didn’t have to walk, made her almost boneless. “Oh, wait one second.” She returned to the forklift, leaving the keys on the seat, and gathered the soda cans. “Here.” She handed them out and climbed into the bed of the truck.

Dunia squeezed her hand. “I’m so happy we found you, Nora.”

“I’m thrilled. Thanks for looking. Oh, and before I forget.” She leaned forward, to speak to Jaya. “The other school is in Thompson Springs, Utah. I don’t think it’s far from Bluff.”

Jaya brought both hands to her heart and bowed her head. “Thank you, Nora.” 

The vehicle roared to life and Kaya turned it around. Nora braced herself against the back of the truck and rejoiced she was no longer alone. She had one more chance to atone for all her misdeeds and failures. 

They bounced down Highway 66, the stars shining down, soda fizzing, and animals singing in the distance. She prayed for God’s intervention, to keep from killing anyone else, to keep her companions safe, and to help the survivors of the Martinez Corporation disaster everywhere.

But in her soul, she was deathly afraid the darkness she carried would win.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 30
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Alma Garcia

Evening, Northern Arizona

The growling dog pulled on the leash, jumping and rearing onto its hind legs, desperate to be freed. The balding man holding it back snarled at Alma. “Back for more, are ya? I knew it.”

The skull printed on his black t-shirt was similar to the man’s tattoo from the car a couple of days earlier. Her heart skipped, but on closer inspection, it wasn’t the same man. There were no tattoos up his arms and he was older, mid-fifties perhaps, even though his clothes were for someone younger.

She lowered the board, hiding Matias inside. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Get off my land and don’t come back. This is fair warning.” He gave the dog a bit more of the leash. The dog jerked toward them. “Or I’ll set Brutus on you. He doesn’t give up so easy.”

The swinging plank was lifted open and Matias stepped out of the shed with a wrench in his fist.

“What you doing in there? This is private property.” He pulled the dog back and grabbed the wrench out of Matias’ hands so forcefully that Matias stumbled forward. “Get your mitts off my gear.” He turned the wrench over in his hand. “Idiot child! You didn’t grab anything of worth, anyway.”

Emelia tucked Matias behind her. “He’s not an idiot.”

Alma hoped Emelia would hold her tongue and calm down. Since he had little control over the snarling beast, the hole in the wall would be their only escape. Emelia might squeeze through, but Alma had no chance. 

“He wasn’t after anything worth much.” Alma thrust the notes at him. “We were going to pay, anyway. We need it for our van.”

The man’s scowl deepened. “Don’t give me that rubbish. You’re after my bikes to go with the others you already stole.”

Emelia put her hands on her hips. “Excuse me! We haven’t stolen anything. Our van has a flat tire. We need to change it. We don’t have the tools.” The dog shifted and fixed her in his sights, but she didn’t back down. “Come and see for yourself if you don’t believe us.”

“Show the way, darlin.’” He pulled Brutus back and with a click of the tongue, the dog was placid at his side.

They filed back to the van, the man following them out of the compound, his keys jangling from his belt. Alma kept Matias in front of her. They would be in trouble when he saw the shredded wheel. They strode over the downed chain-link fence and the man tutted. She jumped, but Brutus was still calm and obedient.

“See.” Emelia pointed at the wheel.

The heat rose in Alma’s cheeks. The wrench made no sense and he would call her out for going after his bikes.

“Sit. Wait.” He let go of the leash. Alma took a step back. He smiled, leaned on the bumper and peered under the van. “You’re not going anywhere on that thing.” He sat in the back of the open van and talked directly to her. “That wheel is wasted. But you have a spare. Why aren’t you using it?”

“What?” She leaned forward and then jerked back. The dog didn’t miss a thing. She wouldn’t get down to the beast’s level to check if he was telling the truth. “We didn’t know we had one.”

He rubbed a hand over his balding head. “If I help you, you’ll leave my gear alone.”

“Yes.” It was better than she’d hoped for.

“And you’ll give me those eggs.”

Alma had been so careful with the cardboard crate and positioned it in the safest place where the eggs wouldn’t smash. It would leave them with just the rice, porridge, and a few apples.

“Deal?” He offered his hand.

They would be able to drive away. A few eggs for the days it would save. She reached out and shook it. “Deal.”

Emelia beamed. “Thank you, sir.”

“Sir? My friends call me Mac. I’ll grab my tools.” He patted Brutus on the head. “Stay.”

The shed door banged, and Mac came back with a dented tool caddy and a jack. Matias watched intently. Mac jacked the back of the van up, undid a bolt, then wound down the spare wheel from under the body. It spun like a carousel from the streets of Madrid; it wasn’t painted with gold but it was just as exciting. They hadn’t lost the van after all. It and they would be back on the road. They could even retrieve the mattresses and pots from under the sign like nothing had happened.

Mac chatted with Matias who giggled at whatever Mac was saying under his breath. He passed the tools to Mac before being asked for them. He was in his element. Mac tugged at the wheel and Matias copied. Alma stepped toward the van, the wheel too sharp for her brother’s delicate hands, but Mac stopped him and passed him a pair of gloves. They almost went up to his elbows but he wasn’t deterred. Mac waited until Matias was ready and they lifted the wheel off together.

Emelia’s crazy streak couldn’t resist the dog. Alma tried to pull her away, but within minutes she was patting the hound and he was licking her face.

“How d’you do that?” Mac pointed to Emelia’s cheek.

“I got kicked in the face.”

Mac was busy with a spanner. Alma frowned and shook her head at her sister. He didn’t need to know about them.

“Was it that gang, the one that stole three of my quad bikes? I wouldn’t put it past them. I hope you gave them a decent beating.” Mac’s face brightened with a brief, malevolent smile.

“No!” Alma had the urge to snatch Matias away from Mac. “Just some guy.”

“Not much older than you lot.” Mac paused with the spanner. “And how did your fella fare?”

Emelia ruffled the dog’s fur. “We locked him...”

Alma drowned out Emelia’s response. “It doesn’t matter. We are heading far away from him.”

“Where might that be?”

“Phoenix.” Emelia was too quick with her reply.

Mac sat up and handed the spanner to Matias who readily snatched it up and attacked the nuts on the wheel. Mac wiped his hands on a rag. “Oh, you don’t want to go there. There were riots and looting in the big cities after the idiots blew up the ocean. People and the world going crazy. Course, it will calm down. Give it a couple of weeks, the survivors will scurry back. It’s safer staying here.”

The desert was anything but safe. Those long lines of traffic and the desperation to leave, along with all they’d endured that day told her otherwise. “But they sent people to Salt Lake City to be safe. Of course, they’ll survive.”

“Sure! Thousands of people turning up and expecting the comforts of home, food, and decent shelter from a city that is already crowded.” He laughed. “There’ll be riots and the like. But that’s not all. I mean, Salt Lake sits right on a known fault line. After the quake we had, and let’s face it, no one expected a quake out here, I can’t imagine what the Wasatch Fault will do.” He tapped the next nut for Matias to tighten. “It will wipe all of Utah out. It’s as if they planned it all.”

“Who planned it all?” Emelia stopped stroking Brutus, and he pawed her arm, demanding more attention.

“The government.” Mac’s expression was serious, but Alma couldn’t stop the little laugh escaping. “Encircle Energy may have set it off with their drilling for energy.” He put the phrase in quotes. “But we all know that a New World Order is what they are really after. Take down the economy, bring nations to their knees and then build to a new design. I’m intending to be part of that design. They won’t kill me off so easily.”

The spare wheel was in place and secure. Mac confirmed the riots in Phoenix, but everything else was a bit too farfetched. She took the spanner from Matias and handed it to Mac. “Do you need to tighten those bolts, or is a child’s strength enough?”

Mac tapped the spanner to his palm a couple of times, his frown slowly easing. “You know what. How about you lot stay here with me?” He ruffled Matias’ hair. “You’d like that, son? I could do with a little helper who is eager to learn.”

Emelia hugged Brutus. “We could, you know. I mean, Mama and Papa would come right past when they come for us, wouldn’t they?” Her wide eyes were hopeful.

“Your parents?” Mac focused on the wheel, but his slight pause at the question ran a chill down Alma’s back. “Are they looking for you?”

“We’re going to pick them up. They’ll be expecting us.” Alma purposefully avoided Emelia’s glare. “Does the tire need pumping up?”

“Sure.” Mac stood up and stretched. “Stay.” Brutus laid on the ground and watched Mac wander back to the shed.

“What is the matter with you?” Emelia hissed and yanked on Alma’s arm.

“As soon as the van is back on all four wheels we are leaving.”

Emelia scowled. “You can’t make me go with you. You heard him, the cities are dangerous and it’s safer here. And you promised Papa.”

She had. “I don’t trust him.”

Emelia rubbed her face against Brutus and whispered into his fur. “You don’t trust anyone.”

“With very good reason.”

“He’s being friendly.”

Mac didn’t comment on the icy atmosphere when he came back, pumped up the tire, let down the van and then checked the air pressure. “I guess you are ready to go then.”

“Thank you.” She could be polite. He wasn’t applying any pressure.

He stood the damaged wheel up and rolled it to the back of the van. “This is useless to you. I’ll dispose of it. If you can bring the eggs up to the house, we can complete our deal.”

The van was solid under her feet. She unstrapped the egg carton and followed them to the neat house. Mac and Matias with the enormous gloves back on, rolled the sharpened wheel and leaned it against the wall. Brutus sniffed at the metal bowl on the grass, then padded to Emelia’s side.

Mac fumbled with his keys and unlocked the door. “Come through to the kitchen.” He waved them in.

Alma grabbed Matias’ hand to stop him. The passage was piled high with sealed cardboard boxes. The dull brown ones were full of Finest Coffee and the colored boxes with various flavors of chips. Smaller crates had creamer cartons and glass bottles with expensive looking fruit juices. There were even boxes of chocolate bars and candy. The only light streamed in through the open door, and wherever it touched, there was more food.

“We won’t, thanks.” She held out the eggs. “I don’t know why you’d want these when you have enough here to feed an army.”

Mac laughed and took the eggs. “They’re a bit healthier than all this.” His gaze flicked to the other buildings beyond the compound. She turned. They were as deserted as before. “I keep the freezers going with the generator, but I don’t run that all the time. You don’t have to, as long as you keep them closed and keep them cool.”

“You have enough to keep you going for months.”

“And as you say, enough for an army, if you wanted to stay.”

Emelia was bound to be giving her the puppy dog eyes, and Matias was grinning. “No, thank you.”

Mac sniffed, took the eggs, and wandered off into the house.

“Alma!” Emelia growled, more like a wolf.

“We shouldn’t stay,” Alma whispered.

“But we could. Alma, don’t be stupid. He’s offering us all this. He has tons of food. And Brutus. Alma, I’ve always wanted a dog.”

Alma frowned. That was the first she’d heard of it and it was no reason to stay. Brutus had snarled at them before, he’d probably do it again.

Mac called from another room. “One more thing you might help me with before you go. I need to get my fence back up. I don’t want any other visitors.”

Emelia’s voice was far too smug. “You fixed our wheel. It only seems fair, Alma.”

“The posts are bent. I figure your van has more power than my bikes. I reckon it could straighten them up. Make me secure again.” Mac swept past and headed straight for the van.

She reluctantly agreed. Mac strapped a chain and ropes to the back of the van and attached the other end to the bent posts. He jumped in the cab before she could get there. It irritated her. It was their van, not his. He revved the engine and pulled the concreted in posts until they were as upright as possible. There were kinks, but the fence was secure.

“Hey son, I wonder if you might help me while I strengthen those weak spots. See, the bent posts will bend again otherwise.” Matias nodded and followed Mac to the locked gates.

Alma lowered her voice. “Stay with him.” She pushed Emelia after Matias. “I’ll get the van free.” She hurriedly unwrapped the chain from the van.

“Leave the rope on for now.” Mac called from across the compound. “I don’t want the fence falling over.”

Alma stopped and hurriedly followed Emelia and a playful Brutus to the shed. Mac opened up the doors, revealing a customer desk that spanned half the width, with bright posters tacked below it. He grabbed the screwdriver that Alma had wanted Matias to take earlier, and several long lengths of right-angled metal. He handed a plastic tub of bolts to Matias, then headed straight back to the posts.

He drilled and fixed the supports in place. “You know, son. You’re a very helpful little man. I could do with someone like you around.”

His endearment was probably harmless, but it rattled her. Matias should be with his real father and sticking around to be a helpful little man wasn’t part of finding Mama and Papa. But Matias was happy. “I’m sorry, but we really do need to go.”

“Just one more favor, please.” He shook the fence. “You can take off that rope now.”

“What favor?”

“There is that hole in the workshop wall. I can see now that my repairs aren’t up to scratch.”

“We can fix that.” Emelia strutted back to the workshop. Mac followed, with Matias and Brutus in tow. “If you screwed the board from the inside, I wouldn’t have been able to get in.”

“You’re right.” Mac took the bolts from Matias and handed him an open box of screws.

Emelia sat on the ground next to Brutus’ bed. The dog sat with her and pawed her hand. She stroked his neck and straightened his collar. The name tag glistened in the light.

Alma tapped her fingers on the desk. Perhaps they could stay. His compound was secure. His lawn was green, so there was obviously water. And he had plenty of food even if it wasn’t the best quality. At least the stuff by the door was more snack food than proper food. “Mac?” The dog turned to her, but Mac stayed focused on his task. “How big is your house? I mean, do you have tourists stay with you normally?”

Mac shook his head and held the wood up to the wall. It wasn’t quite long enough to cover the patched boards. “The tourists showed up in RVs or they used to hire the cabins at the end of the road. It was convenient with the bar and diner next door.”

“The rest of these buildings belong to you then?”

He laughed. “No. They get rented out. Those guys all left for Salt Lake days ago. They won’t come back.”

She couldn’t quite work him out. He’d come at them with a snarling dog, but he had become as placid as his pet. Perhaps she had read him wrong all along.

“They set the cabins up to live in then?”

“Absolutely.”

A cabin outside the compound wouldn’t be as safe, but with Mac nearby with all the supplies, they could wait it out. Her insides squirmed. They were too close to Eric, but with a broken bridge and a flattened valley between them, perhaps the monster wouldn’t be able to reach them. Emelia had wanted to stay, and she was right, Mama and Papa would come this way. If she drove further, the danger only increased. Her promise to keep them safe burned. Mac might even carry the burden a little; Mac’s skills enthralled Matias. And the dog was pretty handy. Emelia certainly loved him.

Emelia patted the ground next to her. “Hey Alma, come and pet the dog.”

“No, thank you.”

“He’s really friendly. Please.” Emelia’s serious manners were not like her.

Alma edged around the desk and crouched next to the dog. She tentatively stroked his back.

Emelia pulled Alma’s hand to his neck and jerked a chin to the others mending the wall. She leaned closer to Alma and whispered in her ear. “His name isn’t Mac. That’s the dog’s name.”

Engraved on the tag with a telephone number below was MAC. He had lied to them and drawn them in. He’d lured them with talk of safety and showing them all that junk food, no doubt stolen from the tourist shops further up the row. And Matias was dangerously close.

Alma stood, and Emelia copied. “Mac?” The dog raised his head again. “Er, thanks for the help with the wheel. Mati, we need to go.”

Matias pouted, but got to his feet. He put the handful of screws into the man’s open hand.

“Are you sure? I have plenty of room for you kids. I can get you all set up in a cabin.”

“That is a very kind offer.” Alma stretched out her hand to grab hold of Matias. “But, like I said, we need to go pick up our parents. They’ll be waiting for us.”

Mac and the man stood up. Matias took hold of Alma’s hand and waved at the man with the other.

“Thank you for your help.” The man hesitated mid-step.

Alma and Emelia shrank back. He didn’t advance on them. The inner corners of his brows raised and his mouth turned down. “Safe journey, kids. Good luck in finding your parents.”

“Thanks again for mending our wheel.”

Alma hurried them out and got them in the van. She tackled the rope still attached to the van with fumbling fingers. The knots were tight, and it was taking longer than it should. He didn’t follow them out. She picked at the knot until it loosened. She threw the rope to the ground. He still kept his distance, standing in the doorway of his workshop with Mac at his side.

She climbed into the sanctuary of the rescued van and slammed the door. The roar of the engine was an immense comfort. In the rear-view mirror, Mac (the dog) and the man (whose name they didn’t know) were at the compound gates, locking them back up. He waved to them and he almost appeared upset. Perhaps she should give him more grace. He had found them breaking into his shed when he’d already been robbed. He had no reason to trust them, so he’d lied about his name. It was quick thinking on his part. But he had helped them, offered to take care of them and share his food.

Matias leaned out the window and waved back. She loosened her grip on the wheel to copy her enthusiastic brother as a sign of thanks or at least acknowledgement of the man’s kindness, but she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t be that gracious. She held the wheel tighter and pushed harder on the accelerator. They wouldn’t go back for their dumped belongings and risk passing by again. The man hadn’t chased after them, or begged them to stay, but had let them leave. His conscience didn’t stop them; he didn’t care. They were better off without him. He was allowing a teenager to drive off, with her two younger siblings, in a battered van to a dangerous city. Her parents would never had done such a thing if a child had crossed their paths; they’d have done everything to keep them safe, fed, warm, protected... Whatever Mac-not-Mac’s deal was, it wasn’t anything she wanted them to get tangled in. She hit the accelerator, Phoenix, Mama and Papa on her mind.
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