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Walker McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      Fourteen days before the event… Forty-five-year-old Walker McDaniel sat in his nine-hundred and sixty-four square foot rental house in Harrodsburg, Kentucky wondering how much time he had left.  It had been three weeks since he received word that Diesel Daley was officially hunting him, but only minutes ago he heard Diesel had found him.

      Walker checked the GPS tracking app he had put on Diesel’s phone right before he stole his fortune and his vintage Colt Single Action Army—the gun that supposedly belonged to Billy the Kid, a.k.a., William H. Bonney.  The gold and silver bars were one thing, but what would have rubbed Diesel raw, what would have flayed him right down to the bone, was that Walker had stolen his gun, the prized family heirloom.

      If the tracker was accurate to the minute, and he felt it was, his former Spec-Ops buddy was around twenty minutes out.  Is he coming alone, or bringing the cavalry?  Only time would tell.  He imagined the man wouldn’t come alone, though.

      Walker took a shot of bourbon, noted the time.  Three minutes to nine on a Tuesday morning.  “Everything bad happens on Tuesdays,” he grumbled to himself.

      He tilted the Four Roses bourbon generously, filled his shot glass to the rim, then set the bottle down and stopped short at the sight of his trembling hands.  They never shook that bad.  He squeezed both hands, packed a puncher’s fist, then released them and fought to slow his hammering heart.

      On the antique wooden side-table lay the Heckler & Koch VP9, Diesel’s personal handgun.  Yeah, Walker took that, too.  The semi-automatic striker-fired pistol wasn’t the best gun out there, but Diesel’s father gave it to him the day the Ohio native joined the Army.  Diesel’s old man was killed by a drunk driver when Diesel was overseas and waiting to come home.  Walker was with him on that particularly tough day.  And on that day, Walker would never have imagined they’d ever be anything other than thick as thieves.  Now they were mortal enemies.  Looking at the VP9 he’d stolen, he wondered if the gun just might save his life.  Then again, knowing Diesel, he could very well use it to stamp out Walker’s life.

      He tipped the shot glass, let the alcohol burn a trail down his throat.  He settled into the warm afterglow and sighed.  Reclining in his chair, he ran a hand through his hair, then looked around.  Considering his life, what he’d made of it, whether he lived or died by Diesel’s hand, or anyone else’s hand, really didn’t matter.  He’d run the gas tank dry on this existence so it wasn’t a big thing to think of it coming to an end.  The truth was, he was dead a long time ago.  It’s just that no one told God yet.

      Instead of pouring that next shot of bourbon, he slid the VP9 around the bottle, kept it close.  There were lots of weapons nearby.  All throughout the three-bedroom two-bath house, he made sure he was stacked, racked, and ready to roll.

      Another few minutes passed, his eyes once more finding the bottle and locking in on it.  He poured himself a healthy slug, drained the shot glass, then tried again to relax into the warmth that the bourbon brought.  But not this time.  This time the liquid burned like acid in his gut, a foretelling of his future, perhaps.   As in life, the thing you expected to save you—the death of either himself or Diesel, in this case—could very well be the event to bring you the most pain.

      There was no getting out of this predicament unscathed.

      Sitting there in an unsettled state, counting down the time, he ran a mental inventory of his arsenal.  The VP9 had a full magazine and one in the chamber.  It was a good handgun, not his favorite, but it would start things off just fine.  He also had two Remington 870 Tactical shotguns and a Sig Sauer MPX Carbine with a thirty-round mag ready to tap dance.  These were his personal weapons.  The guns he felt most comfortable with.

      The MPX sat by the street-facing window with a spare mag; the shotguns were strategically placed in the kitchen and his bedroom; the handgun was at his side, ready to go.

      Another shot, more acid in his gut.  He laid his head back and thought of his brother Colt, Faith, Leighton, Rowan, and Marley.

      So many mistakes…

      He glanced around to where his guns were hidden and thought of them as the last of his family.  Some might’ve said the former Green Beret was fetishizing his weapons, but he wasn’t.  To the normal citizen, that much firepower would be overkill in a home-defense scenario.  But not for Walker, and not for what he expected was coming next.

      In just a few minutes, he would be outmanned, outgunned, and living on stolen time.  Not all was lost, though.  Walker had fifty good years behind him.  If there was one thing he was thankful for, it was that he hadn’t been slaughtered in some third-world cesspool, his body desecrated by enemy combatants to make a point.  Maybe that was good enough.  Maybe that was more than he deserved.

      Either way, he dragged himself out of the chair, walked over to the pantry, and took his body armor off the hook.  He put it on, pulled the straps tight.  The PT-Armor wasn’t the fit he was used to as an operator, but the vest was tactical and technically built for Spec-Ops use.  Even though he stole that, too, and even though it was a good vest, it left more of his chest and arms exposed than he wanted.

      Diesel and his guys were going to come in strong, aim for a shoulder, try to sneak in a shot to the upper chest, or even nick a leg.  They’d want to slow him down, get information from him, then punch his clock.  Of all the ways he could die, the most likely scenario was that someone would give him a third eye.  But he wouldn’t make it easy for them.  In the end, whoever killed him was going to have to work for it.

      The phone rang, startling him.  He looked down at the screen and saw the number: Jessamine  County Sheriff’s Office.  His friend, Sheriff Lance Garrity.

      “Yeah,” he answered.

      “They’re coming,” Garrity said.

      “I know.”

      “Figured you might.”

      He sat back down, closed his eyes, and shook his head.  He’d been waiting for this day for weeks now.  Maybe longer.

      “Alright then,” Walker said.  Garrity stayed on the line, didn’t hang up.  He drew a deep breath, let it out slowly, sharply.  “I guess it’s time, then.”

      “Who do you want me to deliver to first?” Garrity asked.

      “Leighton gets the package first,” he said, eyeing the bourbon, but holding off because his gut still burned, “that way you’re not seen, tracked, or followed.”

      “I can get up there tomorrow.”

      Walker’s youngest niece, Leighton McDaniel, was in school at Northern Kentucky University in Highland Heights, a hundred miles north.  He wished she was closer, but she wasn’t.  He hoped he wasn’t putting her life in danger, but just being who he was had put his whole family in danger.

      “When I get back from NKU,” Garrity said, “I’ll head up to Colt’s place.”

      “If you don’t have your head on a swivel and extra iron with you at all times, then you learned nothing in the Army.”

      “Already got it covered,” Garrity said, a slight tremor in his voice.  “If these guys are as bad as you say they are, then I’ll be loaded for bear as soon as we hang up.”

      “I’ll call you tonight,” Walker said, rubbing his forehead.  He hadn’t slept a decent night in weeks.  “But if you don’t get that call, then make the delivery first thing.”

      “I know the drill.”

      Walker poured another shot, tossed it back, relaxed.  It was time to stop drinking.  But maybe he’d take one more for the road.

      “You have fifteen minutes, Walker.”

      “I know,” he said, choosing the gun over the bottle.  “Like I said, first thing in the morning.”

      “Walker…” Garrity said, almost like he wasn’t sure what else to say.

      The history between them was too much to quantify.  Their friendship started with football, carried through to the Army, then held strong until that day, no matter the trouble Walker stirred up for himself.

      “When I’m gone,” Walker said, “this is on you.”

      “I wish it wasn’t like this.”

      “It could get ugly.”

      “I know.”

      “Stay frosty, brother,” Walker said.

      “Roger that.”

      He hung up the phone without saying good-bye.  If there was one thing he was bad at, it was good-byes.

      Walker stood, went out back, and took a deep breath of fresh air.  His thoughts turned inward.  Diesel Daley is on his way.  The reality of that thought sunk in deep.

      He checked his phone.

      Ten minutes.

      Drawing another breath, he holstered the VP9, went back inside, then took a post at the street-facing window.  There he removed the screen and opened the Levolor blinds.

      He checked the carbine again and tried to still his nerves.  For a second, he thought he was going to be sick.

      Down the street, he heard a motorcycle.

      He recognized that engine.

      Diesel.

      Steadying his hand, releasing his air, he picked up the carbine and leveled it on the street.  The motorcycle turned the corner, cruised up his street.

      Walker didn’t see anyone else.

      Is it just Diesel?

      The second the motorcycle pulled up out front, he heard someone breaching the back door.  He fired a three-round burst into Diesel, taking him down.  But the dead man who fell off the motorcycle wouldn’t be him.  He would be a decoy.  Walker spun around, swept out, and fired on two guys who had broken in through his kitchen door.

      A fleet of vehicles closed in on the house at once.  Others were now entering his home.  When the first gunman appeared, Walker put two rounds in his face, ducked back in the hallway, waited for the next guy.

      To his back, gunfire tore up the front door, lancing his neck and arms with large wooden splinters.  Ducking down, forced back into the living room, he fired on the next guy, a lackluster Marine who had thought a shredded door was his opportunity.  He was wrong.  The only opportunity he made for himself was the opportunity to die.  A tight, three-round grouping to the throat had the kid staggering sideways.  Walker launched his body at the former soldier, shoulder checking him on his way by.

      In the kitchen, he saw four guys.  They shot at him, but he was faster, more precise.  The instant he took two rounds to the meat of his shoulder and lost most of his left ear, he realized he wasn’t fast enough.  The pain was sharp and immediate, but he was still operational.

      Out in back, three more trucks entered his one-acre yard.  He emptied the rest of the carbine’s mag, peppering the vehicles and the guys inside them.  The second he fired dry, he dumped the first mag, loaded the next, then fell back into the living room where his front door was being breached.  He was too late.  Guys were already fanning out.

      In Spec-Ops, he trained in close-quarters battle (CQB), house clearing, and even two-man teams.  But a one-man CQB against an army of Spec-Ops trained anarchists?  Yeah, it was definitely—

      He took three rounds to the vest, felt a bullet skip off his cheek, dizzying him.  He dropped down behind the couch, half-falling, half-wheezing in the process.  He reminded himself that this was what he was trained for—crap situations like this one.

      He rolled on his back, scooted to the edge of the couch, started shooting knees first, then bodies second.  When the carbine finally fired dry, he dropped it and grabbed the VP9.  Ducking down, tucking his head, gunfire lit up the couch.  Stuffing blew out everywhere.

      When the shooting finally ceased, he sat up as fast as he could, fired six rounds, hitting two targets and wounding a third.  Unsteady, but getting up anyway, he made an awkward run for the back room.  Tracer rounds followed him fast, one catching the back of his vest hard enough to spin him sideways.

      He knocked off the wall, stumbled over a pair of bodies, and fired on one guy at the end of the hall.  He caught the scumbag just above the left eye.

      He’d been aiming for his throat.

      When he reached his back bedroom, he switched out mags and holstered the VP9.  He then grabbed the Remington 870, racked a load, and turned on four guys at the center-fed door.  He could hardly breathe, but his body was working the way he was trained.

      Gunfire erupted, the lead punching his vest hard, knocking the wind out of him.  No stranger to pain, he fired a load, caught the side of one shooter.  The other three ducked out of the room.  He racked another load, finished off the first guy.  He listened for a moment, then fired two more shots into the walls, hearing a satisfying scream on the impact.

      He dropped the shotgun on the bed, pulled his handgun, then hobbled forward, working the corner angle.  He saw an elbow and a knee.  He shot the knee, then fired on the shooter’s head the instant it popped out in response.

      The man went down hard; his buddy fled the scene.

      He grabbed the shotgun again, fed in three more rounds despite the monstrous shake in his hands, then went after the other one.  The second he cut around the corner, someone from the hallway shot him in the back.  Body arched forward in response, he felt like he’d been hit by a bus.

      He staggered forward, dropped the 870, fell to a knee.  Whoever did shot him with a shotgun.  Sucking wind, he knew what that meant.  Five more 9mm rounds lit up his vest, filling him with an ungodly pain and leaving him to wonder how many ribs were cracked or broken.  He tried to take a breath but couldn’t.  He was locked up tight.

      He fought to get up, but someone grabbed him by the hair, yanked his head back, and said, “You really are something else.”

      Diesel Daley.

      He still couldn’t breathe.

      Seeing this, shaking his head in disgust, the beast that was Diesel Daley dragged him through his house by the hair, pulling his battered body through the carnage he had created.

      In the kitchen, being dragged through broken glass and gore, he finally managed to get his breath back.  He slipped out a short blade and drove it into Diesel’s left foot.

      Howling out, hobbling back, Walker’s former best friend went on a tirade of cursing that had Walker laughing like a lunatic and coughing up blood in the same breath.

      Even though this kind of pain hurt like nothing he’d ever experienced—all those damaged ribs, and maybe some serious spinal injuries from the shotgun blast—it was worth it just to salt his former partner’s game.

      The back door was already blown off its hinges and tossed outside.  Diesel came back, grabbed him again, and dragged him out back.  With a stabbed foot and some growling, he bounced Walker down three patio steps, laid him out in the dirt face up, and dropped a mighty f-bomb.  By then, Walker was nearly unconscious from the pain.

      “The fact that you smoked Clay tells me everything I need to know,” Diesel hissed.  Clay was apparently the guy who arrived on Diesel’s bike, the first guy Walker had shot.

      His head was aching from when Diesel bounced it down the stairs, but he managed to say, “I wanted to cut the head off the snake to watch the body die.”

      “It was a noble plan,” Diesel said, favoring his stabbed foot.  “Unfortunately, it was also a short-sighted plan.”

      “I never did like this world that much.”

      “Well, you ain’t gonna be in it much longer anyway,” he barked.  “Now where is my stuff?”

      “Here and there,” Walker said, coughing up sprays of blood.

      Diesel knelt down, wet his finger, and jammed it in the canal of the ear that Walker had lost.  The pain was instantaneous, enough to elicit a scream.  That was before Diesel really started digging in.

      “You stabbed my freaking foot!” the man roared.

      He didn’t want to give his former friend and business partner the satisfaction of a lasting scream, but at some point, the pain just roared out of him.  It was too much.

      Diesel took his VP9 back, racked the slide, then shot Walker’s trigger finger off.  Walker bit down so hard he broke off the top corner of his molar.

      “Where’s my stuff, Walker?”

      “It’s inside,” Walker managed to say to the brute he’d spent years at war with.  “All of it, inside the house.”

      Diesel had the beard of a special operator, close-cropped hair, dark tactical sunglasses raised up on his head, and coffee breath.  He never knew how bad his friend’s skin was up close, but then again, they had all but roasted themselves to death in the Middle East on one crap assignment or another.

      “Where inside the house?” Diesel asked.

      “Back bedroom,” he replied, exhausted.  “In a baggie in the toilet tank.”

      “Gun, gold, or silver?”

      “Gun.”

      “What about my gold and silver?”

      “Bedside table, closest to the window.  Top drawer.”

      Diesel waved a few guys inside, then said, “If it’s not there, tear the place apart until you find it!”  He turned back to Walker, looked down at him with a frown.  “If you’re lying to me…”

      Half the guys had already stormed the house.  Walker said, “You’re going to need a key, though.  I’ll get it.”

      Looking up at Diesel, seeing the face that once gave him comfort on the battlefield, he shuddered with fear.  Strangely, though, he also held a deep sadness within him.  No matter the certainty of his or Diesel’s fate, he reached for the side pocket of his tac-vest.  Fighting to ignore the pain in his back, his ribs, his shoulder, and his neck, he slowly lifted his hand, the one that used to have a trigger finger.  In the finger’s place was a blown-apart bone sticking out of a gory stump.  Horrified but unwilling to show it, he realized he’d have to improvise.  With his thumb and middle finger, he reached inside his vest, found the detonator, depressed the button.

      Looking up at Diesel, he smiled just before the entire house exploded.  The wash of hot air and fire blasted them both sideways.  Splintered wood, powdered drywall, shingles, and a cloud of dirt washed over them in a hellish burst.

      When the dust finally settled, Walker was a dozen feet away from what used to be his house.  Looking down at his mangled body, he saw his right leg and right arm were on fire.  He couldn’t put the flames out because his other arm had a splintered two-by-four shard driven into it.  This was just as well.  He couldn’t take the pain anymore.

      Amell Benson—Diesel’s right-hand man, the ruffian who had ruined everything—hurried over to Diesel, who was also on fire, and quickly patted out the flames on his face and arm.

      “I’m fine, Amell,” Diesel barked, getting up and shoving the man aside.  But he was not fine.  Half his face was blistered red, his ear was charred, and half his beard smoked down to the skin.  From where he stood, Walker saw smoke coming off the man’s back.  Amell frowned, then looked down at Walker.

      “Where’s Diesel’s stuff?” Amell screamed.

      Slowly, painfully, barely able to move his arm, Walker pulled his focus inward.  He lifted his hand, curled back his ring and pinkie finger, and effectively flipped the man off.

      Diesel laughed, then turned, plugged a nostril, and blew out a spray of blackened, bloodied snot.  He once loved Diesel like a brother, but he loathed Amell Benson.  Amell was the Trojan Horse no one saw coming.  This nightmare of a man who made a mess of Diesel’s reason and rationale.  Over the months, he had effectively turned Diesel against Walker, and against the nation they once served.  Walker and Diesel’s successful private security firm should never have taken the contract Amell brought them, but they did, and now half the nation was paying the price.

      Even though Diesel found Walker’s gesture humorous, Amell was not so easily amused.  He put a bullet through the center of Walker’s hand.  Diesel turned back around in an awkward hobble, half his face a long lick of red, blistered flesh.

      Grinding his teeth, his clenched hand sharp with pain, he narrowed his eyes and focused on Amell.  The only regret he had left in his life was that he couldn’t kill this nuisance first.

      “Why did you have to do this to us?” Diesel finally asked him, heartfelt.  “It never had to be like this.”

      “Him,” was all Walker could say, his eyes locked on Amell.  “You Nazi piece—”

      Amell stepped on his throat, cutting off his air supply.  Putting more and more weight on his neck, he felt his Adam’s apple being smashed.  When the hyoid bone finally broke, it didn’t matter.  The pain was already too much.  Before he had the chance to die, Amell removed his foot with a sadistic grin.  Unfortunately, Walker’s throat was already swelling shut.

      As the edges of his vision fuzzed over, closing out the world around him, Diesel’s face appeared front and center.  The man had knelt down before him.  His mouth was moving, and Walker heard sounds, but his voice sounded so far away.

      All he knew was his broken body, his closed throat, his distinct lack of oxygen.  He felt himself fading out of the pain, pulling away from his body.

      “Just tell me where my stuff is, and I’ll end it quick,” Diesel said.

      “Blew it up,” he squeaked out, his eyes bulging, the pressure in his head creating a fissure in his mind.

      Diesel lifted his VP9, aimed it at him.  At that moment, Walker forced a smile, saw the flash of light, but never heard the crack of gunfire that followed.

      His soul was immediately kicked out of his body,  Instead of swimming into the light or being dragged down to hell, he simply floated there, in utter darkness, a darkness more than night.
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Sheriff Lance Garrity

        

      

    

    
      Lance got a call not long after he hung up with Walker.  He checked the caller ID, felt his stomach drop.  With a heavy heart, he answered the phone.

      “Jessamine County Sheriff,” Garrity said.

      “Lance Garrity?” the man asked.

      “Yeah, this is him.”

      “This is Detective Alex Weaver with Harrodsburg P.D.  Are you still in Nicholasville?”

      “I’m at the station right now.”

      “There’s been an…incident at your place.”

      “What kind of incident.”

      He read Garrity the familiar address, then said, “The home is titled in your name.  Am I correct in assuming this is your house?”

      “It’s my rental,” he said.  “Why, what happened?”

      “Someone blew it up.”

      He sat up straight, a soft ache forming in his heart.  “Are there any survivors?”

      “It looks like a war zone out here,” Detective Weaver said.  His voice was nasal like he’d had his nose broken a few times.  “We’ve got dead bodies, shot up cars, buckets of spent brass everywhere.”

      “What about my renter?”

      “He went out the hard way,” the Detective said.  “What exactly did your renter do for a living?”

      “He was an old Army buddy of mine and a friend.”

      “He’s more dead than disco.”

      Garrity was shocked by the statement, instantly angered.  “Is that supposed to be cute, Detective Weaver?”

      The man cleared his throat.  Garrity swallowed hard, felt the spooling up of rage mixing with a prickle of tears in the backs of his eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Sheriff.  Gallows humor and all.”

      “Let me get someone to cover the station,” Garrity said.  “I’ll get down there ASAP.”

      “Oh, and Sheriff?” he asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “I wouldn’t eat before you get here.”

      When Garrity finally got down to his Harrodsburg rental, he saw the cratered property, the scattered wood, and drywall, the burning pile of sticks that was once his home.  His homeowner’s insurance was still intact, but he wasn’t sure what his policy covered regarding World War III.

      Beat cops, detectives, crime scene photographers, and the media were already on the scene.  Detective Alex Weaver met Garrity on the street.  He looked like your typical detective: off-the-rack shirt and tie, discount store shoes, bad haircut, and a slightly crooked nose.  He had cauliflower ear in both ears, which meant he spent time wrestling, or in Jiu-Jitsu, but those days were clearly behind him, as evidenced by a dad-bod and the start of jowls around his jawline.

      “Sheriff?” Detective Weaver said.  Garrity nodded.  The man put out his hand and said, “Detective Alex Weaver, Harrodsburg P.D.”

      The two men shook hands, but neither really seemed interested in further conversation.  Weaver pulled up the crime-scene tape, let Garrity through.

      “So you said there weren’t any survivors?” Garrity asked as they skirted the outer perimeter of the scene.

      The detective shook his head.  “None that we can tell.  All these guys going through the debris, they’ll have a clear picture later on today.”

      “Where’s my renter?”

      “You said he was a friend of yours?”  Weaver asked.  Lance nodded.  “It looks like he pissed off some really bad people.  A few of these smoking corpses are Hayseed Rebellion.  I’m assuming you’ve heard of those scumbags?”

      “Who hasn’t?” Garrity asked.

      “Well, your renter did something because these guys came here prepared for war.  And a war they got.”

      “Do you know exactly who they are?”

      “Other than their HR affiliation, no.  But we will eventually.”

      “But you have no idea otherwise?”

      The detective shook his head, frowning.  “If it’s any consolation, your friend smoked about a dozen of these fruit loops, give or take.”

      “Good,” Garrity said, trying not to think about how Walker had died.  “It’s not nearly enough if you ask me, but twelve of these clowns cooling on a slab is better than twelve of them still on their feet.”

      Garrity didn’t know what to say.  Weaver seemed to have exhausted his conversational skills.  They walked around back together, and that’s when he saw Walker.  He made himself look at his former friend, really sear that image into his brain.  The man had been cooked, butchered, and killed.  Taking a visual accounting of each wound, he found himself thinking less like a Sheriff and more like a vigilante.  He wanted the people who did this to pay.

      He wanted Diesel Daley to pay.

      Swallowing over a gigantic lump in his throat, biting back the tears, he said, “I’m going to get back to the station.  Keep me appraised on the developments, will you?”

      “Yeah, you bet,” Detective Weaver said, studying him.

      Garrity headed back to Nicholasville, called Laura in dispatch, and said, “I need to take off the rest of today and part of tomorrow.”

      “I’ll alert the others, Sheriff,” the older woman said.  “Everything okay?”

      “No,” he said in a clipped tone.  “Everything is not okay.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” she asked.

      “Just cover for me today.”

      “Okay.”

      Garrity drove back to his house, parked the cruiser beside the barn out back, then pulled open the doors and went inside.  He rolled up his sleeves, then started moving hay bales.  When he saw the latched door on the floor, he took a deep breath—still unable to believe he was doing this—then let it out in a measured release.

      He finally bent down, pulled up the trapdoor, then climbed down inside the renovated cellar where he had hidden Walker’s two big boxes.  One box was for Walker’s niece, Leighton, and the other was for Walker’s younger brother, Colt.  He removed Leighton’s box first, lugged it out to the cruiser, then returned to the barn to shut and conceal the trap door.

      The trip north took him to within a few miles of the Ohio state line.  He followed his GPS, praying the address Walker gave him was correct.  As a Sheriff walking onto NKU’s campus, he received some funny looks from some funny-looking kids.  Fighting with the size and weight of the box earned him even more unwanted attention.  One skinny kid with drinking-straw-sized arms offered to help him with the box, which Lance thought was classy.  Instead, he asked the kid for directions to Leighton’s dorm.

      “I’ll take you there,” the kid offered.

      On the way there, they made small talk, but the sickness in his gut over what had happened to Walker made him good for clunky conversation only.  It was all he could do to keep his lunch down, let alone be interesting to an uninteresting kid.

      When they arrived at the dorms, Garrity thanked the kid, bid him a good afternoon, then walked inside.  At Leighton’s door, he set the box down, wiped the sweat from his brow, then took a big breath and knocked.  A moment later, a beautiful blond who was part country girl, part city girl answered the door.  His heart dropped.  It was all he could do to keep from tearing up.  Digging deep into his soul, chastising himself for even thinking about caving to his emotions, he smiled and said, “Hi, Leighton.”

      “Sheriff Garrity,” she said with a big smile, and an even bigger hug, “what brings you out here?”

      “I’m the USPS today,” he smiled.  “Special delivery for one Leighton McDaniel.”

      “Who’s it from?”

      “Your uncle Walker.”

      With that, he watched her face drop.  “You’ve seen him?”

      “He wanted you to have this on your twenty-first birthday,” he said.  A shameless lie he told to keep his emotions at bay.

      “But I’m not twenty-one yet.”

      “I know that.”

      “So…”

      “He called me,” he said, unable to hold her eyes.  “He said I needed to take it to you right away.”

      “Is he okay?”

      “I don’t know, but you know Walker.  The man is a vagabond.”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve seen him,” she said, that same sad look on her face.  “How is he?  Is he alright?”

      He cleared his throat, then said, “I have to get back on the road, Leighton.  I only know what I’ve told you.  But it was good to see you.  I hope you’re liking it here.”

      “It’s great,” she said, perking back up.

      He picked up the box, walked it inside, set it on the floor beside her bed.  Looking at her, knowing she was Colt and Faith’s youngest daughter—knowing the fire in those two, and in Walker—he wasn’t worried about the girl, even though he wondered if he should be.

      “I’m happy to hear that,” he said.  “If anyone gives you any trouble—”

      She made a fist with her middle knuckle sticking out just the smallest bit, then shot it out in front of her.  “Soft targets, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Eyes, nose, throat, balls.”

      “Bingo.”

      She hugged him again and said, “You look really good, Sheriff, but you also look a little tired.  Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “Just a bit exhausted is all.”

      “Don’t fall asleep on the drive home,” she said.  “Put on some—”

      “I know, put on some rock music, roll down the window, and go really fast.  Just don’t get pulled over.”

      The two of them laughed together, which absolutely squeezed his heart in a fist.

      “I have my Rob Zombie playlist loaded up on Spotify.  And I’m no stranger to speed.  I’ll just flash the lights, smoke the tires, and blast the A/C.”

      She laughed again, which made him even sadder, and then they said good-bye.  Before leaving, he found a restroom, went into a stall, and completely broke down.  He didn’t want to melt down there, but he and Walker had known each other most of their adult lives.  The fact that Diesel would blow up his house and kill Walker execution-style made Garrity want to turn in the badge, load up his guns, and go on a massive killing spree.

      But he couldn’t do that.

      Not yet.

      Back in his cruiser, as he got on the 275 heading back to Nicholasville, he thought of his interactions with Leighton.  If he could hardly hold it together with her—and she was Walker’s niece—how in the world was he supposed to keep his emotions in check when he went to Colt’s house?  He didn’t know.  All he knew was that his right foot was heavy on the pedal, Rob Zombie was growling out Black Sunshine, and he had some rather tumultuous emotions to drive off.
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      Lance took the 275 to the 71, and the 71 became the 75, which took him south to Lexington.  He navigated his way to the 4, circled around Lexington, then hit the 27 with a few miles to go before entering the Nicholasville city limits.  When he was just outside Nicholasville, he saw them—a scumbag caravan comprised of motorcycles, old trucks, and vintage cars that looked like they’d been dragged out of the boneyard and had the dust blown off them.  These old cars and older bikes—these vehicles that looked like absolute hell on wheels—were the calling cards of the Hayseed Rebellion and their various criminal offshoots.

      He kept a few car-lengths distance, observing them for now.  So far they weren’t breaking any laws, but then, with less than a mile to go before reaching the city, one of the guys in a Jeep CJ7 with big off-road tires tried to run a Honda Pilot off the road.

      Garrity sat up, turned the radio down.  “What the…?”

      He sped up, watched the cars, trucks, and bikes move around the Jeep, but the Jeep was harassing the Honda Pilot, which had the driver slowing down to try to move over.  When it was clear the Jeep could pass, the driver chose otherwise.  He kept swerving into the Pilot, almost like he had a grudge or Defcon 1 road rage.  That’s when the guy in the Jeep attempted to force the Pilot off the road.

      A soft, grassy shoulder sloped down towards a stretch of white, wooden fencing.  If these idiots actually succeeded, this could be bad news for the driver, unless he or she had any kind of defensive driving skills.

      Garrity sped up, got behind the Jeep, watched the guy in the passenger’s seat pull out a bat and take a swing at the Pilot’s window.  Both vehicles were slowing down fast, the Jeep’s caravan creating distance between them.

      Garrity flipped on the lights and gave the guy a siren blast.  This caused the bat boy to turn and glare at him.  The guy was white and mean-looking with tattoos snaking up his neck.  Back in the day, Garrity dealt with bikers and gangs.  Now it was tweakers and revolutionaries, which made him long for the old days when there was at least a little bit of dignity in crime.

      This thug, this professional trouble-causer, hit the Pilot’s window again, cracking the glass and forcing the Pilot off the road.  Garrity slowed even further, feeling better now that the kid plopped back down in the passenger seat.  As the Pilot braked hard on the grassy slope and started to slide, the Jeep gunned it, leaving Garrity to deal with the Pilot.

      Suddenly a glass bottle came flying out of the Jeep.  Garrity swerved hard, but the bottle exploded on the side of the windshield, cracking the tempered class.

      He roared out a slew of near obscenities, one eye on the Jeep, the other on the Pilot.

      Forced to decide between pursuing the Jeep or helping the driver in the Pilot, he chose the Pilot.  This was the right thing to do.  The SUV’s brakes locked, the back end slid, but the driver corrected it and came to a stop, just short of crashing through the wooden fencing.

      Garrity pulled the cruiser off the road in front of her, then backed up to the Pilot.  Before getting out, he radioed the station.

      “This is Sheriff Garrity,” he said to Laura, his dispatcher.

      “What’s going on, Lance?” she asked casually.

      “We’ve got a scumbag brigade moving in or through town.  They’re heading south on 27, a whole pack of them.  One of them just ran someone off the road and launched an unopened beer bottle at me.”

      “I thought you were taking the day off,” she said.

      “I am.  Get the word out, will you?  These guys are up to no good.”

      “Roger that, are you going to be okay?”

      “Yeah,” he said, leaving the lights on.  “I’m going to need a new windshield, though.”  He shut off the cruiser.  “I’m going to check on the driver, make sure everything is okay.”

      In the rearview mirror, he saw a flustered woman.

      “Roger that.”

      “I want Marilyn and Derek on high alert,” he said of his two remaining deputies.  “Let me know if these idiots are just passing through, or if they decide to stay and grace our town with their enchanting presence.”

      “You sound so sweet when you say it like that,” Laura said.

      “Keeps me from cussing.”

      “You still trying to stop?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      When his mother passed from cancer just last year, she’d only asked one thing of him, and that was that he clean up his mouth.

      “It’s the military, Mom,” he’d said.

      “I’m going to be watching you,” she’d replied, glancing up from her hospital bed, indicating she’d be in heaven looking down on him.

      “If I get out of line,” he had said with tears in his eyes because he knew she was close to passing over, “I promise to wash my own mouth out with Tabasco sauce.”

      She used to load up his tongue with hot sauce when, as a boy, he started cussing.  This was right before she switched to washing his potty mouth out with Ivory soap.

      “You were always a good boy,” she had said before going.  She took his hand, his big mitt in her skeletal grip, then she looked up at him with those deep blue eyes.  “Not a single word, Lance.  Promise me you won’t say a single cuss word.”

      “When you get to heaven, if you see everything from there, if you know everything, please don’t hold it against me.”

      She closed her eyes, a slight smile on her face.  A few minutes later, she was gone.

      As he got out of his cruiser and walked down the grassy, uneven ground to the silver Honda Pilot, he smiled, keeping his eyes on both the woman and the highway traffic.  A semi-truck rocketed by, its gusting winds causing Garrity to hold his hat.

      When he approached the woman’s SUV, he wanted her to open the door instead of roll down the window.  The window was shattered where the creep with the bat had attacked it.

      The woman was crying, as was a small child in the car seat in back.  “I’m so sorry,” she sobbed.

      “It’s okay,” he replied, calming her down.  “Is everyone alright here?”

      She nodded, wiping her eyes.  She was maybe thirty, thirty-five years old, more than a decade younger than him and scared.

      “What happened?”

      “They saw my ‘Baby On Board’ sticker in the back window, I think.  That guy, the one who started hitting my window, he was screaming at me for no reason.  I mean, I think maybe I might have cut him off trying to merge over?  I don’t know.  They were going so fast!”

      “What do you mean about the ‘Baby On Board?’”

      “He started screaming that babies suck, so I don’t know…he just…he was scary, you know?  Like he was possessed, or high, or something.”

      She couldn’t stop crying.

      “Do you want me to help you get back on the road?  Or maybe escort you someplace where you can take a few minutes and compose yourself?”

      “That would be great,” she said with a weary smile.  “Thank you.”

      “Just ahead, the gully levels out, and there’s a flat, hard shoulder.  You can park there until you feel better equipped to drive.”

      “What about those guys?” she asked, the fear starting to turn to anger.

      “I have my deputies on high alert for them.”

      She nodded, wiping her eyes, one of her false eyelashes starting to detach.  She was pretty, but seeing that kind of fear on a woman bothered him.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      She nodded, then reached out and took his hand.

      His first instinct was to flinch, cover his weapon, start barking out instructions to move away from her, but he let her take his hand.

      “The last cop that helped me was fat and old, and he had a couple of cracked sunflower seeds on his uniform.”

      He laughed and said, “One day I will be fat and old, but I’m not a seeder.”

      With a slight chuckle, she said, “I can’t thank you enough.”

      Nodding, smiling, he gave her hand a little squeeze, then let go and said, “Follow me, okay?”

      He returned to his cruiser, then crept over the soft terrain.  He saw the road ahead but couldn’t stop looking at his spider-webbed windshield.

      This was where he almost wanted to start cursing those clowns, but he thought about his mother, about the promise he made to her.

      When he reached the leveled-out section of highway, he pulled far enough ahead for the Pilot to ease up behind him.  He got out, checked on her again, and said, “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      She shook her head and smiled.  “I appreciate you stopping to check on me and my child.”

      Garrity glanced into the back seat, saw the child’s wet eyes, and chubby red cheeks.  He had a binkie in his mouth, his little jaw working it.

      “Are you married?” he asked.

      She shook her head, and there was a sadness in her eyes he could actually feel.  “My ex-husband met his new girlfriend when I was five months pregnant.”

      The shock of this visibly hit him.  “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I know, but on behalf of my gender…”

      She gave a pleasant laugh and said, “I’m not stupid enough to think that one bad guy is indicative of all guys.”

      He didn’t know what to say.  Looking at her, seeing a woman like this, made him think about his own life.  He hadn’t been in a relationship for years now.  Maybe it was time to stop punishing himself for his past transgressions.

      “If you need anything else, just call the Jessamine County Sheriff’s Office.  I’m Sheriff Lance Garrity.”

      “That’s a good name,” she said.  “I’m Chastity.”

      When he got into his cruiser, he heard Laura trying to reach him on the radio.  He reached down for the mic and said, “I’m headed back to town, Laura.  Can you repeat that last transmission, please?”

      “Oh thank, God,” she said with a heavy sigh.  “I was saying these guys got off on North Main Street, and they’re causing trouble at every light.  Marilyn doesn’t act like she’s scared, but she said she thinks they’re Hayseed Rebellion and she’s clearly intimidated.”

      “They have some of the earmarks of HR,” Garrity said.  “It could be an offshoot of them, too.”

      The offshoots of the Hayseed Rebellion weren’t as organized as the original group and they weren’t as violent, but when these groups decided to dig into a town, they crept in slowly and under the radar, and then they struck all at once.  Whether or not they were Hayseed Rebellion was concerning because the HR was tactical in its operations, and highly organized.

      “What about Derek?” he asked.

      “He’s on a domestic abuse call on Nottaway Drive.  Should I have him wrap up and rendezvous with Marilyn?”

      “No, I’ll be there shortly.”

      “Roger that.”

      A few minutes later, Laura radioed him again.  “Marilyn got sidetracked at North Main and Maple.  A drunk driver plowed into a Toyota Camry in the intersection.  She said to tell you she doesn’t have eyes on those Hayseed scumbags.”

      “Roger that,” he said.  “I’m heading to North Main now, so keep me posted.”
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Colt McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      Daybreak was Colt McDaniel’s favorite time of the day.  He crawled out of bed, kissed Faith on the cheek, or sometimes in the soft hollow of her closed eye, and told her he loved her.  This wasn’t an empty gesture, nor had it ever been.  He’d been in love with her since he first ran into her in L.A. as a twenty-one-year-old girl.  Now forty-five years old, she had aged some, but not as much as she should for a country girl getting close to fifty.

      He stepped out onto the porch, inhaled the crisp Kentucky air, then stretched his legs, arms, and back.  He bounded down the steps, walked across the packed-gravel driveway, then walked through the gate and into the half-acre garden.  Row by row, he checked to make sure there were no irrigation issues, animal issues, or insect issues with the new crop.

      When he was done, he walked to the small barn he’d converted to a man-cave he’d deemed his “work shed.”  Faith didn’t buy it, but she said she was happy he had a place to get away.  Inside the converted barn, he slid on his rucksack, rolled his neck to loosen it up, then headed back outside and started down the driveway.  On the asphalt road leading out, Watts Mill Road, he broke into an easy jog, heading to Sulfur Well Road/US-39, a one-point-seven-mile run.

      A half an hour into his run, on his way back from Sulfur Well Rd, thoughts of Walker crept into his mind.  This was Walker’s rucksack.  Well, it was the one he let Colt use.  The two of them used to ruck together in the Army.  If there was ever a time they bonded, it was on those pre-dawn runs.  He hated running, but now, all these years later, he found that if he started the day running, it kept memories of Walker alive in his mind.  At least until he saw his older brother again.  What started out as a way for him to think about his brother had become a better way to center his thoughts and keep himself fit.  At forty-eight years old, he was closer to fifty than Faith.  And just like his beautiful wife, who ran a boot camp in town, he was also trying to preserve what was left of his youth.

      After a three-and-a-half-mile round-trip run, he humped it up the packed-gravel driveway, then returned to the barn.  There he shrugged off his rucksack, collapsed on the couch, and flipped on the TV he’d mounted on the wall last year.  He thought about cracking open a cold beer, but Faith said drinking before noon—especially when you’re retired and still trying to be a responsible adult—was not acceptable.  Instead, he sunk into the comfy couch and let his muscles cool down.

      Watching the news, or as Walker used to call it, “observing stylized gaslighting,” he could not help but shake his head at how easily the lies poured forth.  Disgusted with what he saw, as usual, he found a fishing show and dreamed of being on the water.  March 31st was officially the end of trout season in Kentucky, which was coming up fast, and nothing sounded better than a lazy day on the Cumberland River.  Brown trout or Rainbow, it didn’t matter, he had yet to come home empty-handed.

      But his life wasn’t about fishing, or kicking back with a six-pack on the river—it was now all about farming.  His grandfather said starting the right crop at the right time of the season was critical to ending up with a good harvest.  He picked up a lot working with his grandfather, and then his father, but he chose the Army first, and the water treatment plant later.  When his grandfather died, he left what money he had saved to Colt’s father—as well as a life insurance policy to cover the remaining balance on the mortgage.  When Colt’s father passed last year, he left everything to Colt and Faith, including a nice income from selling extra crops to local patrons and restaurants.

      Once a warrior, then a water man, now a farmer.  It was just as well.  In his time in the Middle East, he’d succumbed to the pull of violence.  Then, working at the water treatment plant, he found he’d become insufferably boring.  But with the change in lifestyle, and his ability to be home more, he had a chance to be the man he wanted to be, the husband Faith had deserved, and the father he should have been, had he made more time for his family.

      Now, nearly a year retired, he found he liked himself just fine.  He had also been able to sort through his past rather well.  What happened in the Army—what they did in the name of defending the country—was mostly justified and almost legal, even though he still suffered the occasional nightmare.  But now that he and Faith were getting along, and the kids were out living their own lives, it was just the two of them.

      The peace and quiet, Faith had surmised a few days ago, helped push back the horrors of war, which he was sure was the reason the nightmares had become far less frequent.

      On TV, Colt watched an angler pull in a largemouth bass, talk about it, then toss it back.  He shut off the television, headed inside to shower, then sauntered into the kitchen to the smell of a late breakfast cooking.

      “You don’t act like a farmer with these late morning starts,” Faith said.

      “Dad always said size and balance matter,” Colt said, kissing her.  “Size of the gardens, balance in life—”

      A ruckus at the front door startled them both.  The insistent, heavy-handed pounding sounded like a cop’s knock.

      Standing in the kitchen, Colt looked at Faith and asked, “Are you expecting someone?”

      Tending to scrambled eggs on the stove, she said, “No, not today.”

      When he opened the front door, Colt found himself face-to-face with Sheriff Lance Garrity.  He was holding a rather large box.  “What’s going on, Lance?”

      “Nothing,” he said, stoic.  “Just take this.  It’s from your brother.”

      Surprised, Colt took the big cardboard box and thanked the man.  It was heavy and wrapped in packing tape, like a three-year-old had done it.

      “Everything else okay?” Colt asked.

      “No, Colt.  Everything else is not okay.  Not unless you’re living under a rock.  Are you living under a rock?”

      “Not today,” he said with a frown.  Garrity spent time at war as well and could go sharp quick, and distant even quicker.  Being a lawman evened him out, but right then, he had that look like he could pull you over and put a bullet in your head just for speeding.

      “Surely you know what’s going on, how it is for us out there,” Garrity said.

      It had been a month or two since they’d seen each other socially, but yeah, he knew.  There was a resurgence of anti-police sentiment brewing through the big cities, which was only made worse by the nightly-news coverage.  The second the sensationalist media started churning out videos of anti-police protests and riots, the crime bureau could practically track the increase in misconduct.

      Just last week, in Louisville, a trio of anarchist rats broke into the house of one of Louisville’s most beloved captains.  They tied him and his wife up, beat him nearly to death, then gutted the wife while forcing the captain to watch.  When it became too much for the captain, these same monsters cut him from stem to stern.  When they were dead, the anarchists stuffed pig guts from a nearby farm inside them both like they were turkey dinners.

      “I know exactly what’s going on out there, Lance,” he said.  “It’s hard not to own a TV and somehow miss the chaos we see plastered all over the news day and night.”

      With a nod but not another word, the lawman turned and left.  For a second—and Colt had to stop to think about it—he thought he saw the flash of terrible sadness in the man’s eyes.  But he shook it off because Lance Garrity was a solid man through and through, and a good Sheriff.

      Thinking nothing more about it, Colt lugged the box inside, sat it down, and said, “I’m going to need a knife to get this open.”

      Faith fetched him a blade.  He took a deep breath, his thoughts now fully on his older brother.  If anything, his curiosity about the contents of the box had piqued.

      He and Walker hadn’t spoken in years, which was why receiving something like this had his head buzzing with questions.  It also had him lamenting the past, turning over old conversations, thinking he’d do just about anything at this point to talk to him, see him, give him a brotherly hug, and apologize for the way they left things.

      Faith stood over his side, just as beautiful as the day he met her.  She watched him cut away the thick plastic wrap.  When he was done, he handed her the knife and looked up.  Her lovely face was lined with worry, the same as it had been for the last two years as the nation began its descent into chaos.

      “Is that Walker’s writing?” Faith asked.

      Looking at his brother’s cursive writing, Colt slowly nodded.  She put her hand on his back, soothing him, reassuring him.  He was sure she felt the sadness creeping into him, the regret he so often tried to put out of his mind.  Instead of opening the box, he simply stared at it, suddenly terrified to see what was inside.

      “You should open it,” Faith prompted.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” he asked unconvincingly.  She saw him pause and he knew that she understood his thoughts.

      Finally, he opened the long box.  Inside he found his brother’s disassembled sniper rifle.  The Barret M82.  His most guarded possession when they were overseas.

      “He sent you a rifle?” she asked as she gazed upon the parts of the weapon.

      “I guess so,” Colt said, fear and worry plaguing him, his emotions spiraling nearly out of control.

      He saw the letter sitting in the box, had to blink a couple of times because that bad feeling was beginning to amplify within him, causing his heart to beat nearly out of control.  Was he having a panic attack?  It was starting to feel like it.  He opened the letter and read it.

      The note was short, to the point.

      

      Colt,

      They’re coming for you.  It’s only a matter of time.  The gold is yours if you can protect it.  It’s half the key to keeping the president alive and this country from completely falling to ruin.  Don’t be you, not this version of you.  Be worse.  Be the old you.  The nation doesn’t just need this from you, it will demand it soon enough.

      Your brother, Walker

      

      “Oh, no,” he said, his face going deathly pale.  Fear mixed with loss and regret, not just for the easy life he and his brother never had together, but for the abundance of anxiety gathering inside of him.

      “What’s wrong?” Faith asked.  “Other than all of this?”

      “There’s a storm coming,” Colt turned and said to her, his face ashen, never more serious.  “It’s coming for all of us.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      Colt moved the different parts of the disassembled weapon aside, pulled out a brick-sized box, and opened it up.  Inside, there was a large gold bar.  It was so big, he actually felt the breath fall out of him.

      “Is that…gold?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Still inside was another smaller box.  He opened the smaller box, pulled out a stack of silver bars, and started to shake his head.

      “Whose gold and silver is that?” Faith asked, now concerned.  “Is it Walker’s?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Why would he send you a rifle and stolen gold?” she asked.

      He turned and looked at her, solemn in his tone, but shaky at heart.  “I’m afraid he sent it to me because he’s left this life and no longer needs it.”

      She went very still, then—when her face began to show the same kind of fear he’d been holding inside—she said, “I need to check on the eggs.”

      He smelled the burning poultry, then stood and walked outside for air.  Looking down at the road below, feeling himself swimming in this void of despair, he froze and his eyes began to water.

      Down the slight hill, just across the road, he saw his Russian neighbor, Vitaliy, drive his old pickup down onto his property.  Colt wiped his eyes for a closer look.  Vitaliy had plywood sheets on either side of the truck’s bed like he was hauling garbage.  Was he finally cleaning up the property?  Wiping his eyes again, he watched the man with interest.  Vitaliy dropped out of his truck, saw Colt from the distance, gave a hesitant wave.  Colt waved back, the same as he’d been doing for the last few years.

      Faith pushed open the screen door and said, “I’m going to need some more eggs.” He turned around to where she stood with a dishtowel.  “I burned them, if you can’t smell them already.”

      “Yeah, I can,” he said, catching another whiff of them.

      She handed him the keys to the truck and said, “Be careful.”

      He chuckled as he took the keys.  “Do you need anything else while I’m there?”

      “Grab some bananas and a bag of flour,” she said.

      “Alright,” he replied, promising to be back soon.  “Put that gold and silver in the safe, please.  And stash the rifle back in the back room, next to the other guns.”

      She smiled, then leaned forward and kissed him like he wasn’t coming back.

      “Walker will be okay,” she said before he left.  “No matter what’s happened to him, in this world and the next, he’ll be okay.  He always lands on his feet.”

      With sad eyes and a heavy heart, he said, “I hope so.”
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      Colt climbed into his truck, turned the big engine over, then rolled down the window and pressed the ON button to the CD player.  Alan Jackson came to life with the song Country Boy.  He turned the volume knob up, gave himself over to the music, then eased down the driveway and tried to put Walker out of his mind.

      He and Faith lived on a thirty-acre spread just off Watts Mill Road in a thirty-five-hundred-square-foot house that Faith reminded him was far too expensive for the neighborhood by about four-hundred grand.  She said this not out of arrogance, but out of concern.

      His father liked the property because it was off the beaten path and had great soil, good sun, and just the right irrigation.  But the neighbors could be a little sketchy depending on who decided to buy and sell in the neighborhood, which often depended on how badly the seller needed cash.

      The old Russian crank across Watts Mill Rd., Vitaliy Sidirov, was his nearest neighbor, the only one he could see without having to use binoculars.  But he had let his trees and brush go, along with normal repairs to his house.  His place was an eyesore for sure, but Colt never worried about the Russian creating problems for him and Faith.  Vitaliy quietly bred dogs, and though Colt and Faith were sure he’d hosted a few dog fights from time to time, he’d always been cordial.

      Up the road from him, closer to the Taylor farm, some nameless idiot from Junction City thought it would be easy to set up a meth lab.  The explosion happened last year.  This makeshift lab burned the idiot and his business partner alive, but on the upside, it spared the county and the taxpayers from the costs of court fees, a jail cell, and three square meals a day.  No one complained, but it was Mrs. Taylor who said what everyone was thinking: “Good riddance.”

      Despite a handful of uncultured transplants, the occasional tussle between bad neighbors, or the random suicide, no one really bothered them.  Then again, most days, they tended to answer the door with a shotgun, so maybe word got out about that, too.

      Colt turned left on Watts Mill Rd. and made the short drive to Sugar Creek Pike—a heavily wooded, two-lane road that was narrow enough and closed-in with enough old trees to make you claustrophobic.  Rowan often said it looked like something out of Deliverance, and even though Colt agreed inside, he continued to tell his son it wasn’t that bad.

      A mile and a half ahead, when Sugar Creek ran into Danville Road, or US-27, he took a right and merged with US-27, a rather uninteresting four-lane stretch of highway.  He switched out Alan Jackson for Hank Williams, Jr., and, keeping with the theme, he played A Country Boy Can Survive.

      Up ahead, he took S. Main Street, an unmarked turn he’d taken a hundred times when he and Faith went shopping.  He slowed for a couple of linemen working on the utility poles, wondered if it would be harder working the lines than it was working the land.  If you grabbed the wrong beet or pulled the wrong carrot, you weren’t getting fried to death fifteen or twenty feet off the ground, so maybe it was better being a farmer than a lineman.

      On the left, he passed Edgewood Body Shop, Hensley’s Carpet & Vinyl, and Eldridge Excavating—a trio of red and white painted buildings that looked haphazardly plopped down on the side of the road.  Just before turning into Kroger’s rather large parking lot, he passed a strip mall with a Smoker’s Outlet, Andrew’s Food Market (Gyros), and a Valero gas station.

      “No gyros, no gas, no smokes,” Colt said aloud.

      Whenever he and Leighton went shopping at the Kroger together, this is what his daughter would say.  It always made him laugh.  Now that she was away in college, he missed her terribly.

      He slowed the truck and signaled left, waited for traffic to clear, then hung a left and cruised into the deep parking lot belonging to the grocery store.

      Kroger was low slung, long, and not terribly attractive.  The adobe-colored façade sported a freshly-painted look, but the white and green roof looked like an outdoorsman’s attempt to blend the building with the dirt and trees around it.

      In front of the store, like a huddle of teenage miscreants, was a gathering of motorcycles, old cars, and trucks.  They weren’t 1980’s old, these vehicles were more like 1960’s old, or early 1970’s old.  And not nice.  Not in the slightest.  In fact, looking closer, he didn’t see a clean or well-built ride among them.  It was as if this chatty gang of oddities in skinny jeans, black hoodies, and pulled-down balaclavas had trolled a junkyard, slapped some wheels and tires on what vehicles they could reanimate, then decided that Kroger was the hip place to be.  It wasn’t, but whatever.

      The all-but-conked-out look of the vehicles concerned him, but he was more worried about the people who had driven them.  They were bone-rail thin, mostly white, and they had that rowdy look about them, like causing problems was their reason for living.  One of the guys grabbed a girl who was smoking, then tried to drag her into his arms, but she turned and put her cigarette out on his face to cheers and jeers.  He stood back, then laughed, which Colt did not expect.

      For a second, he considered turning around and heading back home, but what was he going to tell Faith?  That he ran into a scary group of kids, tucked tail, and ran?  No.  He wasn’t like that.  Still, logistically, there was no way to avoid the group because they were hanging out right in front of the building.

      Maybe they aren’t that bad, he thought.  But what if they are?

      These kids were one sporting event, a tapped keg, and a Weber barbecue away from turning this parking lot into a Kroger tailgate party.

      Shrugging it off, he parked in the middle of the lot where it was empty, locked his truck, then walked toward the entrance like a guy minding his own business.

      When he passed the gaggle of miscreants, he looked over and caught one kid’s eye.  He was a human ashtray.  The red blister on his face from where the defiant girl had put her cigarette out on his face was a red welt with a white circle in the middle of it.  He simply stared at Colt, no expression, nothing to indicate he was anything other than a ghoul.

      The chatter died down, the ruckus falling to silence.  Quickly glancing around, he saw most of them looking at him, that same stone-faced glare, like a hive mind, had directed them to turn and stare.  He narrowed his eyes, but he kept his mouth shut and his feet moving.

      “That’s right, keep on walking,” he heard one of the women say.  A few of the guys snickered, but Colt refused to take the bait.

      “Nice butt, cowboy,” someone else said.  This time it was not a girl speaking; rather it was one of the guys, which had him shaking his head.

      He breezed into the grocery store, grabbed a plastic Kroger basket, then headed to the produce aisle and picked up half a dozen bananas.  In the dairy department, he put an eighteen-pack of eggs in the basket, and then he headed to the baking aisle for flour.

      Unfortunately, a really ugly guy with a semi-attractive girl was in the aisle blocking the flour section.  The progressive-looking girl had two skinny arms sleeved with tattoos, as well as a skull tattoo on the side of her neck.  The guy she was with had the girl’s back pressed into the shelving where Colt’s brand of flour sat.  At first, he wondered if they were trying to have sex in the store, but the way this guy was aggressively in her space, how he was growling at her like she’d done something to scrape his last nerve, told him otherwise.

      She glanced up at Colt looking a little scared.  The guy turned, red-faced, eyes narrowed, his jaw flicking like he was about to go nuclear.  “What?” he barked.

      “I need some flour,” Colt said.

      “Come back later,” he grumbled, turning back to the girl.  The girl kept looking back and forth between Colt and this guy, her boyfriend—whatever he was.

      “Flour is the last thing on my list,” Colt said, his heart racing.  “So if you’ll just let me grab it, I’ll be on my way.”

      The guy took a deep breath, closed his eyes, then hissed out his irritation, exhaling extra slow and extra loud.  The way this guy looked—with half his head shaved, three or four days of scruff, and dirty fingernails—Colt wanted nothing more than to walk away.  But he wouldn’t.  He couldn’t.  There was no way he was going to be run off by some scumbag and his timid little prostitute.

      “Go buy something else,” the guy snapped, refusing to look at him.  Instead of turning to Colt like a man, this dirtbag with crap-brown eyes and all black clothes burned the girl with his gaze.

      “I don’t need anything else,” Colt said.  “Just the flour.”

      The man slapped the shelf, causing both the woman and two rows of flour to jump.  Colt didn’t jump, though.  Unless it was the sounds of gunfire or exploding mortars, he wasn’t bothered.

      Jaw flicking, brow pulled tight into a scowl, this creature turned his head slowly and tried to intimidate him with hard eyes and a grimace.  The look of pure, seething hatred was intimidating for sure, but Colt refused to let it show.

      “In case you can’t see, I’m in the middle of something,” he said as if Colt was scraping his last nerve.

      With trembling cheeks and the bloodshot eyes of a hell hound, the twenty-something creep was barely human.  He was more like a sewer crawler, a kind of nocturnal swine that lived in the shadows and ate sewer rats for a living.

      Colt blew out an exasperated breath, like this guy’s blustering was nothing more than a nuisance.  “So take it two feet to the left, then I’ll be on my way.”  Colt spoke with control, but a pit had formed in his stomach, causing a shot of adrenaline to spike his bloodstream.

      Instead of taking two big steps to the left, the guy tossed the girl to the side like she was a rag doll, then socked Colt in the gut so hard, he folded.

      Before Colt could recover from the gut-shot, a big fist cracked the side of his head, sending him crashing sideways into the metal shelving.  He was hammered by another shot, right in the same place.  The world pulsed in and out.  His legs felt weak, his balance slightly off.

      The basket of eggs and bananas slipped out of his hand, the molded-cardboard lid on the carton of eggs popping open.  Trying to stand, desperate to recover, he reached out for something to hang onto.

      The brute fired in a third shot, catching him in the exact same place.  How he was still standing, Colt didn’t know.

      The man ripped Colt’s favorite trucker’s hat off his head, grabbed a handful of his hair, then drove his face right in his opened eggs, and by proxy, the cement floor below.

      The impact splattered the eggs, coating his face with egg whites and yoke.  He felt dizzy, dripping wet, too scared to be angry.  But he was aware of the grip that had his hair.  And then his face was smashed into the basket a second and third time, his nose smashing on the floor with only squashed bananas to soften the impact.  On the fourth hit, everything went black—a complete and perfect void.

      When he regained consciousness, he saw the scumbag dragging his girl up the aisle by her arm.  Colt’s face was smooshed into the ground, his body crumpled on the floor and against the flour display.  He slowly rolled over onto his side, his face and forehead dripping with egg slime and blood.

      On the ground in front of him, he saw his opened wallet.  He reached for it with a shaky hand, pulled it near him.  His cash was gone, but his credit cards remained.  He looked up as the guy who kicked his butt rounded the aisle, never even looking back.

      A foot away, he saw his driver’s license lying on the ground.  A bolt of fear shot through him.  Did he see where Colt lived?  He reached out and picked it up, then touched his head and realized his favorite hat was gone.

      “Unbelievable,” he muttered, still feeling disconnected from his body.

      Painfully, still wobbly, he managed to push himself into a sitting position.  He didn’t realize someone was standing over him until he looked up.

      “Colt?” a woman’s voice asked.  All he saw were cheap shoes, swollen ankles, and pantyhose that should have been thrown away years ago.

      He couldn’t crane his head back that far.  “Yeah?” he asked, trying to look up nevertheless.

      He recognized the woman’s voice, but her name escaped him for a moment.  This heavyset homemaker in a housedress said, “I saw that all happen if you need a witness.”

      “It’s okay,” he said, trying to get up.

      She hooked a meaty hand under his arm to help him up.  He glanced over, tried to focus on her meaty little sausage fingers, the torn-short fingernails, the flaky cuticles.  Her name came back to him right away.

      “Thank you so much, Connie,” he said.

      She pulled him up with a fair amount of strength and said, “Hold onto the shelf to stabilize yourself.  Let me clean some of that egg and blood off your face.”

      “Blood you said?”

      “Yeah, it’s smeared all over your nose.”

      She pulled out a handkerchief, unfolded the cloth, and started to wipe his face.  The second she opened it, Colt saw the dried-yellow smears and flaky-brown evidence of a formerly-blown nose.

      He didn’t want to say anything.  He couldn’t bring himself to embarrass her.  But when Connie started to rub him, Colt felt the scratching on his face, and it was too much.

      Shrinking back, he said, “Connie, there’s a hardened booger tearing up my skin.”

      Flustered, she turned the hanky around and said, “Oh my, I must have grabbed my husband’s handkerchief.”  She started blotting his nose with the clean side.  She showed him the blood and said, “That hurt?”

      “Only when you press on it.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Actually, I think it all hurts,” he said.   He gently, politely pushed the booger cloth away.  Looking down in his basket, he saw the banana puree and the smashed eggs, and he sighed.  “I need to get some more eggs, and bananas, too.”

      “Are you okay?” one of Kroger’s employees asked.  Colt looked over at the kid talking to him.

      The world was still swimming, but only when he turned his head too fast.  The rashy-faced kid with hair the color and texture of straw had a scared look on his face.  He suspected the fear wasn’t for Colt’s well-being but for something bigger.  The guy who beat him up…had he done something else?  Had he hurt or threatened the staff?

      “I’m fine,” Colt said.

      “I’ll get you some more bananas and another carton of eggs,” the kid said, reaching for Colt’s basket.

      “I’ll pay for what’s in the basket, too,” he said.  “This was my fault.”

      The employee looked at what was inside and said, “I’ll check with my manager, see if we can comp them.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Colt said, his legs under him now.  Looking around for the scumbag and his girl, he wondered where they were, and if they were leaving.

      “Are you sure you’re not hurt?” the kid asked again.

      Colt nodded, then he turned to Connie.  “I got it from here, thank you.”

      “I’m not sure, Colt.”

      “It’s okay.”

      He followed the kid, slowly at first, then more steadily.  The more he walked, the more secure he felt, but that didn’t mean his head or nose felt better.  He ran his tongue over his front teeth to make sure they weren’t loose or chipped.  How many times did that guy ram his face into the ground?  His teeth felt fine, but his head ached something fierce.  For a second, he got really scared thinking about seeing them again, but then it passed, and he tried to keep his temper in check.

      Around the corner, he saw the Kroger kid putting six more bananas into a new basket.  He turned to the glass windows, looked outside.  The same ghoulish gathering of kids remained.  Was the guy who beat him up with them?  He knew the answer to that.  Yes, of course.  So what was he going to do when it came time to leave?

      The Kroger kid walked over to the eggs and set a fresh carton inside.  When he came back, Colt was embarrassed about what had happened.  He forced a smile anyway, fought back the darkness—that part of him that wanted to right this wrong with his fists.

      He looked out at the crowd of kids, counted seventeen of them.  Even if he changed his tack, even if he dove headfirst into the darkness inside him and went after that idiot who took his hat, Colt was sure the other ghouls wouldn’t just stand by and let the beating happen.

      The Kroger kid handed Colt the new basket, took the old one from him, and said, “If you want to talk to Sheriff Garrity, I noted the time of the incident and we have video surveillance.  My boss is cool, so he’ll probably let him watch it without a warrant.”

      “I appreciate that,” Colt said.  “I have to pick up a bag of flour.  But thank you for your kindness.”

      Seeing this kid’s response, Colt didn’t know what to make of it.  He clearly felt bad for Colt, but teenage kids shouldn’t have to feel bad for grown adults.  It was awkward and a bit pathetic on his end.  As he walked back to the baking aisle, his head lowered in shame, he realized he had gotten his butt kicked by a guy he would have killed back in the war.  He would have gutted him without a second thought.

      Slowing his pace, hoping the guys outside would leave, he got his bag of flour, then walked his groceries to the clerk to pay for them.  A quick glance outside had him shaking his head in dismay.  The scumbags were still outside.  What gives?!  He felt that familiar knot returning to his stomach.  Was he about to get a second round with these clowns?

      He hoped not.

      The clerk must have known what had happened.  She comped the purchase and said, “I’m so sorry, Mr. McDaniel.  Those guys are jerks.”

      He realized he still had egg goo in his hair and blood crusting his nostrils.

      “Yeah, well, not everyone is as nice as you,” he said with a sad smile.  “I appreciate you taking care of the groceries.”

      “Do you want me to have someone…escort you out?  Because those guys…”

      “No, I’m okay, thank you.”

      Swallowing hard, he took his groceries, repressed his pride, and walked out into the parking lot.

      The twenty-something guy wearing Colt’s hat put his arm around his red-faced girl and pulled her close.  Leaning his back against his Jeep, a smug, sanctimonious grin spread across his face.

      “Your hat fits fine on my head, although I had to loosen the strap.  Big brains and all.  Or perhaps you’ve just got a small head.  Do you have a small head, old man?”

      Sickened by this slimy puke, but refusing to take the bait, Colt walked to his truck, mentally writing off the hat.

      “Alright then,” the guy called out.  “We’ll see you later, egg head.”

      “Good one, Keaton,” someone laughed.

      Everyone else started to laugh and heckle him, but Colt brushed them off, ignoring the onslaught of ridicule.  They weren’t worth it.  Not with everything going on in the world today.  And certainly not after receiving Walker’s prized rifle and the letter.

      Glancing back at them one last time, he set his jaw and felt that darkness trying to rise inside him.  Shaking his head again, he thought, You can’t give in to that.  If he let his inner animal out of its cage, if he channeled that person Walker told him to be, Colt would likely end up in jail, or beaten to death by a pack of maggots and incels at a freaking Kroger, which was about the most pathetic ending a good man like him could imagine.  So he kept that animal caged, and he told himself the only way to deal with guys like these was to put them in his rearview mirror.
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      On the way home, as Colt replayed the events in his mind, he realized he’d taken the idea of Southern charm as far as it would go.  When guys like that flexed their egos, he’d have to watch what he said a bit better, maybe even tread a little lighter.

      Huffing out a depressed laugh, he could only imagine what his older brother would say to that kind of cowardly thinking.  If the roles were reversed, Walker would have cut out his spleen.

      He rolled down the window, hung his head out, and blew his nose into the wind.  It was clogging up with dried blood and getting hard to breathe.  Or maybe that was the tissue swelling inside.  The first thing he was going to do when he got home was take three ibuprofen.  The second thing would be to avoid talking to Faith while sneaking out to the man-cave to watch some more fishing, or perhaps see if there was a boxing match on TV.

      He wouldn’t be able to do that, though.  Not with his ever-observant wife.  That had him scratching his head and plumbing the depths of his imagination.  The question of what to tell Faith ran through this head endlessly.  Eventually, he’d have to come clean.

      When he got to his house, he drove up the driveway and saw the sheriff’s car parked in front of the porch.  The lawman was waiting on the porch swing with a half-full glass of lemonade in his hand.

      “What happened to you?” Garrity asked, standing up and setting his drink aside.

      “Got caught flat-footed by a bunch of knuckle-draggers at the Kroger.”

      “Wow, they really got one over on you,” he said.  He studied Colt’s face, and then he frowned.  “Aren’t you going to say something like ‘you should see the other guy’?”

      Colt shook his head.

      “Tell me you at least got him with a shot or two,” Garrity probed.

      “I got sucker-punched, Lance.  And then sucker-punched a few more times.”

      The sheriff fixed his eyes into a contemplative stare.  “Walker said you have the same darkness in you that he had, but that you’re just better at tucking it away.”

      “I stuffed that part of me so far down into my soul, I’m afraid that even if I need it, I won’t be able to get a hold of it in time.  Today is a perfect example.”

      “You want to file a complaint?”

      “Naw, just a bunch of passersby’s.  You know the type.  Little baby gangsters, but with old cars, questionable girls, and most of their teeth.”

      “Old cars you said?” Garrity asked, perking up.

      “Yeah.  Junkyard types.”

      “You see a Jeep in the mix?  Old, like from the sixties or seventies, bigger tires, hardtop?”

      He had seen the Jeep.  “Yeah, I did.”

      “Off-road wheels?”

      “You know them?” Colt asked, making a casual attempt to fix his hair.

      “If they’re who I’m thinking about, I ran into them earlier today on the highway.  They forced a woman in a Honda Pilot off the road, scaring her and her kid half to death.”

      Shaking his head, Colt said, “So, twice in one day…”

      Moving on, Garrity turned the conversation back to Colt’s brother.  “Walker wanted me to come by with the box and give it to you, you know, just in case you…I mean, he just asked that…”

      Colt was watching him speak, and then the sheriff couldn’t find the words.  Taking a deep breath, he feared he knew what this was about.

      “It’s my brother, isn’t it?” Colt said, setting the grocery bag down.  “That’s why you’re here?”

      “Yeah,” Garrity said.

      Colt couldn’t look at him.  Stuffing his hands in his pockets, turning his attention to the lush, green landscape surrounding them, he said, “I always loved the Spring here.  It just smells fresh, you know?  Like the world took a bath, powdered up, and is now ready to tackle summer with some grace.”

      “I never really saw it like that,” the lawman said, suddenly choked up.

      “What happened?” Colt asked, closing his eyes.

      “Some guys blew up the house he was staying in,” Garrity said.  “But not before he put them through hell.”

      “Where was this at?” Colt asked.

      “My rental in Harrodsburg.”

      “Wait a minute,” Colt said, opening his eyes and turning to him.  “He rented a house from you?”

      “For a couple of months.  He asked me not to say anything, which is why I was weird earlier.  But, also because…your brother and I grew pretty tight.  I mean, after the Army, we stayed in touch, but lately…well, lately we’ve been talking.”

      Colt’s eyes started to water, but he couldn’t stop them.  “How bad was it?” he asked.

      “Pretty bad,” Garrity said.

      He sniffed hard, then turned and coughed.  He was either clearing his throat or trying to suppress his emotions.  Colt suspected it was the latter.

      “He put most of them down, according to witnesses.  It was a freaking war zone, Colt.  Maybe ten or twelve dead from what I could see.  The house is nothing but a pile of rubble, but the body count isn’t official.  I’ll get the report maybe later today, or tonight.  I can unofficially pass those details along to you, but only if you promise me they’ll never see the light of day.”

      “Yeah,” Colt said, wiping his eyes.  “That would be good.”

      Inside, his heart was breaking.  The last thing he and Walker had done before parting ways was argue with each other.  He never wanted that.  He hated arguing.  But after that day, he’d been unable to find his brother.  The guy made a science of living off the grid, or more likely, off of the continent entirely.  Now he was dead.

      “What did he get mixed up in?” he heard himself ask the sheriff.

      “Some stuff,” he said.  That was all he could say.  “I shouldn’t tell you, because…well, I shouldn’t tell you.  Let’s just leave it at that.”

      Slowly, accepting this, he nodded his head.

      “One day, maybe,” Garrity said.  He drew a deep breath, blew it out hard, then joined Colt at the railing, staring out at the fields below.  “Your brother loved to mix it up with guys.  All he ever wanted was to be in a bad situation so he could fight his way out, you know?”

      “My dad said he was a cat,” Colt laughed.  “You know how they always bat their toys into places they can’t get them out of, then they sit and try to get them back for like an hour?  My brother was like that.  Of course, my dad calling him a cat just made him mad.”

      “He thought he was calling him a pussy,” Garrity said with a grin.

      “Something like that,” Colt laughed.

      “What was in the package?”

      “His M82 Barrett.”  He looked up and saw Garrity nodding his head like it made sense.  “He left me a letter, too.  He said we’re in trouble.  I’m not sure if he meant us as a nation, me and Faith, or us and the kids.”

      “The man had a way of turning ‘vague’ into an art form,” Garrity said.  “But if he sent you a warning, it’s probably best if you heed it.  Especially in light of current events.”

      “Yeah,” he mumbled to himself, self-conscious of the blood in his nose and irritated at the egg mixture that had dried to his head.  “I’ll get right on that.”

      The front door opened.  Faith saw him and said, “What happened to your face?”

      “I’d best be going,” Garrity said.

      Colt stuck out his hand, Garrity took it in a firm grip, and the two men shook hands, something they’d never done before.

      “I appreciate the things you did for him,” he said.  “I just wish I could have said good-bye.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “I’ll see what I can find out about these morons you had a run-in with, make sure this thing doesn’t blow out of control.  Faith, the lemonade was amazing, thank you.  And Colt, again, I’m sorry.”

      Colt gave a sad nod, felt that awful ache setting in at the thought of his brother being murdered.

      When Sheriff Garrity left, Faith asked, “Why are you bleeding?”

      “I had an episode,” he said under his breath.

      “What kind of episode?” she asked.

      He paused, not sure how to phrase it.  No matter what he said, he was going to sound like a wuss.

      “Come on in, let me clean you up.”

      “It was the kind of episode where I turned the other cheek, but it didn’t work.  Or maybe it did, I don’t know.”

      “You got beat up?” she asked, astounded.

      He smiled and said, “I prefer to think of it as de-escalating a bad situation with my face.”

      She gave him a deep, disappointed frown.  “Sometimes, I swear Colt, you’re way too nice.”

      “I know,” he said.  “My brother is dead.”

      She grew very still, the news hitting her hard.  Her eyes became really glossy, but then she turned away, went and fetched a warm washcloth.  When she returned, it was to wipe the egg and blood off his face.  When he was clean again, she handed him two ibuprofen and a glass of water.  “How’s your nose?”

      “Hurts.”

      She dabbed it carefully to catch that last bit of crusted blood.

      Deep down, the agony continued to spread.  He suffered a sharp prickling behind his eyes, felt his shoulders start to shake, and then he began to cry.  Faith never said a word.  She didn’t need to.  Instead, she held him, and he let his emotions run their course.  When he finally stood back and wiped his eyes, Faith asked, “Where is your hat?”

      “The guy who was kind enough to feed me an egg and banana breakfast seemed to think it looked better on him than me.”

      “You love that hat,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “Why didn’t you take it back?” she asked.

      “He sucker-punched me.”

      “So?”

      “So, when I got to a place where I could get even, he had all his little friends around him.  He looked like he was playing mob boss to the incel brigade, or whatever.  He was just a scumbag.”

      “What’s an incel again?”

      “Involuntary celibate.  A guy who can’t get laid.  They get all angry at the world, start a kill list, end up shooting up schools, or blowing things up with pipe bombs.”

      “Nevertheless, I wish you’d learn to play rough again.”

      “Walker played rough,” he said.

      She considered this in silent contemplation.  Then: “It’s so sad that he lost his way.”

      “It’s sad for all of us.”

      Looking at him, her face overly serious, she said, “Were they associated with the Hayseed Rebellion?”

      “The guys who killed him or beat me up?” he asked.

      “Either.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “This crap has to end, Colt.  You know that, right?”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “Walker warned us about this.  Now it’s happening.”

      “I know.”

      “Now he’s dead, and you got beat up.”

      “The two events aren’t intertwined,” he replied.

      “Sometimes, what we think is random is just our destiny unfolding.”

      “And what is my destiny?” he asked, starting to get bothered by her trying to tell him to be different when he didn’t want to be anything but who he was.

      “Your destiny is to stop taking the opposite position as Walker just because you guys did what you did in Afghanistan.  You have to forgive yourself, Colt.  You have to stop suppressing that which comes naturally to you.”

      “I’m like Walker,” he admitted.  “But I won’t share his fate.”

      “Walker didn’t have a wife and kids,” she said.  “You do, which gives you a different purpose in life.  You’re like Walker to a degree, and our kids are like us, but we’re not Walker.  We made different decisions.  But that doesn’t mean you can’t kick that guy’s teeth in and take your hat back.”

      “Do you want to bail me out of jail?” he asked.  Faith laughed like it wasn’t a bad idea, and then she smiled like the thought of him fighting was sexy.  “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “Girls like bad boys, what can I say?”

      “Yeah, well, wives like their husbands alive, too.”

      “Life is not black and white, Colt,” she said, lovingly cupping his cheek.  “Guys like you and Walker understood the gray area—”

      He pulled her hand away and said, “You don’t need to tell me what I already know.”

      “I’m reminding you of what you once told me.”

      “I’m no longer that person.”

      This is where she stood taller, resolve touching her otherwise kind face.  “Well, you’re going to need to be, because I didn’t marry a pacifist, and you didn’t get this far in life by turning the other cheek.  Someone punches you in the face again, you punch them back twice as hard.  Someone steals your hat, steal a piece of their soul.  You’re a warrior, Colt.  Be one.”

      “Not anymore.”

      Shaking her head, clearly bothered, she said, “Well, then, you’ve learned nothing from Walker, which means he died in vain.”

      “He died because he got mixed up in something bad,” Colt said, but Faith had already walked away, leaving him to wonder if the same bad forces that took his brother’s life were now headed his way to take his.

      He feared they were.

    

  







            Chapter Seven

          

          

      

    

    






Diesel Daley

        

      

    

    
      The thirty-mile drive from Walker’s obliterated home in Harrodsburg to the rural outskirts of Lexington was the worst forty minutes Diesel had ever experienced.

      Burned, stabbed, and sickened by the loss of most of his men, he ground his molars together so hard, a piece of enamel chipped off and got lodged under his tongue.  When he finally worked it loose, he spat it onto the floorboards beneath his feet.

      Looking at his blistering skin in the rearview mirror, seeing singed hair and a blackened ear, he wanted to scream.  He couldn’t scream, though.  It would hurt too much.  Not that he would admit this to anyone.  He wouldn’t.  So he drove the narrow two-lane highway, Lexington Rd/US-68, in a near-whimpering silence.  Focused on the road ahead—on the traffic in his lane and in the oncoming lane—he fought to get home faster to where his mother could properly tend to his wounds.

      Smashing the gas pedal with his good foot, he passed traffic where he shouldn’t, and he refused to pay attention to the scenery for fear of wrecking the truck.  Rolling down the window, filling the cab with fresh air that only seemed to hurt his ailing skin, he roared by mobile homes and middle-class houses, chain link fences and picket fences, simple wooden telephone poles with nothing but drooping lines strung from pole to pole.

      When the residential scenery fell behind, and all he had to stare at were acres upon acres of mowed fields, he felt his stupid eyes start to water.  The pain was bad, but was it really that bad?  He had been shot three times in Afghanistan, and he’d killed a few Afghani innocents—half of them Muslim kids—before realizing he shot the wrong people.  Even then he didn’t cry.  He lost his father early in his life, his brother to fentanyl, and his sister’s love because she chose a stockbroker for a husband over a man’s man.  And still, he didn’t cry.  When his mother said he was a bad seed, a problem child who got worse by the year, but took his money and support anyway, his eyes remained as dry as the Gobi desert.  But being burned and stabbed like this, killing his former best friend and brother in arms, that hurt worse than all the horrors before it.

      The second a tear rolled over the lid and skipped off his cheek, he yelled, “STOP!” even though it hurt like crazy.

      Seeing larger homes along the way, he thought about the house he had commandeered from his father’s sick friend.  The old coot was a firecracker with an odd whistle in the back of his throat, but he was also a man burdened with the weight of sound morals.  Now he was a corpse dumped into a hole in the back yard, which was where the old man was always destined to go.

      Diesel decided that he needed the house early on, for it had plenty of land, a barn, and a staging ground for his men to both gather and rest.  The entire setup would hopefully insulate them from the spillover chaos that was sure to come from the big city.  Even better, the house was perched on the property’s peak, which was perfect for holding the high-ground if forced into a defensive position.  If he’d learned anything from battle, it was to always get to the high-ground.

      Now that his best men were dead, now that he’d left the others behind because he had to treat his burns and his stabbed foot, he turned his thoughts to the coming EMP.  It was launching soon, but how soon?  Did he have time to get his gun and his treasure back before the grid was officially torched?

      If what he had heard about the timeline was true—which was questionable because he’d been using politicians as sources, and everyone knew most politicians were liars—then he had weeks, or even days, to prepare.  Before that happened, he needed a replacement militia.

      Doing his best to ignore the burns on his hand, he voice-dialed an old buddy of his out of Nashville, Tennessee.

      “Yello,” Rhett Jensen said, his version of hello.

      “Hey man, it’s Diesel,” he said, steadying his voice so as not to betray his true condition.  “I need a favor.”

      “Name it, brother.”

      “I finally caught up with Walker McDaniel.  I put him down in some dump in Harrodsburg, not that it was easy.  He pretty much eviscerated my A-team.”

      “He always was a caged lion,” Rhett said.

      “I’m going to be sending the survivors up to Nicholasville.  They’ll hopefully get eyes on Walker’s family, but I’m not sure anything will come of that.”

      “He really took out most of your team?” the Tennessee native asked, shocked.

      “Yeah, he really did.”

      “I knew he was good, but not that good.”

      “Luck touches us all from time to time,” Diesel said, more tears now rolling down his face.  “For a while today, Walker’s luck touched him.  But then his luck ran out.”

      “You knew it would end like this,” Rhett said, consoling him.

      “Yeah, but it doesn’t make it any easier.”

      “How many guys do you need?” Rhett asked.  “I can spare maybe a dozen or two.  Most of them are front liners, but I have a couple of heavy-hitters I can send with them.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      “Did you ever get that house in Lexington?”

      “A couple days ago.”

      “Where are the guys gonna stay?”

      “In the barn.  I’ve got five stalls we’ve turned into barracks.  They’re comfortable, but not warm, so have your guys bring bedding, and food if they can.”

      “What’s the timeline at this point?”

      Diesel pulled up on a new Kia driving the speed limit, rode its tail for a hundred feet, then laid on the horn.  The idiot put on the brakes, causing him to brake hard.

      “I’m not sure,” Diesel said, gunning it.  “Maybe next week, or the week after.  Best to be on your toes.”

      “I’m like a freaking ballerina,” Rhett joked.

      Diesel jerked the wheel, pulling into the opposite lane.  He saw an oncoming truck, but instead of ducking back into his lane and waiting for it to pass, he stepped on the gas and blew by the import, forcing the oncoming truck to stand on the brakes.  At the last minute, with a dozen feet to spare, Diesel swerved back into his lane to the screech of blaring horns.

      “I’ve always known about your predilections for ballet, Rhett,” Diesel joked back.  “Keep your pantyhose tight and your tutu fresh, and I’ll send you the address.”

      Rhett let out a boisterous laugh.  “You got it, bro.  I’ll get ‘em packing now.”

      He hung up the phone, not sure if he’d ever see his friend again.  Glancing around, the world seemed calm and collected, for now.  But he worried about the war ahead, the war for America.

      He passed an older couple at work in their yard.  They had a kid in a swing set, and there was a small, brindle-colored dog running around in the grass, barking.  Diesel missed the America of old, the one in which he’d grown up.  What had happened to make it so corrupt?

      It didn’t matter, not in the long run.  All he knew was that these people had no idea what was coming.

      Then again, did he really know?  Maybe.
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        * * *

      

      “What did you do now?” Diesel’s mother asked, irritated.  She had a pinch of chew in her lip and the TV’s remote control in her hand.  She spat in a tin cup, looked at his wounds, then asked, “You expecting me to take care of you?”

      “You always have,” he said, trying not to show his anger.

      “When the show is over,” she said.  Turning her attention back to the HBO sitcom, Curb Your Enthusiasm, she started to laugh, and then she spat in her cup again.

      “It burns right now,” he said.  “And my foot—”

      “It burns right now,” she teased in an ugly, sneering tone.

      He sat down on the couch across from her, his skin on fire, and he glared at her.  She finally looked over at him, frowned, then returned to Larry David and his Southern California antics.

      “He wrote Seinfeld, you know,” she said, pointing at the TV.

      “You say that every time.”

      She lifted a crooked middle finger at him, her knuckles thick with arthritis, then she settled back into her television show.  Diesel turned his attention to the show, saw the birdlike older man refuse to sing “Happy Birthday,” then watched his mother fall into fits of laughter.  Her laughing suddenly turned to coughing, which then turned into him getting her a bowl to throw up in.  When she was done puking, she looked up and said, “Your hand smells like bacon.”

      “I’m kinda cooked, Ma.”

      “Get me the burn ointment,” she said.  “I’ll maybe see if I can help you out.”

      He nodded his head, then said, “I appreciate it.”

      “But you’ll have to watch an episode with me before you go,” she said, looking up at him with pleading eyes.  “Please, Eugene.  You never watch TV with me.”

      “Alright, Ma.  We’ll watch a few shows together.  But I don’t go by Eugene, so you can’t call me that.  You have to call me Diesel, okay?”

      “Like our old VW Bug?”

      “No, Ma.  Like a freight train.  My name is Diesel. like a freight train.”

      “What if I call you Bug?” she teased.

      He laughed, but it was bitter.  “What if I let you stay back in that house you were in before, huh?  What if I let you try to feed yourself, or clean up your own vomit?”

      “Then you’d be a bad son.”

      “Call me Diesel.”

      “Bug.”

      “No,” he said calmly.  “Diesel.”

      “Okay, Eugene.  Fine.”  She took a big breath, deadened her eyes, then said, “Diesel, will you please watch an episode with me?”

      Smiling, even though it hurt his face, he said, “Okay, Ma.  We can watch it together.”

      This seemed to make her happy, which wasn’t all that bad, considering she’d be dead soon.  At the very least, a few good moments together might not hurt.
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Colt McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      Six days before the event… Most of the bruising in his face was gone, and though he was sleeping somewhat regularly again (except for the occasional nightmare spurred on by news of his brother’s death), life was returning to normal.  That meant seven a.m. rucking, followed by a cool-down in the man-cave, musings of a morning beer, then work on the garden and around the farm.

      In the man-cave, he pulled on his beanie, slipped on his glasses, then put on his rucksack.  The morning air was warmer than usual, although clouds were gathering low on the horizon.  The forecast called for rain, which was good, but not good right now.

      He walked down the packed-gravel driveway to Watts Mill Road, hit the asphalt of the tight, two-lane country road, then broke into a jog.  Instead of running up to US-39, he turned the other way, thinking he was ready to switch routes and head down Brumfield Lane, which wasn’t much of a road.  Still, he could turn a three-and-a-half-mile run into something more substantial.  By his calculations, he could run all the way to Little Hickman Road and hope he didn’t get shot by one of the residents, which was entirely possible these days.  As an extra measure of protection, he carried his wife’s Smith & Wesson, which was light and tight, and just might save his tush in a tussle.

      He wasn’t more than a quarter of a mile down Watts Mill when he saw a dirty-looking Jeep on off-road tires barreling around the curve like it had just come from Sugar Creek Pike.  He took his earbuds out, stepped out of the road as far as he could, then waited for the Jeep to pass.

      As the vehicle neared, the idiot driver leaned on the horn, startling him.  Instead of slowing down and giving Colt a wide berth, the driver sped up, not once adjusting his course.

      A cloud of road dust broke over him, bits of debris peppering his exposed skin.  Turning around, he saw that the vehicle hadn’t even slowed.  But that wasn’t what was most concerning.  What gave him pause, what had that nasty feeling forming in his gut, was that he recognized the Jeep.  The guy who beat him up had been leaning against it at the Kroger parking lot.

      “It can’t be,” he said to himself.   “Can it?”

      A little over a week had passed since he was beaten up and had his hat stolen.  The fact that this dirtbag was still in town was deeply concerning, but it was even more alarming that—of all the roads he could have chosen to drive down—he chose this road at this hour.  Colt put his earbuds back in and cranked Metallica’s song, Blackened.

      Should he continue his run, or turn and run in the direction of the Jeep?  He didn’t know.  The music was loud, he needed the run, and he was happy to be taking a new route.  But that idiot had been unpredictable when Colt met him, which meant he was unpredictable now.

      He turned back and started after the Jeep, not sure what he would find.

      Colt was just getting his wind when a sharp, honking horn startled him.  He stumbled off the road onto a soft, uneven shoulder.  Several more cars roared by him, dusting his neck with debris.  He hit an uneven spot on the shoulder of the country road, turned an ankle, then dropped to a knee and started cursing.  Looking up, groaning, he felt his anger spark.

      Biting down on his anger, he realized these were old cars, junkyard cars, the kinds of cars he saw at Kroger.

      Still on his knee, he turned to make sure no one else was coming.  The road was clear.  Standing, walking off the pain, he narrowed his eyes and reined in his temper.  This was not the way he wanted to start the day.

      Thinking about these guys after he fought to put them out of his head caused a knot to form in his stomach.  That knot became a fist when he saw the Jeep and subsequent cars had turned into Vitaliy’s driveway.  He jogged toward the house, cautiously.  Tucked deep in the driveway and just around the side of the house was a large moving truck.

      “Oh, no,” he muttered.

      Breaking into a run that bordered on a sprint, he huffed it up the driveway, covering the distance between the road and his man-cave in no time flat.

      He ripped open his cabinet door, pulled out his field glasses, then popped off the lens covers and glassed Vitaliy and his guests.  Through the binos, he watched the Russian take an envelope from the guy Colt had met at Kroger.  He was still wearing Colt’s hat.

      “Son of a…” he started to say.  “What in God’s name are you doing here?”

      The Russian opened the envelope, slid out a stack of cash, then nodded, folded it, and slid it into his back pocket.

      The guys in the old cars walked around the house like they were checking it out.  That’s when he saw the girl who had been pinned up against the flour shelves.  She was hanging on the guy wearing Colt’s hat like they were steady lovers.

      It was sickening to watch.

      “Unbelievable.”

      “What?” Faith said, scaring him.

      He startled at the sight of her.  “First off, don’t walk up on me like that.  And second, something’s going on across the street.  I think Vitaliy is either doing a drug deal or—”

      “He’s going back to St. Petersburg to see his daughter,” Faith said.  “Apparently, she has cancer.”

      “Oh,” he said.  “That’s too bad.”

      “He’s had the place up for rent for the last week.  It was posted on the local chat group.  So maybe he finally got it rented out.”

      That fist of pain in his stomach had since become a bowling ball, or a wrecking ball, as it were.  Shaking his head, thinking this couldn’t be happening, he said, “Guess who just gave him cash to rent the place.”

      “Who?”

      He tapped the last fading bruise on his temple and cocked an eyebrow.

      “No,” she said, horrified.

      “He’s still got my hat on,” Colt said.  “And he nearly ran me over in the road.”

      She took a deep breath, looked in the direction of Vitaliy’s house, then reached for the binoculars.  “Let me see those,” she said.  He handed them to her.  She snugged them up against her eyes and took a look.  “They look like scumbags through and through.”

      “They’re worse.”

      “I think your brother gave you that rifle for a reason,” she said as she pulled the binoculars away from her face and handed them back to Colt.

      “Not to kill people I don’t like,” he said.

      “I meant for protection.”

      “What are you suggesting?” he asked, taking in the scene again.

      “I’m saying we should head over to Gator’s place, maybe pledge a little brass to the range gods.”

      When she said things like this, it was hard to imagine she was ever from California.  And though this would have made him laugh any other day, today it made him sad.  Things had been changing since the Hayseed Rebellion unleashed their reign of terror.  Unfortunately, it was getting worse by the day.

      Finally, he put his binos down, shrugged off his rucksack, then removed his beanie and shut off his iPod.  “Let me walk the garden and I’ll think about it.”

      “While you’re doing that, I’ll call Gator and dust off the Shield.”  She was referring to her 9mm Smith & Wesson M&P SHIELD.

      “That’s a bit premature,” he said.

      He didn’t tell her he was carrying it already.  He didn’t want the questions, or the assumptions, because he wasn’t that person any more.  That guy did bad things.

      “He’s still wearing your hat, and now we’re going to be neighbors,” Faith frowned.  “So I don’t think it’s premature, for either of us.”

      “Saying he’s our neighbor is definitely premature.  He could be buying dogs, or drugs…you don’t know.”

      “I’m going to call Gator either way.”

      Shaking his head at her, “My God, woman!  You are so stubborn, I swear you’re going to be the death of me.”

      He opened his jacket, unhooked the holster, then handed her the gun.

      She saw this and smiled.

      “Don’t get any ideas about me carrying from now on,” he said.  “I was just taking a new route and didn’t want to get shot without having a way to shoot back.”

      “I’m still happy to see you carrying.”

      “You’re going to be the death of us both if you don’t get your head right,” he said to her, regretting ever taking her pistol in the first place.

      She took the weapon and said, “My head is fine.”  When Colt didn’t respond, Faith leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth.  “There’s a couple of tomato worms on your early girls.”

      “Why didn’t you say so earlier?” he asked.

      “This was more important.”

      “I’ll be inside in a few, then,” he said, no longer wanting to run.

      He walked to his tomato plants and saw the beautiful leaves being devoured by these bright green veggie-terrorists and bristled.  He snatched three of them off the plants, tossed their plump bodies into a pile, then stomped on them.  It was a terrible thing to do—killing something that was just doing what it was created to do—but he wasn’t about to sacrifice this summer’s tomato harvest for the sake of mercy.

      Worried now, he fingered through the leaves from his tomato plants, checking for more worms.  He found a few little ones, pulled them off, then threw them into the pile with the others.  When he was done stomping them to death, he ground them into the earth, then looked down the hill to where Vitaliy’s place was situated.

      The scumbags in their junkyard rattletraps were taking off.  They pulled onto Watts Mills and gunned it.  Tires barked, engines knocked and roared, and then black clouds of smoke puffed out of a couple of rather boisterous mufflers.

      Shaking his head, he watched them leave.  The Jeep was last to go.  Seeing it drive off, Colt fantasized about putting the driver in the sights of his brother’s M82.  For a moment, it felt good, thinking like that, and then it didn’t.  The very idea of taking another life bothered him.  It made him think back to Afghanistan, to the woman lying in the room, a hole in her head, a child still feeding on her breast.

      Shaking the thoughts loose, he made his way down the driveway, crossed the road, and walked onto Vitaliy’s property.  The old man saw him, pulled up his cap, and waved.

      “Morning, Vitaliy,” Colt said.

      Vitaliy was famously short on words, but he was short on hair and teeth, too.  Colt approached the man with an outstretched hand; Vitaliy took it and gave it a good shake.

      “Morning to you.”

      The Russian was old, his face impossibly weathered, his eyes tucked into the wrinkled, crowding flesh.  He refused to smile, but these were the customs of people from the old world.

      “Faith said you’re renting the place out while you head back home.”

      He nodded, still no smile.

      “Were those guys the new tenants?” he asked.  Vitaliy nodded again, absolutely refusing to waste any words.  “How long are you going to be gone?”

      “When they’re gone, I’ll come back home.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I didn’t want to rent in the first place, and certainly not to them,” he finally said.  He chewed on something in his mouth, his lips working, his face pulling as a result of it.  “But some people have a way with words and too much cash on hand.”

      “Does your daughter really have cancer?”  Colt asked.

      He waited for a beat, then shook his head with a sad look on his face.  “My only daughter died a few years ago in a drive-by shooting in Moscow.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Colt said, his concern deepening further.  “Where are you going to be staying?”

      “With my brother in Ohio.”

      “Is your home owner’s insurance up to date?” Colt asked.

      “It will be this afternoon.  Be careful, Colt.  You and Faith.  I’m not going to say any more about those guys.  Just be careful.”

      He shook the man’s hand again and said, “Well, good luck to you.”

      “You, too.”

      Colt walked up to the house, battling that same sick feeling.  He didn’t want to go back to the way he was, but it was looking more and more like he’d have to at least keep that guy on deck.  Just the thought of that had him wanting to throw up.  He hated that guy.  That guy was no one’s friend, and terribly cold.

      “Did you go to Vitaliy’s place?” Faith asked, knowing him well enough.

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “And?”

      “I think you’re right,” he said.  “We should go up to Gator’s place, get the M82 ready for action, and get you behind the SHIELD.”

      “I like my gun.”

      “It looks good on you, not to fetishize the weapon, or you.”

      Leaning in, kissing him deeply because that’s how they stayed connected after three kids and nearly twenty-five years, she said, “Fetishize me, Colt.  Fetishize me all you want.”
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        * * *

      

      Gator’s place was off the beaten path and burrowed into the woods.  To say he was anti-social wouldn’t be right, but to say he was insulated from just about anyone or anything would be more accurate.  The private contractor now lived on forty-five acres, complete with his own outdoor shooting range.

      “Let me see that thing,” Gator said, looking at Colt’s Barret.  “My God, it’s like you’re compensating for something smaller.”  He backhand-smacked the front of Colt’s pants, catching him on the top of the pecker and laughing out loud.

      Faith saw this and burst into laughter.

      “Don’t encourage him,” Colt said, rubbing out the sting.  “And I’m not compensating for anything, but if I was, Faith wouldn’t tell you.”

      “Yes, I would,” she said, still giggling.  He loved the sound of her laughter.  It had been a while since he’d heard it, and Gator seemed to know that.

      Taking in the beauty of the trees and surrounding lands, feeling a slight breeze on his skin, was pure heaven.  Part of him was envious of Gator, but the bigger part of him wasn’t envious at all.  He was alone and wedded to the job.  To afford the place, Gator was forced to take on contracts here and there.  When Colt had asked how he felt about that, he’d said, “You finance your dreams with vegetables.  I pay for mine with bullets.”

      Gator was younger than Colt by a few years and far more energetic.  He was also a hard man who lived a hard life on purpose.  He said it kept him sharp.  But as Faith liked to remind him, a hard man who lived an unbalanced life was also a single man.  Faith was a romantic at heart, but Gator was fond of telling Colt love could be bought when it was needed and he didn’t need it just yet.

      “I put our targets up,” Gator announced as Colt assembled the M82.

      “Is that a car down there?” Faith asked, shielding her eyes from the sun.

      Colt scoped out the vehicle downrange.  About eight hundred yards away, near the standing metal targets and a few well-placed deer, was a light-blue import with one window broken out and what looked like bullet holes in the door.

      “Sure is,” Gator said proudly.  “It’s a Toyota Tercel.  I bought it just last week.”

      “Did it drive?” Colt asked.

      Gator shook his head as he put on his glasses and his ears.  He pulled one side of the tactical earmuffs back to hear out of at least one ear.

      “So how’d you get it all the way up here?”

      “Practically dragged the thing up behind the truck,” Gator said.

      By then, Gator had his M1A ready to rock and roll.  Faith was locked and loaded.  She put on her glasses, then her earmuffs, and then she sighted a nearby target, let out her breath, and fired.

      “I’m thinking of getting one of those,” Gator leaned in and said to Colt.

      “A Smith & Wesson?”

      “A wife.”

      Colt grinned and nodded, then he looked at his friend and said, “It’s time then?”

      “I think so,” he said.

      He grabbed Gator’s beard and gave it a yank.  “Whatcha gonna do with this big broom?”

      Gator slapped his hand away, laughed, and said, “Not sure.  Some girls like it, but those might not be the girls to settle down with.”

      “I’ve pretty much forgotten what your face looks like under there,” Colt said, loading the M82’s magazine with fifty caliber rounds.

      Gator had his trucker’s hat turned backward, his black tac glasses on, and his beard combed long and clean.  Where Colt had let his physical size dwindle, Gator only seemed to increase in size and mass.  Faith met Colt when he was skinny, but he bulked up hard in the Army, which she liked.  After the Army, which he couldn’t seem to leave quickly enough, he stopped taking the protein shakes and the testosterone shots, and then he stopped working out altogether.  About the same time he gave up his physique, he gave up regular shooting.  Now that he was behind the M82, he felt the familiar feelings starting to surface.  He was instantly struck with visions of riding on the backs of Humvees, life in the sand, breaching doors, and lighting up dissidents.  For a moment, he wavered, shot through with a wave of dizziness.  He sat up for a second, stilled his panic.

      “You alright?” Gator asked.

      “It’s just the old days creeping back in,” he said.

      “Yeah, those were tough times.”

      He agreed.  Drawing a deep breath, calming himself from the inside out, he fought to wipe clear the images of the dead bodies and destruction.

      “You got this, bro,” Gator said, settling back into his own firing position.

      Colt sighted his target, focused on his breathing, then fired the weapon.

      The big boom had Gator laughing with envy.  “My God, that thing sounds like a hard-on!”

      “Gator,” Faith warned.

      He held his hands up and said, “I’m sorry, Faith, but dang…you heard that, right?”

      “I heard it and I felt it.”

      So did Colt.  He felt the shot going off-target.  The round punched a hole in the back door of the Tercel rather than the front door, which was where he’d been aiming.

      “One of those days,” Gator said, “I want to get on that bronco.”

      Colt grinned, then put his head back down and sighted his target.  The next shot was better but still too far off.  He told himself it would take time, that he needed to work on his patience.  He needed the practice, but he also needed to bond with the rifle.

      He grouped the next four rounds, inching his way toward his target.  By the time he emptied the first magazine, Gator had stopped firing his weapon and had decided to watch Colt instead.

      “That’s nice and tight,” Gator said.

      When Colt studied his grouping, when he made a mental note of what he needed to do to hit his target, he heard Faith say, “You were right, Gator.  That thing does sound like a hard-on.”

      The three of them started to laugh, which was music to Colt’s ears.  Looking at Gator, he wondered what it would be like to go to war with him.  He’d never spent time running shoulder-to-shoulder on the battlefield with the former Green Beret, but he would not have had a problem with it back in the day.  Now, he wondered if they were already on the battlefield.

      Shaking it off, he said, “One more mag, and it should be tight enough for prom.”

      “You’re starting in now, too?” Faith asked, grinning.

      The three of them didn’t wrap it up one mag later.  Instead, they shot for another hour, which was long enough for Colt to finally call it a day.  His shoulder was rattled to the bone, but his grouping was tight, and he was shooting on target again.

      “What are you doing for work right now?” Faith asked Gator as she ejected the Smith & Wesson’s mag and checked the chamber.

      “Things have been a bit tough since peace broke out in the Middle East.”

      “Yeah?” Faith asked.

      Colt saw her glancing down at Gator’s bulging biceps and his oversized pecs.  The man was taller than Colt by a few inches, but the differences between them were stark.

      Note to self: start working out again, shoot more often.

      “I opened up an online store selling paper targets,” he said.

      “Paper targets?” Colt asked.

      “Yeah, but with the faces of annoying people on each target.  I’ve got a solid stock of your favorite anti-American celebrities, corrupt and annoying politicians, the heads of two social media companies, and three former dictators.”

      “Which targets sell best?” Colt asked.

      “The politicians.”

      “And you can make a good living?” Faith asked.

      “Good enough for this,” he said, opening his hands and spreading them out.  “It doesn’t take much, though.  I’m mostly self-sufficient.”

      Gator’s house was small, well-insulated, and laid out nicely.  It couldn’t be more than a thousand square feet, but it was perfect for him.  Better still, the property was difficult to get to by car and barely navigable in the snow, which was why Gator owned an old four-wheeler.

      “Now, all you need is a proper driveway,” Colt said.

      “No can do,” Gator grinned.

      “Colt can help you put one in,” Faith offered.

      “That would make it too easy for anyone to come right up here,” Gator reasoned.

      “I guess that makes sense,” Faith said.  “I’ve got to get back home and get ready for my classes.”

      “You still running boot camps?” Gator asked.

      “I run the two o’clock, the five o’clock, and the six o’clock classes, but only on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.”

      “Well, get to it,” he said.  “I can clean up here.”

      “You’ll come over for dinner next week, then?” Faith asked.  “It’s our way of saying thanks.”

      “No need to twist my arm,” he joked.  Looking at Colt, he said, “By the way, I heard some douchebag got one over on you.  Is that right?”

      Colt fired his wife a look.  She turned away, unwilling to meet his eyes.  Back to Gator, he said, “Yeah, that’s right.”

      “A little blond birdy said this same knucklehead is moving in across the street.”

      “It would seem so.”

      “Do I have to worry about you and Walker’s rifle?”

      “Not me,” Colt said.  “The other guy, maybe.  But no, not me.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t get any of his blood on your hat,” Gator joked.  “And try to shoot him outdoors.  Better to hide DNA that way.”

      Turning to Faith, he said, “You even told him about my hat?”

      She managed to both shrug her shoulders and look extra sexy at the same time.  He didn’t know how she did that, but she could do just about anything she set her mind to.

      “Time to go,” he finally said.

      “Is she in trouble?” Gator joked.

      “Uh-huh,” she replied with a smile, but not a nervous smile.
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Sheriff Lance Garrity

        

      

    

    
      The first call of the day was from a talkative woman complaining about sewage in her back yard that was coming from the new housing development along the golf course.  This wasn’t Garrity’s jurisdiction, and he said as much.  The next caller complained of gunshots up the street.  He sent Marilyn out to check it out.  After that, Garrity got a call from a concerned citizen who didn’t want to give her name.

      “I saw the Jeep from the Kroger going down Sugar Creek Pike.  I followed them to Watts Mill Road.  It looks like they’re moving.  Are these monsters actually living here, Sheriff?   Because one of them picked a fight with my cousin at the Valero.”

      “Do you have an address?” he asked, trying not to let his nerves show.

      She read off the address.

      Closing his eyes, Garrity ran a hand through his hair.  There were good days and bad days, and this was shaping out to be a bad day.

      He said, “Okay, then, I’ll check it out.”

      She thanked him, then ended the call.  Garrity grabbed his jacket, told Laura where he was headed, and then he drove to the house across from Colt’s home.  That sinking feeling more than doubled.  He walked down the driveway, headed around the side to the front door, then knocked firmly.  A young woman answered a moment later, a strawberry blond with bruising on her arms.

      “Keaton, it’s the sheriff,” she turned and said.

      “Tell ‘em to piss off,” the voice said.

      Garrity shook his head, then called out in return.  “You the one picking fights with people at gas stations?”

      A gross man with food in his beard walked up.  He wasn’t wearing a shirt.  His skin was tattoos and two nipple piercings.  “I ain’t done nothing wrong, so I suggest you get off my property.  Less’n you got a warrant.  You got a warrant, Sheriff?”

      Garrity frowned.

      Putting his hands in his pockets, pushing the front of his pants down just enough for a tuft of black pubic hair to push out, he said, “I’m just moving in, and you ain’t making me feel very welcome.”

      “If you have any issues—” he started to say.

      “I’ll handle them myself, same as always,” the brute said.

      “You call me first.  Let the law handle it.”

      “I’ll call you a bitch, that’s it.  No phones, no formal complaints, and you won’t see nothin’ from me less’n whoever keeps bothering me refuses to piss off.”

      The scumbag smelled like pot, and his eyes were like glazed donuts.  He wasn’t even making sense.

      “Yo, Booger!  Get out here!” he called around back.  “Booger’s gonna escort you out, make sure you find your way back to the main road.”

      “I can find it just fine.”

      Another scumbag waltzed into the living room, looking just as stoned as Keaton.

      “Booger, make sure he gets to the road.  Any dilly-dallying, you start chucking rocks at his cruiser.  I think it’s already got a busted window, so he won’t mind.  It’ll just be a reminder.”

      This was the idiot who ran the Honda Pilot off the road, the same idiot who threw a beer bottle at his cruiser.

      “You ran a silver SUV off the road coming into town a few days back,” Garrity said between gritted teeth.

      Keaton stepped into Garrity’s face fast and growled, “You got someone that can back up that accusation?  Because I’m a law abider and that’s it.  You want to tarnish my reputation, we can go knuckle-to-knuckle right now, cocksucker.”

      “I’ll be on my way,” Garrity said, chewing on his anger.

      “Best you do.”

      He left the house, got into his car, and started it up.  By then, that idiot Booger started throwing rocks at the car.  This was just about all he could take, yet he had the feeling this was far from over.
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Colt McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      Colt had been working in the garden when he first began to suffer the effects of having the Hayseed Rebellion as neighbors.  Loud music, gunfire, someone breaking glass, and a girl’s laughter traveled up the slight grade of the hillside.  The distance the sound traveled was a bit unnerving.

      He glanced at Faith; she just shook her head.

      Later that afternoon, he grabbed the M82 and headed up to Gator’s place to shoot for an hour.  When he was finished, he felt much better.  But when he got back home, he found the guys across the street were still shooting, and their music was still playing just as loud.

      He found Faith inside the house.  She was on the phone with Rowan.  Seeing him, she put their son on speaker as he talked about the Hayseed Rebellion offshoot and how they were burning down parts of downtown Columbus.

      “But they’re not near your building, are they?” Faith asked, concerned.

      “No, but I have security, so it’s okay.”

      “How’s Constanza?”

      Constanza Navarro was Rowan’s fiancée.  She was also eight months pregnant.

      “She’s hoping her parents will be able to come up from Mexico for the birth,” Rowan said.  “Her brother’s in Virginia, so he’ll be there, too, but we may have to head to his house or down to yours if things get too dicey here.”

      In the background, Colt heard an explosion deep enough to rattle the phone’s small speaker.

      “What was that?” Faith asked, leaning closer to the phone.

      “Mom, I gotta go,” he said.  “These idiots just blew up a gas tanker.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I think, but it’s close to us.  Too close.”

      “I love you,” she said, worried.

      Colt quickly said, “Love you, son.  Be safe, and call if you need me to come up there.”

      “Will do,” he said.  “Love you guys.”

      Rowan hung up, leaving them both speechless.  Faith tried not to crack, but it was inevitable.  Slowly but surely, he watched her unravel.  Wanting to be there for her, he folded her into his arms as she began to cry.

      Sobbing into his chest, she said, “I wish I could just bring them all back home.”

      “I know,” he said.

      “Why do these criminals keep getting free passes?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, even though he knew exactly why they were getting a free pass on looting, rioting, and murder.

      “We can only hope they’ll exhaust themselves, or that maybe the governors, mayors, or whatever, will start prosecuting these crimes.”

      “They won’t,” she said.

      “I know.”

      Outside, they heard the pop-pop-pop of gunfire.  He looked up but didn’t let go of his wife.

      “Walker was right,” she said into his chest.

      “The war is already here,” he replied, echoing his brother’s sentiment, “it just hasn’t hit critical mass.”

      Standing up, wiping her eyes, she looked at him and said, “But it will, Colt.  You know that, right?  It’s going to hit critical mass.”

      “We’ll be ready when it does.”

      “We’re not ready at all,” she said.  “We only think we are.  Can you check the news?  See if there’s anything about Columbus on TV?”

      He turned on the TV to breaking news in Columbus.  “Anarchists set a gas tanker on fire just minutes ago, causing a huge explosion.  The flames have spread to two nearby buildings.  Matt, back to you.”

      Colt felt his heart clench, all his muscles pulling taut.  The news switched from the man on the street view to an aerial shot.  Looking at these scumbags swarming the streets like ants—watching them throw garbage on the fires to make them burn hotter—he felt his inner-beast tugging at him from deep inside.

      Soon enough—if this persisted—the dark side of him would crash through his internal defenses, and after that, he would be lost again.

      More gunfire echoed down the hill, and then he heard a small explosion.

      “This is ridiculous,” he said.

      He fetched the M82, stalked out to the front porch, then scoped the scene below.  Whatever it was those idiots had blown up, it had started a small brush fire.  One of the guys was out there in white boxers and combat boots, trying to stomp out the flames.  He had a baseball hat on backward and a cigarette hanging out of his mouth.

      Colt went to the edge of his porch, set the bipod up on the rail, then scoped the guys again.  The guy in the boxers stomped out the fire to the applause of the others.  He then went and sat down, took a long pull on a beer bottle, then watched his buddy stand up and try to shoot a watermelon from a hundred yards out.

      Colt guessed the distance from his location to the fruit was about nine-hundred yards out, maybe a thousand.

      That was the distance he’d practiced for at Gator’s range.

      The malevolent creature he’d denied for so long was waking up inside of him, poking him, letting him know he was still there.  He tried to push the emotions away, but the beast was ravenous, so pissed off at having been starved for so long.

      When he thought of this thing inside of him—this monster—he thought of it as his “old self.”  But it was more than someone he’d been in his youth.  He didn’t want to acknowledge this in his early years, but the restlessness in him—the dark aggressor—was something more than a fit of deep-seated anger or the result of strict military training.  This thing was generations old, some sort of corrupt DNA taking shape inside of him.

      With each infraction he’d suffered of late, with each and every violation of the peaceful order of things, he felt his new self warring against his old self.   Standing there, looking at those idiots, he found himself thinking about the war he left behind, and the war that seemed to lie ahead of them all.

      He shook off the thoughts, tried to bury the emotions.  This was his old self laying seeds, watering them, then opening the drapes to let in the sunshine.

      Through the scope, he saw another guy trying unsuccessfully to shoot the watermelon from less than a hundred yards out.

      He was staggering around like he was half drunk.  The other guys were laughing at him because he couldn’t shoot for shit.  He popped off two more shots, missing it completely.  As he was lining up the next shot, one of the other guys grabbed his pants and pulled them down, causing everyone to fall into fits of laughter he couldn’t hear but could see through the scope.

      Standing there with a full moon, he took the shot, nicking the edge of the enormous fruit.  Without further delay, he bent down and pulled up his pants.  Red-faced and wasted, he turned and handed the pistol to one of the other guys.  He ejected the mag and thumbed in a few rounds.

      Colt lined up the shot with the Barret, stopped to consider the ramifications, then eased the scope around and set the crosshairs on the back of the guy’s head.  This was the maggot who beat him up, the same maggot still wearing his favorite hat.

      He slowly worked the action, feeding the fifty caliber round into the chamber.

      “You want me to be this person, Walker?” he muttered to himself.

      It wasn’t his older brother who answered that question, though.  It was his old self, the beast inside, the thing he never again wanted seeing the light of day.  You’ve always been this person, the beast said.

      He slid his finger over the trigger, felt himself slipping a little further into that dark place.  Inside his mind, inside his body, he felt the beast stop squirming.  It went really still, except for the smile forming on its face.  But then the beast frowned because it knew Colt was not there yet, that it was not free.

      “Settle down,” Colt said.  The beast responded with a heavy sigh.

      He then adjusted the barrel enough to put the watermelon into his crosshairs.  He let out his breath, squeezed the trigger.

      Down the hill, the watermelon exploded.

      Walker’s famous expression came to mind, almost like the words arrived on their own:  Try to take my stuff, see what I do to your hand.

      Through the scope, he saw the maggot with his hat turn and look at him.  The M82 auto-fed the next round.  He put the crosshairs on the man’s left eye, the bead moving ever so slightly around the target.

      Inside of him, the monster wanted out.  It grabbed the bars of its cage.  The beast began to grunt and shake the cage; it let out a mighty roar.  But then the maggot looked away and Colt managed to take a breath.

      Slowly, he moved his finger off the trigger and found he’d stopped breathing altogether.

      “No,” he said to the beast who had since let go of the bars, stepped back into the shadows, and sat down to wait for the next opportunity.

      “What are you doing?” Faith asked.

      He realized he’d broken into a light sweat.  “Just watching those guys.”

      “No, you fired a shot.  I heard it.  The whole countryside heard it.”

      “I might have fired off a round.”

      She stared at him, trying to see him, trying to see the beast inside.  “You have that look on your face,” she said.  Then: “No, not on your face.  I see it in your eyes.”

      “What look?”

      She furrowed her brow, stared deep into his eyes, almost like she was unable to put her finger on it.

      “Intense focus,” she said.  “Like you get when you’re shooting.  What did you shoot, Colt?”

      He felt the beast turn an ear in Faith’s direction.  “Those idiots down there were trying to shoot a watermelon.  They kept missing it.”

      “A watermelon?” she asked, a look of dread on her face.

      “I didn’t miss.”

      “So you shot the watermelon?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “You’re kicking an awfully big hornet’s nest.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You sure you’re ready for that?”

      “These guys can’t shoot for squat, so yeah, I’m ready.  Besides, you’re the one trying to coax this side out of me, so I’m not sure what you’re worried about.”

      “I spoke to Marley while you were out here.  She was just promoted to deputy chief of staff of communications under the president’s chief of staff.”  She said this with a creeping smile on her face.

      “So does that mean she’s going to be working with the president?”

      “I don’t know,” Faith replied, hearing more gunshots popping off down the hill.  “I didn’t ask because she said she had to go.”

      “She didn’t ask us to come to D.C., did she?”

      “No.”

      “Because I’m not going there.”

      “I know that.”

      “Good.”

      “She knows, too,” Faith said.

      “Of course she does,” he replied.  “I made it perfectly clear.”

      Shaking her head, she said, “You don’t like the president, I get it.  But what has she really done to live up to the things they’re saying about her?”

      “No politics,” he said irritably.  “That was our agreement.”

      “It’s kind of tough when our firstborn is working in the White House next to the president’s right-hand man.”

      He turned and fired her a look.  “I’ve been doing tough things all my life.  There’s nothing tough about not talking politics.”

      She drew a deep breath, leveled him with a deep appraisal.  “I love you, Colton McDaniel, but you are turning into an old crank about ten years too early.”

      “This isn’t me being a crank, it’s just…look at the state of the nation.”

      “That’s the governor’s decisions,” she said.  “Not the president’s decisions.  State’s rights and all.”

      “Yeah, well, our governor is crap.”

      “A lot of them are,” she replied.  “Now, go put that thing away before someone gets killed.”
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Colt McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      The call came in after Colt pulled his “watermelon” stunt.  Faith picked up the phone, talked to the person on the other end of the line, then took down an address, and said, “We can be there shortly.”

      When she hung up and he saw that raw delight on her face, he felt bad for having behaved the way he did.  But that was his old self brushing shoulders with the new and improved Colton McDaniel.

      “He’s ready,” Faith said.

      “I thought we were getting him next week.”

      “We can pick him up later today.  If you’re okay with that, you’ll have to do it yourself because I have classes to teach and a few bucks to bring in.”

      “And that body to keep toned.”

      She laughed.  Sculpturing bodies in boot camps was her job and she was good at it.  He had watched her run a class once and it wore him out for a week.  Or so he said.  The woman was a drill instructor on the mat, and the men and women taking her courses were better off for it.

      He worked in the garden for a few hours, came in for a late lunch, then looked at Faith in her workout clothes.  She said, “I’m ready to go, but you’re the one sweating.”

      “We all work out in our own ways,” he said.  “What about naming him Roscoe?”

      She seemed to think about this.  “I was thinking we name him Lester, but I’m pretty sure you’d just end up calling him Lester the Molester.”

      “Because I’m acting like I’m in college again?” he challenged.

      Frowning playfully, she said, “I like Roscoe.”

      “Roscoe it is.”

      After she left to run her boot camp, Colt hopped in the truck and fired it up.  Guns ‘N Roses was on the radio; he cranked the dial.

      As he was driving out the driveway, something hit the side of his truck.  He hit the brakes and looked around.  He was idling a hundred feet past Vitaliy’s house.  Backing up, he saw a lemon sitting in the street, its belly split from the impact.

      A man walked out of the bushes, looked right at him.  It was the idiot with the hat.  For a long moment, they looked at each other, then the idiot snickered, turned away, and disappeared behind the thick foliage.  It seemed he was going back to the redneck hideout.

      He was halfway down Watts Mill, heading to Sugar Creek Pike when he saw Faith’s car.  He pulled up beside her; they rolled down their windows at the same time.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Classes canceled,” she said.  “Someone has a temperature.”

      He felt a pang of frustration with all this Covid crap.  Even worse than this—in the darkness that used to be cool, black, and empty—his old self expressed its frustration, too.

      “Don’t say it,” she said.

      “This is bullshit,” he barked.  Yeah, he’d said it anyway.  Honestly, he couldn’t help it anymore.

      “Are you picking up Roscoe?” she asked.

      “I’m headed that way.”

      “I want to go.”

      Now he felt himself smiling.  He’d wanted her to go in the first place, so maybe the stupid rules had finally worked in their favor for once.

      A few minutes later, they headed into town, followed the directions on his phone—even though he knew the way from last time—then parked in front of a small house that had seen better days.

      Inside the small house, the green shag carpet was pounded flat by age and use, and the sour stench of dogs and puppies was biting.  Faith smiled.  She didn’t care about the smell.  She just saw the puppies and all logic and reason went out the window.

      Faith’s friend let her into a larger pen, then opened the cage and let the puppies out.  A pile of miniature hound dogs flooded into the larger pen where Faith had knelt down with open arms.  She started talking to them in her best puppy voice.

      Colt couldn’t help the smile on his face.  They were adorable, even to him.  Running around with their huge ears, their short legs, and their long snouts, they created quite a scene!

      “Go ahead and go in,” Faith’s friend said.  She was a Polish widow with a daughter who was now in the other room skimming Wayfair online.

      He stepped inside the larger pen, sat down next to Faith, and waited for the puppies to do their thing.  Then one of them came forward, started sniffing Colt’s knees.  He held out a hand.  The pup looked up, then he licked Colt’s hand and sat down.

      “I like him,” Colt said.

      “He likes you, too, it seems,” Ludmila said.  “He’s the one your wife responded to, the one she took pictures of.”

      “I guess it was meant to be,” he said.

      Faith started petting the hound dog.  Looking down at him, she smiled and said, “Roscoe.”

      Colt glanced over at her and whispered, “Better than Lester the—”

      “Don’t say it!” she laughed.

      “Roscoe is perfect.”

      “Are you going to be in class next week?” Faith looked up and asked Ludmila.  The woman wasn’t in great shape, but being older and heavyset, she needed the kind of services Faith offered.

      “I am,” she said.  “My daughter, too, if I can pull her off that stupid computer.”

      Faith laughed.  “Good luck with that.  Just remember, when she’s gone, you’ll miss her like crazy.”

      “You keep saying that,” Ludmila said, “but I keep having a hard time believing you.”

      “Ever since Leighton went away to school…” Faith started to say.  She stopped herself with a sad smile.

      With Leighton gone, Faith was suffering the empty nest syndrome.  Then again, Colt was, too.  He missed his daughters and his son, and though Colt knew a dog wouldn’t fill that hole, he thought they could try anyway.

      Faith paid the woman in cash while Colt picked up Roscoe.  His ears were impossibly long, his face so sweet, and those big eyes had that wet, satisfied look.

      “They’re already bonding,” Ludmila said with a smile.  “This is a good match.  Just make sure he shares little Roscoe with you.”

      They drove to the pet store with Roscoe sitting in the bench seat next to them.  At eight weeks old, this little hound dog was already acclimating to life outside the pen.  Faith stayed with him in the truck while Colt went inside and bought food and water bowls, doggie bags, and a leash.  Then he remembered Faith telling him to get it a bed, so he went back and got a big doggie bed.

      “That’s too big,” she said.

      “He’ll grow into it, but when he can jump onto our bed, he’s going to want to sleep with us, I can feel it.”

      “That dog will never be able to jump,” she laughed.

      When they turned into the driveway, Colt said, “Welcome to Palace de McDaniel.  Home of the…what the hell?”

      At the top of the driveway, he slowed to a stop, his eyes zeroed in on the garden.

      “Oh no,” Faith said under her breath.

      “Get him on his leash,” Colt said as he got out of the truck.

      He walked over to his garden, saw all his perfect, cared-for plants trampled.  Most of the future crop was stomped flat, the stalks were broken, the leaves shredded underfoot.  The vegetable plants that weren’t trampled had been pulled out by the root and tossed aside like garbage.

      This was their food, their livelihood!

      The way his heart began to beat like it had been juiced with electricity, then flooded with too much adrenaline, he knew it would explode if he didn’t offload some of the pressure first.  Deep down, his old self was rearing to go, begging to be set free.  He glanced down the hill at Vitaliy’s place and whatever rage he felt in his heart just moments ago more than doubled.

      The beast inside him was suddenly front and center.  It was at the cage doors, rattling the bars, frothing at the mouth, stomping its feet.

      Colt turned back to the garden, saw the shovel staked in the middle of the rows.  On the top of the handle, propped up as an insult and a calling card, was his favorite hat.

      Inside, the beast popped its knuckles, rolled its neck.  Colt looked down the hill, at the house tucked into overgrown shrubbery, and he saw red.

      He started to walk down there, and Faith said, “No, wait!”

      She sat Roscoe back into the truck, shut the door, then ran into the house.  She was in and out in no time.  Breathless, she handed him her Smith & Wesson.

      “The magazine’s full,” she said, “and there’s one in the chamber.”

      He nodded, wordless, his eyes wild, his cheeks beet red.

      “If he makes you do it,” she said, “kill him.”

      He felt something in his eyes clear as he came back to reality.  He glanced down at his wife’s gun, then he looked up at Faith.  The beast was startled still, holding its breath.

      The rage returned like thunder as he turned and walked down the gravel driveway.  He crossed the road, trekked down Vitaliy’s driveway, walking past the Jeep he’d seen at the Kroger, and up onto the porch.  All the other vehicles were gone, which was just as well.  To him, this meant no witnesses.  He could kill whoever was there, he thought to himself.  Eventually, he could kill them all.

      The beast was flexing its chest, its traps juiced.  He was one-hundred percent lean muscle and bursting at the seams with hostility.

      Colt didn’t knock on the door—he punched it three times, skinning his knuckles.  The beast was grinning now, no longer shaking the cage, just waiting to assume control.

      A female voice on the other side of the door said, “Go away.”

      “Open this door or I’m going to kick the damn thing off its hinges!”  He racked the slide and saw the round Faith had promised was there, stepped back, aimed at the deadbolt.

      On the other side of the door, he heard the girl throwing the locks.  He lowered the barrel, but kept the gun ready, just in case.

      When she opened the door, he saw she’d been run through pretty good.  A black eye, pulled hair, split lip.

      “What the hell happened to you?”

      “I’m a casualty of my own bad decisions.”

      The beast sagged with disappointment inside him.  Colt felt some of that anger pulling back, dissipating.

      “So this was your fault then?” he asked, motioning to her injuries.

      “I always choose the worst guys.”

      Her shirt was mostly buttoned, but two of the buttons were missing, the threads sticking up like half the shirt had been torn open.

      She glanced down at his gun.  “You want to come inside?  I was about to put myself back together.”

      “What’s your scumbag boyfriend’s name?”

      “Keaton Dodd,” she said, pulling her hair back.  She had pinkish blond hair, a bad dye job, and tattoos on her neck—flowers, several birds, and a decorative skull.

      “I’m Trixie Millsap, by the way.”

      She extended her hand—five fingers, two broken nails, a pair of silver rings on her thumb, and a single ring on her forefinger.  When Colt refused to take it, she withdrew like it was no big deal.

      “Why did Keaton trample my garden?” he asked.

      “You shot his watermelon.”

      “Why would he think that?” he asked, less aggressive.

      “It was obvious.”

      Barefoot, wearing short-shorts that hugged her butt perfectly, she sauntered back to the bedroom, undid the remaining buttons on her shirt, then picked up a different top off the bed.  He didn’t mean to, but when she shrugged off her shirt and bent over to lay it on the bed, he saw the pale bottoms of her breasts hanging heavy.

      Colt quickly glanced away, but then he looked back and caught sight of the bruising on her back and ribs.  Some of the skin was black and blue while other parts were faded with the yellow and green evidence of continued abuse.

      He tried to make himself look away, but he couldn’t do it.  It wasn’t because she was in a state of undress, or even halfway pretty, it was because a man shouldn’t abuse a woman.  But there she was, standing before him like a whipped dog.

      Seeing the state of her only intensified his hatred for Keaton Dodd.  When she turned and started walking toward him, he drew a sharp breath and froze.

      “I used to be a dancer, so don’t feel bad looking at them,” she said about her breasts.

      She pulled the tank top over her head, snugged it tight against her stomach, then picked up a pack of smokes and shook out a single cigarette.

      She offered him the pack, but he said, “No, thank you.”

      Tilting her head sideways, half her hair cut nearly to the scalp, she lit her cancer stick then stood up tall and blew out a stream of smoke.

      “I didn’t do bottomless, though, when I was dancing.  Most of those girls end up as hookers, coke heads, or eventual burnouts.  A few make it to porn, but even then…”

      “Why did you do it at all?” he asked.

      “I liked the attention.  I told people I was putting myself through college because it was a cute thing to say once upon a time.  Then I said I had a daughter I was putting through high school.  That was hot, but the guys kept asking if my daughter was up for a mother/daughter duo, and that was just gross to me.”

      “Did you have a daughter?” he asked.

      Ignoring the question, she said, “Keaton came in and he was sweet.  He promised to take care of me.  Now, here I am, wearing my blood like it’s lipstick.”  Her eyes glossed over with unshed tears.  She turned away, unable to look at him.  “I suppose I’m a cliché, the worst kind.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Average small-town girl with big dreams and a kid gets on a bus headed for the big city.  She gets there, falls flat on her face, ends up a hopeless shell of herself.”

      “At least you went after your dreams,” he said, oddly unnerved by the turn of events.  “That’s more than some people.”

      She took another drag from her cigarette, blew out the smoke, then turned and looked at him.  A tear skimmed her cheek.  With her cigarette in hand, she flicked the tear away like it was stray ash rather than an admission of years of sorrow.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Colt McDaniel.”

      Looking right at him, her pain naked, her fear on display, she said, “He wants to kill you, Colt.”

      “I want to kill him.”

      “Is that what you came here to do?” she asked, motioning to the gun in his hand.  Her fingernail polish was a muted purple and chipped.

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “I hope you do,” she said.  “But he’s out for the night.  Went to his boyfriend’s place with the others.”

      Colt’s jaw dropped, but then he closed his mouth and swallowed.

      “It’s not like that,” she laughed.  She made a circle of her smoking hand, then pushed the index finger of her other hand in and out to simulate sex.  “They’re not homos or anything, not that I care.  It’s different.  When Diesel calls, everyone comes.”

      “Who’s Diesel?” he asked, sliding the weapon into the back of his jeans.

      “Head of the Hayseed Rebellion and a real son of a bitch.”

      He felt himself freeze up.  Astounded, he asked, “That’s who you’re with?”

      “I’m with Keaton, Keaton’s with Diesel, Diesel’s HR for all intents and purposes.”

      “So, you’re innocent then?”

      “I’m not innocent of anything, Colt McDaniel.  Do you want to have sex?  I have time.”

      “No.”

      “‘Course not.  I saw your wife, the blondie.  Is she a natural blonde?”

      “What?”

      “Does the carpet match the drapes?  Or has she got hardwood floors down there?  You know, waxed and smooth, nothing but bare skin?”

      He frowned in disgust, then turned and went for the front door.  He stopped himself from leaving, then thought about what he was going to say next.  “If I put a bullet in his head, what will you do?”

      “Shack up with one of his friends,” she said.

      He turned around.  “Just like that?”

      “I’m not going back to dancing.  I promised myself I’d stop doing that.  It’s degrading to me as a woman, and I’m tired of feeling like a piece of shit in everything I do in life.”

      “And doing this—being with these guys—how is that any better?”

      She laughed then said, “Look at how clean and judgmental you are.”

      Shaking his head, he turned and walked out, resisting the urge to slam the door behind him.  Still pissed off, all that anger stored inside him, fueling the beast, he stalked back up to the house.  One thing was for sure, if Keaton had been there, Colt would have killed him.

      When he got up to the house, Faith was there waiting.  Colt glanced back to Vitaliy’s place.  Through the brush, he saw Trixie standing on the porch, short shorts, tank top pulled tight against her bosom.  Faith saw it, too.

      “I take it he wasn’t there?” she asked.

      “His name is Keaton Dodd, and he beat the crap out of his girlfriend, Trixie Millsap.”

      “You want to save her?” Faith asked, sarcastic and cold.

      He scoffed at the comment.  “Hardly.”

      “I hate what he did to our garden, but I have to admit, I kind of like this side of you.”

      “Yeah?  Well, I don’t.  And I wish you’d quit trying to coax it out of me.”

      He breezed past her, walked inside the house, put the gun away, and splashed cold water on his face.  He patted himself dry, then looked down and saw Roscoe looking up at him.

      Seeing their new puppy pushed the need for war away, allowed the tension inside him to ease up.  He sat Indian-style on the floor, pulled the dog near him, then started to scratch the hound’s side and behind his ears.

      Roscoe turned over, gave up his belly, then just looked at Colt.  “Your dad almost made a mistake today,” he told the pup.

      But had he?

      If he would have killed Keaton, would that really have been a mistake?  He reasoned it would not have been.  Keaton was the tree Colt could cut down in the forest, the one no one would know about.

      Looking at Roscoe, he asked, “If a dead man fell in the forest, would anyone hear him?”

      The dog looked away, then back up at him.

      Of course, if he killed Keaton, he’d have to kill Trixie, too.  No witnesses.  But could he do that?  She wasn’t a good person, but she’d done nothing to him or Faith.  Besides, he didn’t want any more weight on his conscience.

      His karmic debt was already enormous.

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

          

      

    

    






Sheriff Lance Garrity

        

      

    

    
      The day started bad and looked like it was about to get worse.  A chubby woman he didn’t know walked into his office and said, “You’re the sheriff?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, standing to greet her.  “I’m Sheriff Lance Garrity.  What can I do for you?”

      “There’s a bunch a screamin’ next door.  Day and night, a guy screams, like he’s being beaten by her.”

      Holding up his hands, he said, “Hold on a second, tap the breaks, take a breath.  Let’s do this one detail at a time, starting with your name.”

      “Maryanne Jackson.  I swear, she’s abusing him.  I hear her yelling, and I hear him trying to talk her down, but that woman is a maniac!”

      “Why are they yelling?” Garrity asked.

      “She poisoned his chickens.”

      “Why do you think she poisoned the chickens?”

      “I seen her!”

      Garrity checked his watch, then said, “Do you have proof?”

      She pointed to her eyes.  “These are your proof!”

      “Have you thought about setting up a video camera?  Maybe get this on film?  Because as long as the camera is situated on your property, like a security system, then it can be used as evidence if it happens to capture something in her backyard.”

      “Some folks aren’t made of greenbacks,” she barked.  “Besides, I told that two-bit tramp if she comes near me, I’m gonna cut her.  So now she’s yelling at me.”

      “Really?”

      “A good woman don’t talk to others the way she does, always using the f-word at full volume.”

      “And?”

      “She told me to stuff myself up my own…well, up my own backside.”

      He closed his eyes, rubbed his temples.  He opened his eyes and looked directly at her.  Forcing a smile, he said, “I can’t do anything unless you have evidence, and a few expired chickens isn’t the proof I need to get the judge to issue a warrant.”

      “So, what do I need?”

      “I told you to buy a surveillance camera.”

      “And I told you I ain’t got the funds for that sort of thing,” she crowed.

      He leaned sideways, pulled out his wallet, then handed her a twenty.  She took it in her meaty fist.

      Then, shaking it at him, she said, “This ain’t gonna get me nowhere.”

      He drew a deep breath, released it audibly.  He withdrew another twenty and said, “You catch her on videotape doing something illegal, I’ll cuff her and perp-walk her past your house extra slow.”

      She snatched up the second bill and said, “What if I find a good one for cheaper than forty bucks?”

      He assumed she was talking about a camera.  “Then do something nice for yourself with the change.”

      “Gallon of gasoline, a few matches, and that hussy on my lawn.  That would make me happy.”

      He went back to checking his emails, but not before saying, “You can’t go burning your neighbors to death because they use curse words and have a bad attitude.”

      “Says who?” she asked, walking out like she was getting away with murder.

      “The law, Mrs. Jackson.  The law says you can’t do that.”

      She stopped in the doorway, turned, and said, “Anything I don’t say won’t be used against me in a court of law.  And it’s Miss Jackson.”

      He looked up and grinned.  “If anyone asks, don’t tell them where you got the forty bucks.”

      As the door started to shut, a hand caught it, then Colt McDaniel walked into the station and said, “If you have time, I want to file a complaint.”

      Sitting up, he asked, “Against who?”

      “You know who.”

      “What’d he do this time?”

      “Tore apart my garden, left me my hat in the middle of it.”

      Looking up, he saw Colt wearing the hat he’d described earlier as having been stolen.  “Am I your first stop?”

      “I went to see him first, but he was gone.  I talked to his ex-stripper girlfriend instead.”

      “What did she have to say?”

      “What do you tell a girl with two black eyes?” Colt asked.

      Garrity frowned, but then he said, “Nothing, she’s been told twice already.”

      “Yeah, well, this girl’s been told once, and I’m afraid he’s going to tell her what’s what into an early grave,” Colt said.  “They’re Hayseed Rebellion, by the way.”

      “An offshoot?”

      “No, not an offshoot.  This is the real deal.  They all answer to a guy named Diesel.  When he calls, apparently everyone comes.”

      “Interesting,” Garrity said, dread unfurling within him.  It was the name that left him flat-footed.  This was Walker’s buddy, his executioner.  And now that name was circulating through town.  “You know I’ve been out there already.  To Vitaliy’s place.”

      “Yeah?” Colt asked, surprised.

      “I told them not to go starting fights around town.”

      “And?”

      “They broke my windshield and ran me off.”

      Shaking his head, Colt said, “They got you fit to be tied, don’t they?”

      Garrity adjusted himself in his chair.  “Sheriffs are elected by the people, police are hired on and answer to the politicians.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I don’t care what’s politically correct.  I answer to the people, and the people don’t feel safe with filth like this in town.”

      “Turn the wrong corner, piss off the wrong people, and you’ll get doxxed.  Politically correct is the way they force you to behave.”

      “I’ve been doxxed before.”

      “Tensions are greater than ever.  You said so yourself.”

      “I’m tired of being pushed around by these lunatics,” he said.  “So if a mob of angry citizens shows up and tries to burn my house down, they do.  I’m armed and ready for anything.”

      “You are until you realize you’re not.”

      “I served, too, Colt.  Besides, this isn’t the big city.”

      “It isn’t, but it doesn’t need to be.”

      “I know.”

      “So, where do I file a formal complaint?” Colt asked, circling back around to where he started.

      “I’ll do it here.”

      “According to his girlfriend, Keaton Dodd should be home later today.  Maybe first thing tomorrow.  If you need me to be there…”

      “You’ll just make matters worse.  I’ll bring my deputy.”

      “Derek, not Marilyn.”

      He sat up and fired his friend’s little brother a look.  “You don’t have to tell me my job, Colt.  I can do it just fine.”

      “I know, it’s just…I may not have the luxury of waiting for you to finish your paperwork.”

      Now he understood.  “I’ll file it now.”

      Colt said, “If you call me ahead of time, let me know you’re headed out there, I can be on my porch long enough to provide you with cover.”

      “Your brother’s M82?”

      “My M82 now.”

      “Do you even remember how to shoot that thing?”

      “I’ve been up to Gator’s a few times.”

      “And?”

      With a grin, Colt said, “I can castrate a mouse from eight-hundred yards.”

      “Some of those mice have huge balls.”

      “Eight-hundred yards.”

      Garrity gave a conciliatory laugh.  “I’ll call you.”

      After Colt left, he asked Laura to write up the complaint.  After Laura had completed the form and just before Colt left the office, the woman with the silver Honda Pilot came walking in, causing him to stop in his tracks.  He felt a smile brighten his face.

      The woman was composed this time, her makeup done, no crying baby to drown out her words or wear on his or her patience.  She saw him, smiled, and said, “Just the man I wanted to see.”  With that, she handed him a pie, which he stood and took.  “It’s freshly baked,” she beamed.  “I just took it out of the oven.”

      “Wow,” he said, taken aback.  He leaned forward, smelled the warm berries, felt that smile growing even wider if that was even possible.

      “It’s blackberry, my specialty.”

      He sat it on his desk.  “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I was in a bad way and you helped me keep my head,” she said.  “This is my way of saying thanks.”

      He was about to say something nice when she cut him off.

      “If I didn’t have to get going, I would sit down and enjoy a slice with you, so maybe I’ll take a rain check?”

      “A rain check?” he asked.

      “That sounds good,” she smiled.  “Have  a good day, Sheriff.”

      She left the office and he stood there, dumbstruck.

      Behind him, Laura said, “You know she just got you to ask her out on a date, right?”

      “I’m pretty sure I didn’t,” he said, thinking she’d blown through there like a tornado.

      Laura lowered her glasses and glared at him before shaking her head in dismay.  “It’s a wonder the people ever elected you for this when you couldn’t even see that.”

      Reclining in his chair, he said, “So, it looks like I have a date.”

      “I believe you do, Sheriff Garrity,” she said.  A moment later, the printer whirled to life, spat out a page, then powered down.  She stood and handed it to him.  “The complaint you asked for.”

      He took it, looked it over.  “That was quick.”

      “It’s a stock form which means it’s just fill-in-the-blanks now.”

      “I’ll be back later this afternoon,” he said.  He made the drive to Vitaliy Sidirov’s place, dreading every single minute of it.

      He cruised by the place at first.  All he saw was the Jeep, the one that ran the Honda Pilot off the road and damaged his cruiser.  It didn’t appear as though Keaton and his turd brigade had come home.  According to Colt, Trixie was the only one there.

      Parked up the street with nothing to do, he contacted dispatch and asked Laura if anything was pressing.

      “No, sir,” she said.  “Nothing over the wire.”

      He checked his watch.  “I’m going to call it a day, maybe make up my time in the morning.”

      “Whatever you want, Lance,” she said.  “Just keep the line open in case something changes.”

      “Sure thing.”

      The next morning, he drove back out to Keaton’s house, saw the Jeep sitting there just as it was yesterday.  He cruised by, headed a quarter-mile up the road, then turned the car around and parked on the side of the road.  He tried to keep his distance from the house, but if he went any farther, he’d need binoculars to see it.

      He radioed into dispatch.  “Laura, this is Lance, you there?”

      “Roger that,” she said.  “Morning, Sheriff.”

      “I’m at Watts Mill Road, trying to serve this stupid complaint.”

      “I figured.”

      “Anything this morning?”

      “All’s well that starts well,” she said.  “Hot coffee’s gonna be ready when you get here.  But if you take too long, it’s gonna be cold coffee.”

      “Thanks, Laura.  Let me know if anything comes up.”

      “It’s what I live for.”

      He sat on Keaton’s place for half an hour, thought about calling Colt to let him know he was there, but then he thought otherwise.  A few moments later, he saw a fleet of cars roll into Vitaliy’s rented house.  He started the car, crept up the road, then pulled into the driveway behind the lot of them.

      A group of six or seven men was headed inside.  They stopped when they heard him pull into the driveway.  He got out of the car, saw the asshole Colt described, Keaton.

      “You’re on private property, Sheriff,” he said.

      “So were you when you destroyed the McDaniel’s garden earlier,” Garrity replied.

      A few of them laughed; Keaton was not one of them.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You left the hat behind.  It was the same hat you took from Colt McDaniel at the Kroger.  That puts you at the scenes of four separate crimes.”

      Now he smiled.  “And what would those be?”

      “Battery, theft of personal property, trespassing, destruction of property.”

      He turned, faced Garrity, bowed up.  “You got a warrant for me, Barney Fife?”

      “Right now I have a criminal complaint.  You can treat it as a warning, or as a precursor for bad things to come.”

      “That it right there?” he asked, pointing to the paper.

      “It is,” Garrity said.

      He stepped forward, but instead of being civil, Keaton snatched it roughly out of his hands.  Garrity held his position, even though the guys had all but circled him.

      Keaton read the complaint, then looked up at the sheriff and grinned.  His eyes were soulless, cruel.  He balled the paper up and threw it in Garrity’s face.  It hit his eye flush, causing him to step back and wince.

      Before he even got himself right, three of Keaton’s guys took him down.  Landing on his back, the wind knocked out of him, he knew he should have called Colt.  But that was secondary to a larger problem.  The punches were raining fast and hard.  He turtled up, but the fists were getting through.  A clean shot to his temple got through, causing him to see stars.  Subsequent punches pummeled his body.  Frantically pushing himself backward in the dirt, he fought for every inch he could get while fending off the flurry of violence.

      Somehow he’d weathered the storm enough to get to his feet.  Fists up and out of breath, he assessed the situation and realized he was screwed.  He squinted his left eye, then wiped a streak of blood off the lid.  Standing on wobbly legs with a punched head and hammered muscles, he sized everyone up and didn’t like the odds.

      “Get him!” Keaton said, clapping his hands like his boys were dogs just waiting to break free of that leash.

      Garrity backed up two steps only to be tackled again.  He landed sideways and the abuse continued.  He tried putting his hands up, but it did little good.  Someone started stomping on his stomach, the tops of his thighs, and then his head.  Turtling up tighter, rolling sideways to avoid direct attack, he fought to protect his face, and to defend his stomach.

      The violence ceased for a moment, but then one of them kicked him in the head so hard he snapped out of the world.  He felt the vast nothingness, but then he was quickly birthed back into the waking world.  How long was he out?  Long enough for someone to go for his gun.  This sent him to a very different, very dark place.

      Rolling over, he broke free of the hands now grabbing at him, started rapping his knuckles on the backs of a pair of grabbing hands.  When the hands let go, he jerked the weapon free.  Bodies jumped on him, but he flailed around hard enough to push one of them off and kick another a few feet away.  The one who kept kicking his back did so to a chorus of cheering.  At that moment, he saw his window of opportunity.  The second it opened up, Garrity fired two rounds into the closest guy’s chest.

      The kid’s body buckled, his eyes shooting wide open.  Stumbling backward, holding himself, he caught his heel and fell down.  He landed hard, then turned over and groaned.  Garrity fired on his buddy as he tried to run away.  He put one round in the man’s upper back, and one round punched a hole in the top of his skull.  He then turned and fired on the guy who’d kicked the absolute hell out of his back, but the son of a bitch ducked behind the house undeterred.

      Scrambling to his feet—half falling, half fighting for balance—he stopped thinking about taking chase and instead grabbed a tree and tried not to fall over.  A moment later, he pushed off the tree, then lurched and swayed his way toward his cruiser.  He all but fell into the cabin, locking the door behind him.

      Garrity looked out the front windshield, saw the dead bodies in the driveway, tried to wrap his mind around everything that had just happened.  That’s when Keaton rounded the corner of the house with a pistol in hand.  He opened fire.  Garrity ducked as bullets pierced the windshield and slammed into the seatback mere inches away.  Bent down, hiding, he started the car, slapped the transmission into reverse, then smashed the gas.

      Spinning his tires, cranking the wheel, he burst through a wall of overgrown shrubbery, dragged ass over a man-made pile of rocks, then bounced up onto Watts Mill Road.  He turned on the windshield wipers to clear the fallen leaves now blocking his view, then he put the transmission in drive, righted the wheel, and stomped on the gas once more.  He didn’t even bother looking up at the McDaniel house as he roared off.

      A quarter-mile up the road, he glanced in his rearview mirror, making sure he wasn’t being followed.  That’s when he saw his eyes.  He didn’t even recognize them.  Adjusting his height to see his face, he saw a split-open eyebrow, a busted lip, and a growing knot on his forehead.  Worse than that, however, was the mania lying naked in his eyes.  He’d never been this scared before, not even in Iraq.  But this was a different place, and these were different times.

      He could no longer keep his promise to his mother.  With no other way to blow off steam, he broke into a fit of swearing which devolved into him pounding the wheel with the heel of his hand.  Not only did he break protocol by not bringing backup, he’d just killed two people.  Shaking his head, moaning to himself, he knew he had to call someone, issue an arrest warrant, do something.

      He checked his rearview mirror again, saw open roads behind him, then tried to clear his mind.  There was no protocol for this, was there?  He knew there was.  He just couldn’t recall what it was.

      Should he radio dispatch?

      He couldn’t.

      Thinking about what he’d just done, trying to comprehend the sheer weight of it, he realized he was glad those guys were dead.  He was even happier that he had been the one to put them down.  If they really were Hayseed Rebellion, then they were the same scumbags who killed Walker.

      His thoughts darkened, taking him to a different place.  Could he ride this out?  Wait for Keaton to counter-punch?  Some of these change-agent pansies railed against the cops then called for help when the tide turned on them.  Keaton wouldn’t do that.  Not after he tried to kill Garrity in his own driveway.

      Instead of heading back to the office, Garrity called Laura and said, “I’ve been hit with a touch of something.”

      “You okay?”

      “I think I need to get to a bathroom.”

      “Which end is giving you the most grief?” she asked with some humor in her voice.

      “Can I text you later with the details?”

      She started laughing.  “Please don’t.”

      “Alright then,” he replied, still shaken.  “Call me if things get out of control.”

      “Roger that, boss.  And take some Pepcid AC or something.”

      “I’ve got Pepto Bismol, a lot of toilet paper, and a Bible.  I think I’m all set.”

      He headed home and looked around.  It was dark, too quiet, too closed in.  He couldn’t just lay there on the couch doing nothing, so he headed out to the I Don’t Care Bar & Grill, sidled up to the bar, and ordered a drink.  One drink became five or six drinks as the day wore on.  Around three o’clock, he paid his tab, staggered out of the bar, then drove drunk all the way home.

      When he pulled into his driveway, he was slow to brake, running the bumper into the wooden porch.  He stumbled out of the car, nearly fell over trying to assess the damage, then realized it wasn’t as bad as he feared.

      The world officially started spinning.  He reached out for stability on every step.  But then he toppled over sideways, landed on the corner of the steps, and cried out a little bit as the impact damn near broke his wrist.  Worse than his wrist, however, was his bowels.  They just let go.  As the mudslide pushed its way through his underwear into his pants, he closed his eyes and tried not to cry.

      I’ve found rock bottom, he thought.

      When his colon was emptied out and nature had taken whatever course she wanted to take, he grabbed the railing and pulled himself up, hoping to get inside before anyone saw him.  But the sudden movement triggered a new event.  A righteous convulsing in his gut had him taking a knee.  Moments later, everything he had put in his stomach that morning came roaring from his mouth at once.  Right then, he knew it was time to revise his earlier thoughts.

      It’s official…this is me hitting rock bottom.
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Colt McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      Day of the event… He had been watching the news as well as the weather.  He’d also had an eye on the road below, and on the property behind it.  He’d heard more gunshots this morning as he tried teaching Roscoe how to sit.

      “Here they go again,” Faith said, coming in to see him.  She ruffled his hair and said, “Were you able to save anything in the garden?”

      “About a quarter of it if we’re lucky.”

      “How’s Roscoe doing?”

      Looking at the hound dog as he sat there staring up at them, he said, “Well, what do you think, Roscoe?”

      The hound dog gave a low whine in the back of his throat.

      “What?” Colt asked the dog.

      More gunfire, rapid this time, so much so that he realized he’d have to see Sheriff Garrity again.  This time with a noise complaint.

      “I think we should call Leighton,” Faith said.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Tornado warnings.”

      “Here or up there?” he asked.

      “Up there.”

      “Did you check and see what things are like in Highland Heights?  When the last tornado hit?”

      She smiled like she couldn’t believe he was asking her this.  Of course, she checked.  “They have hail issues, but tornado issues?  Not so much.”

      “I miss her,” he said, scratching Roscoe’s back.

      “I miss her, too,” she replied.  She handed him his cell phone.  “Call her before she gets to class.”

      He warmed to the idea of talking to her.  But then he thought of everything that had gone wrong since she went back to NKU—Walker being killed, getting beat up in Kroger, the garden being destroyed, Roscoe—and he got really sad.

      “What’s wrong?” Faith asked.

      Outside, he heard one of those idiots burning rubber.  “I’m just baffled at everything going on,” he said.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty outrageous.”

      He finally dialed her number, waited for it to ring, then smiled when Leighton picked up.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “Leighton,” he said with a smile.

      In the background, he heard a man’s voice say, “That’s not polite, just interrupting me like that.”

      “Dad,” she said, “hang on a second.”

      “Are you okay, Leighton?” he asked.

      She didn’t respond.

      Did she even hear him?

      A moment later, she said, “Sorry about that, what’s going on?”

      “I’m calling about the weather.”
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        * * *

      

      After he hung up with Leighton, he stood and stretched, then he decided he needed to talk to Faith about their future food supply.  He hadn’t ordered storable foods in a while, but he was pretty sure it was time to do so again, just in case.  But then a heavy knocking on the front door startled him.  Roscoe started barking, a mere hint of the deep tone he’d have when he reached full maturity.

      The pounding resumed.  It sounded like Garrity knocking.  After the sheriff told him he would file the complaint, after Faith warned him that he was kicking the proverbial hornet’s nest, he didn’t know what to expect.  Faith was opening the door as he was crossing the family room.

      “Where’s your lesser half?” the disgusting voice said.

      Colt double-timed it to the door, saw Keaton, and said, “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Yet I am,” he replied with a sinister grin.

      Roscoe had been pacing Colt as he went to the front door.  Now he started barking.  Colt used his boot to push the pup behind him.

      “A dog that small,” Keaton said, “it’s easy to get stepped on.”

      “That’s no ordinary dog,” Faith said.

      “Yeah?”

      “There are drug-sniffing dogs, bomb-sniffing dogs, and scumbag-sniffing dogs,” she said.  “Scrape a few brain cells together and take a guess at which one he is.”

      “Stick and stones, blondie.”

      “What do you want?” Colt asked, getting irritated.

      “He was just leaving,” Faith said.

      He put his hands in the air in mock surrender.  “Alright, alright.  You guys made your point,” Keaton snickered.

      “I didn’t make any point, you idiot,” Colt hissed, stepping into the doorway where he could go knuckle-to-knuckle with this clown if it came to that.  “You sucker-punched me, you took my hat, and then ruined my garden all because I shot your watermelon.”

      He shrugged his shoulders and said, “My ex-wife said I never played fair.  And that’s what I’m here to tell you…I’m here for the long haul, and I don’t play fair.”

      Faith suddenly had her Smith & Wesson out and in his face.  “Well, me and my other scumbag sniffer are here to tell you to stay the hell off our land, don’t mess with my husband, and if I ever see you here again, I’ll shoot you first and ask questions later.”

      “Cute,” Keaton said, clearly amused.

      “She’s not lying,” Colt said.

      “At least we now know who has the balls in the family.”

      “Turn around, go away,” Faith said.

      Smiling, doing a little back-and-forth dance with his hands up, he sauntered backward like it was all a big joke.

      “You say go away,” he said when he was far enough away, “but I live right down the hill.  So, really, I can’t just go away.”

      The skies finally broke open, a light rain falling.

      “You can always be made to go away,” Faith said.

      Looking up, squinting at the falling rain, he stuck out his tongue, then wiped his face and said, “Your wife’s got me all wet, Colt.”

      Faith lowered her gun; Keaton dropped his hands.  But then he raised a hand, making his fingers into a fake gun.  Working his thumb like he was shooting, he aimed not at Colt, but at Faith.  “Only good woman’s a dead woman,” he teased.

      In the distance, along a charcoal sky, scribbles of lightning danced across the horizon.  Thunder shook the earth, cutting their conversation short.  It started raining heavier, which caused Keaton to turn and go.

      “Everything about that man is vile,” Faith said over the driving rain.

      Roscoe barked twice.

      Faith wasn’t one to lose her temper, but looking at Colt as he picked up the pup, Faith said, “You need to see the sheriff.  That piece of crap threatened us.  He threatened me.”

      “I’ll take the motorcycle, head out the back way.  You want to come with me?”

      “I can shoot him if he comes back, right?”

      “You can.”

      “Sheriff Garrity might not be much help,” she said.  “Did he even file the complaint?”

      “He said he was going to, so I have to take him at his word.”

      “Don’t be long,” she said.  “I’ve never wanted to shoot someone so badly in my life.”

      “Keaton won’t be back.”

      “I’m going to follow Walker McDaniel’s Principles for Avoiding Pain, the adult edition.”

      “Oh, and what’s that?” Colt asked, halfway amused.

      “It goes like this.  ‘There’s an old saying in Tennessee, I know it’s in Texas, probably in Tennessee, that says, fool me once, shame on you. Fool me…you can’t get fooled again.’”

      Colt burst out laughing, then said, “That was George Bush, Jr.”

      Together they fell into fits of laughter.

      “Okay, real deal,” she said.  “Walker’s second principle goes like this.  ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident.  All men and women created by the, you know, you know…the thing.’”

      Leaning in, kissing her just under the earlobe the way she loved it, he said, “You’re an idiot you know.”

      “But I’m your idiot,” she said, pinching his side.

      “I love you.”

      “Be careful on that thing.”  Meaning the motorcycle.

      He was reluctant to go, but that was because he was concerned at how flippant she’d become about killing people.  He thought of all the people he’d killed overseas, and it made him physically sick.

      “One life…even if it’s the life of a turd like Keaton freaking Dodd…taking it is too big of a burden for a soul as pure as yours,” Colt said.  “Trust me when I tell you this.”

      “Well, trust me when I tell you, forty-five years of walking this earth has me rethinking the purity of my ways.  I almost want him to come back.”

      “Don’t wish for things like that,” he said, setting Roscoe down.  “I’ll be back in half an hour.  Call me if you need to.”

      Out back, he kick-started the bike, then navigated through the woods, turning onto a few backroads he knew, cutting fresh paths where he could.

      Ten minutes later, he parked the bike in front of the sheriff’s office, but Garrity wasn’t there.  Laura said he had a stomach bug.

      “Something nasty going around,” she said.  “You don’t get yourself dried off, you’re gonna catch that same thing.”

      “My immune system is bulletproof.”

      “Lance said that, too, but now he’s sucking down Pepto Bismol.”

      With an appreciative nod, he said, “Thank you, Laura.”

      “You can go now,” she said shooing him off.  “You’re dripping on my carpet, which is now soaking wet, thank you very much.”

      He stepped out into the cold, damp afternoon.  He traveled the rain-slick roads to the sheriff’s house, parked the bike in his driveway, then knocked on his door a couple of times and waited.

      Garrity answered the door smelling not like sickness and neglect but like booze and even more booze.  Despite the daylight flooding in, the sheriff managed to tuck himself into a pocket of shadows.

      “What do you want, Colt?”

      “Laura said you were sick.  I didn’t think you’d be drunk, too.”

      “Exigent circumstances,” Garrity muttered, followed by a sharp burp and surprised eyes.

      “What put you this deep into the bottle?”

      “Those jackasses across the street from you,” he said, opening the door a little wider as an invitation inside.  “I figured you’d know by now.”

      “Keaton just came to see me,” Colt said.  “He threatened Faith.  Well, he threatened us both, actually.  But mainly Faith.”

      “I killed two of his guys.”

      “What?”

      “You didn’t hear the shootout on the road?” he said, snot bubbling in his right nostril.  “Look at my freaking face.”

      “It’s kinda dark in here.”

      Garrity pulled back the shades, then turned and showed Colt his injuries.

      He winced at the damage on his friend’s face.  “It’s bad, but you might want to crack a window because you smell a whole lot worse than you look.”

      Garrity let the blinds back down.  “I’m not feeling up for your brand of humor.”

      “Faith says the same thing all the time,” Colt mused.  “You need to stop drinking.”

      “It’s my last hoorah before I turn in my badge and confess to…whatever.  Being a murderer.”

      “Before you do that, why don’t you tell me exactly what happened.”

      He drunkenly told the full story to which Colt said, “That’s self-defense, plain and simple.  You know that.”

      “Back in the day it was,” he said.  “A shooting board would clear me over a burger and a beer.  But post-2020, everything’s changed.  I should have waited to be shot, or gotten myself stabbed or something.  The shooting board these days, it’s all these social justice warriors.  Bunch of pansy-ass pretenders who’ve never held a gun, who can’t even dream of having the balls we have to do what we do.”

      Colt looked at him, aghast.  “Man, those maggots sure did a number on you.”

      “Which maggots?”

      “The ones who said if cops do what cops were hired to do, they’d prosecute them like criminals.”

      “I told you it’s tough out here,” he said.

      “And I said I understood.”

      “Let me drink away my problems, Colt.  It’ll be okay when I get to the bottom of the next bottle.”

      “Suit yourself, but first, answer me this…what are you going to do about Keaton Dodd?  He ruined my garden, and now he’s threatened my wife.”

      “I should have brought backup, or at least been smarter about my approach,” Garrity said, not even listening to Colt.  “I could have spared those guys’ lives.”

      “God put you there because it was time for them to take a dirt nap, Lance.  Now focus, I need your help.”

      “This is my fault,” he said, the start of laughter quickly devolving into tears.  “Now I’ve put you and Faith in a bad way.  That’s the exact opposite of me doing my job.”

      Colt plopped down on the couch and said, “You know you’re acting like a bitch right now.”

      Garrity nodded in a hard, almost childlike fit.  “I totally know it,” he said, spittle flying out of his mouth and a little snot from his nostril, too.

      “Sit up, think about what I’ve told you, then tell me what to do.  Or give me Derek’s number so I can talk to someone who knows their ass from their neighbor’s butthole.”

      He sat up, coughed up a loogie, spat it into his hand, and then—for some reason—stuffed it in his pocket like it was a piece of candy or a spare round.

      “You get the chance,” Garrity said, “you punch a hole in that guy’s skull with the Barrett.  Just let it see the light of day.”

      Colt’s mouth fell wide open.  “Tell me you’re kidding, Sheriff.”

      “Do I look like my sense of humor is intact?”

      “No.”

      “It’s not.”

      “I can’t just shoot him.”

      “Sure you can.  And I’ll cover for you when you do.”

      “Why don’t you do it then, Lance?  I mean, if you’re going down for double murder, why not go for three or four kills?  A life sentence is a life sentence, right?”

      Now he was goading the man.

      “If he steps foot on your property, shoot him.  Before I do…whatever it is I do…”

      “You’re probably just going to cry yourself to sleep then wake up in your own vomit, or worse.”

      “I crapped my pants coming home from the bar.”

      “Is that what I’m smelling?”

      He nodded.

      “If I get back to the office, I’ll file another complaint, establish a paper trail.  You just shoot him like I said, then let me know right away.”

      “I’m not shooting him,” Colt said.  “I want a restraining order.”

      Garrity started laughing, and it looked like he couldn’t stop.  It became so uncomfortable, Colt finally got up and left.

      On the street in front of the driveway, a semi-attractive woman was sitting in a silver Honda SUV.  Having just arrived, she opened the door to get out, but he stopped her.

      “Are you here to see Lance?” he asked.

      “Is he in?” she smiled.

      “You don’t want to see him,” Colt said.  “Covid1984 or something like it.  He’ll be fine in a few days.”

      “Are you a friend?”

      “I am.”

      She nodded, thanked him, then got back into her Honda and said, “Don’t catch what he has.”

      “Trust me, I won’t.”

      Inside, through an open bathroom window, he heard Garrity throwing up.  He stopped for a second, listened to the man, then determined he was probably better off praying to the porcelain gods than being out among the public.

      He finally got on his motorcycle, headed the opposite direction as the silver Honda, then hit traffic.  Everyone was stopped.  Every single car.

      “Okay,” he said, dragging out the word.

      It seemed that nothing worked.  The cars had stopped, the traffic lights were out, even the storefronts and interior shops looked like they’d lost power.

      Above them, the skies were churning.  It had been raining steadily since Keaton stopped by, but he hadn’t seen lightning or heard the kind of thunder that followed nearby lightning strikes.  Moving carefully on the road’s slick surface, he navigated through the stopped cars, past all the people getting out of them, past those who tried to flag him down.

      When he hit Sugar Creek Pike, he knew that this was no regular power outage.  Why would all of the cars be stopped all at once?

      When he got home, Faith met him at the front door.  “Nothing’s working.  I tried to call you, but my phone is dead.”

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket, fiddled with it, then said, “Mine, too.  I’ll get the generator.  We can transfer some of the ice from the old freezer in the barn to the fridge in the house should things start to melt.”

      “I’ll get a fire going.  It’s going to get cold tonight if this storm persists.”

      “You know what’s funny,” he said, looking at his cell phone.  “I had a full charge when I left the house.”

      “So?”

      “Now, it won’t even turn on.”

      Her worried look intensified.  “Colt, is there something going on here?  Something more than the storm?”

      He’d been thinking that very thing.

      “If so, we’re feeling a different kind of storm.  One where we’re kicked out of the frying pan right into the fire.”
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      Keaton looked at the bud, smelled it, then melted into a deep, relaxing smile.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      Remy, which was short for Remington, said, “Ghost Train Haze.  It’s a Sativa strain, but it’s got some kick.  Not like chill, relax, talk about this or that.  This is going to melt your dome, leave you all gooey and weak, but it’s a long smooth run.”

      Keaton looked at Trixie and said, “Let’s get started now.  Go get me a Viagra so when it starts to tail off we can grind our way into ecstasy.”

      Remy flicked another baggie, this one different.  A foil packet.  “A little crystal when the weed runs dry.”

      “That’s like bringing a five-dollar hooker to the playboy mansion,” Keaton said.

      Remy started laughing.  “Yo, man, high is high.”

      “Go get Booger and see if he wants in on this,” Keaton said.

      Lewis Mahoney earned himself the nickname “Booger” a few years back.  Late one night, he got laughing so hard, a brick of crusted snot popped onto his mustache and he didn’t have a clue.  No one said anything for like an hour, but they hadn’t laughed that hard for days.  Lewis hated being called Booger, but the way Keaton saw it, if you’re going to do the crime, you’d better do the time.  In this particular case, the booger was the crime, the nickname was the time.

      Later, when they were high as kites and burrowed into a sinkhole, Keaton walked Trixie to bed.  When they were able to sleep, Keaton slept hard, but Trixie slept harder.

      Having her next to him calmed him.  She was the anchor he needed to get through the night and still feel like he could power through the next day.  Besides, it wasn’t like anyone was there to tell him no.  Not his mother, not Diesel.

      Diesel had told Keaton no hard drugs until the EMP hit, but then the EMP hit.  At least, all the signs of the EMP were there.  Not that it mattered.  When you’re baked out of your mind, little things are big and big things are little.  They were on another planet all day, so when the lights and heat went out, they all just sort of laughed and blamed the storm.  But then he took Trixie to bed and they slept for a few hours.  When he woke, he was freezing cold.  Then again, he couldn’t be sure if it was real or just a dream.

      “Get up and turn on the heater,” he said, nudging Trixie.

      She sat up slowly, like an animated corpse, and walked over to the heater.  She started to fiddle with it.  Nothing happened, so she smacked it.

      “It ain’t working,” she said.

      “Figures,” he groused.  He got out of bed, naked, cold, and angry.  “Turn on the lights, let me look at this thing.”

      Outside it was raining.  She went to flip on the lights, but they didn’t work either.

      “Power’s still out.”

      There was some light, but not enough for him to see.  “Get me my cell phone, we’ll use the flashlight app.”

      “Where’s it at?” she asked.

      “By the bed.”

      She stumbled toward the bed, caught her shin on the frame, then cursed as she felt her way over to the nightstand.  There was a sudden knock at the bedroom door.

      “Hey Keaton, you up?”

      “Yeah,” he said, too groggy to know which one of his guys he was talking to.  Booger could sometimes sound like Remy when he was high.

      “Power’s out again, brah.”

      “Your phone’s dead,” Trixie told him.

      “It’s not dead,” Keaton said.  “I just charged it.”

      “Trust me, it’s dead.”

      “Mine, too,” the guy on the other side of the door said.  Keaton caught the nuances of the voice on the other side of the door.  It belonged to Remy.

      “So everything’s out?” Keaton asked.  “Heater, cell phones, lights…?”

      “Yeah,” Remy said.

      “Go wake Booger.  Have him check his cell phone.”

      A moment later, Remy was back at his door, the house still cast in perfect darkness.

      “Booger’s here,” Remy said.

      “When’s the last time any of you used your phones?” Keaton asked.

      “Yesterday morning,” Remy said.

      “Same here,” Booger answered.  “I’m gonna hit the crystal if anyone wants to join me.”

      “Why would we do that?” Keaton asked.

      “You know, bro.”

      The EMP.

      They went outside, lit the Weber barbecue, but instead of charcoal, they put a small log on it and sat outside on the porch, half the guys hitting the pipe while Trixie and Keaton smoked the rest of the Ghost Train Haze.

      “Dance for us,” Remy said to Trixie.

      “You don’t get to ask her that,” Keaton growled, territorial of his woman.  Then, to Trixie, he said, “Baby, dance for us.”

      She stood and started to dance for them, and after that, it was all a haze of laughter, some sex, him crawling through some crazy dreams.

      Halfway through the night, Keaton wandered to the fridge, grabbed a bottle of water, guzzled it deep, then started rooting through the cupboard, trying to find something to eat.

      He began opening packages, feeling the food, trying to figure out what was what.  He finally found a pack of graham crackers, which to him was Valhalla.  He gobbled them down, then felt someone reach a hand around and grab his business.

      “That better be Trixie, or that hand’s getting chopped off.”

      “Does this feel like a man’s hand to you?” Trixie asked.

      “Are you still high?”

      “Uh-huh,” she said.  “Feel how hard my nipples are.”

      “I’m not in the mood,” Keaton said.  “I mean, I am, but it’s not the drugs, it’s just so damn cold.”

      “Feel them,” she said.  “Seriously.”

      “Your hand is cold enough.”

      “Just do it.”

      He turned around in the pitch black and felt her nude body.  She reached for the food in his hand.

      “Stop,” he said, pulling away.  “Get your own food.”

      “I’m so hungry, though.”

      She went for his cracker again, so he hit her.  She hit him back and he shoved her into what was either the table or the side of the counter.  She cried out, cursed him, then stumbled around and finally fell down.  A moment later, she started crying.

      “Did anyone ever tell you not to touch other people’s food?”

      “Good God, Keaton,” Remy said.

      Keaton couldn’t see the man, but he knew Remy had a soft spot for Trixie.  “Mind your own business, Remington.  And quit sneaking around like a freaking pervert.”

      “What are we going to do for heat?” he asked.  “It’s like an icebox in my bedroom.  I can’t even feel my toes.”

      Outside, the winds were blowing and the rain tapped the windows like little water darts.  Keaton walked outside, stood in the storm, and listened.

      Up the hill, it sounded like a small motor was running.

      “I’m sorry, Keaton,” Trixie said, stepping outside.  He saw a shadow of her, felt the goosebumps on her skin, on her butt cheeks.

      “Go back inside or you’re going to catch your death.”

      “I shouldn’t have tried—”

      “Shhh,” he said.  “Do you know what that is?”  They waited in silence.  “I think it’s a generator.  Go get my clothes and my jacket.”

      She returned a few minutes later with the clothes he requested.  When he was dressed, he turned to Trixie, ran his hand over her breasts then said, “If you would have told me you had all these goosebumps, I would have let you have my cracker earlier.”

      She leaned into his touch, pressing her chest out, her only asset in her mind.

      “Still amazing,” he said.  He leaned in and kissed her cheek.  “If I’m not back in twenty-minutes, tell the guys to arm up and come get me.”

      “Be careful.”

      He walked out into the driving rain, then up the hill.  He had zeroed in on the generator, the sound of it his beacon.  So, the McDaniel family prepared for power outages.  That was good.  He didn’t.  But why prepare when you could just steal from those who did?

      When he reached the house, he heard the generator loud and clear.  But it wasn’t powering the house, it was running power to the barn.  He moved through the cover of darkness, found the cord running inside the barn, followed it to a fifties-style horizontal freezer.

      He put his hand on the metal surface, felt the chill.  Reaching around back, he unplugged the extension cord and looped it around his arm as he walked back to the generator.  He found the generator’s off switch, killed the power, then picked it up and walked it down the hill, across the street, and onto his front porch.

      Booger was outside, sitting there in a haze.  Keaton handed him the cord and said, “Go plug the wall heater into this.”

      By this time, Trixie was dressed.  “Are we getting our heat back?”

      “Yes, we are,” Keaton said.  Outside, he used the pull-start to fire up the generator.

      “It’s not working,” Booger said from inside.

      “Try the fridge,” he said, thinking the EMP did more damage than he imagined.  If they had power, but the circuitry was fried, would they even have heat?

      A few minutes later, Booger announced, “It’s not working either.”

      “What’s happening?” Remy asked.

      “You know what’s happening, moron.  The freaking EMP.”

      “I thought that was like, a myth or something, like maybe it was to hype us up,” Booger said.  In the darkness, Keaton quietly shook his head.

      Trixie said, “I’m going back to bed.  Let’s deal with this when the sun is up and we can see.”

      “I don’t remember you being the shot caller,” Keaton barked.

      “I’m just cold.”

      “We’re all cold!” Keaton shouted, his hair wet, his skin clammy.

      “Sorry, Keaton.”

      “Sorry, Keaton,” he mocked, the same way he’d seen Diesel’s mother mock him.

      A moment later, he listened as Booger and Remy made their way back to their rooms.  He went to bed as well, tried to curl up to Trixie.  She scooted away from him.  He didn’t need her as much as he needed her body heat.  He was freezing!  When she had moved as far away from him as she could without falling off the bed, he scooted in and spooned her.  Unfortunately, as warm as she was, he found himself unable to sleep.

      “You awake?” he asked Trixie.  She didn’t answer.  He shoved the back of her head and waited.  “Trixie, are you awake?”

      “I am now,” she mumbled.

      “I need a blowjob.  I have to get to sleep somehow and this isn’t working.”

      “I’m not in the mood.”

      “You were earlier when you wanted me to feel your tits.”

      “I’m warmer now.  No goosebumps.”

      “I’m not asking,” he snapped.

      He felt her turn over in bed, then move down on him.  He laid back in the bed, felt himself finally relaxing.  When she was done, he said, “I don’t know what happened to you, but that was terrible.”

      He heard her spit on the floor, then settle into sleep.  Twenty minutes later, when he still couldn’t sleep, he punched her in the back and listened to her cry.  Somehow, that sound seemed to soothe him.

      “When I was a baby, my mother said I used to cry all the time,” he told her.  “She said I’d cry myself to sleep.  I’m so glad I have you to cry me to sleep now.”

      Within a few minutes, he was out cold, sleeping long enough for someone to wake him the next morning.  That someone was pounding on the front door.  He opened his eyes, winced at the light outside, then heard the heavy rains.

      “What the hell?” he said.

      The pounding continued.  He got up, walked to the door where Remy was standing.

      “You going to answer it?” he asked.

      “It’s the guy from up the hill.”

      Keaton opened the door and saw Colt McDaniel standing there.  Ever since Diesel told him to keep an eye on Colt, he didn’t know what was so special about the guy.

      “What do you want?” Keaton asked, yawning.

      “You took my generator.”

      “That’s mine.  And last I checked, possession is nine-tenths of the law.”

      “Not today it’s not,” Colt said.

      “It doesn’t work anyway, so maybe for a few bucks, I’ll let you buy it from me.”

      “You’re not even running anything, but you ran the gas out of it.”

      Keaton poked his head outside, saw it was not even plugged into the main unit all the way.  He gave a little laugh, like the sight of it was pathetic.

      “My mother said I wasn’t good with tools.  She said I’d need instructions to use a hammer.”

      “I feel sorry for the woman,” Colt said.  “Next time you’re on my property, I’m going to kill you.”

      “Why do you feel bad for my mother?”

      “Because she had to push a piece of shit like you out of her most sacred orifice.  If you were my kid, I would’ve drowned you in a toilet.”

      He laughed, because it was kind of funny, then he said, “Leave me a ten spot and you can have the generator.”

      Colt bowed up, took a step toward him.  “You’re like a tick, Keaton.  Pretty soon I’m going burn you out.”

      “Don’t make me take your hat again.”

      “Take it now, Keaton.”

      The man was clearly enraged, which had Keaton narrowing his eyes.  With a smirk he knew would drive people nuts, he said, “Had you have shown this much gumption when you were doing your wife’s shopping at the Kroger, maybe you wouldn’t have had to clean the ground off your face.”

      Colt advanced on him, but Remy had the gun out in no time flat.

      Keaton tsk-tsk-tsked him.  “All that attitude, but such a poor planner.  You armed, Colt?”

      The man looked at him, unblinking, then he grinned and there was a sudden emptiness in his eyes that Keaton understood.  He’d seen it in his guys when they let go of their inhibitions.  They emptied their eyes out like that when they burned, stole, or killed.

      “You got it in you, don’t you?” Keaton said, low, interested.  Colt said nothing.  “Yeah, you ain’t no pansy.  This one’s got a spine, Remy.  If he does anything other than get his ass off this porch in the next ten seconds, put a round in his head.”

      He said this while looking right at Colt.  The man didn’t flinch.  Colt waited the ten seconds, then turned and grabbed the generator and left.

      “I’m going to report this theft to the sheriff,” Keaton snickered.

      Colt turned to him.  “Where’d you bury the guys he killed?”

      “There’s room for you if that’s what you mean.”

      “Save yourself a plot, maggot.”

      Keaton watched him walk up the driveway, cross the road, then head up his own driveway.

      “I really don’t like that guy,” Keaton said.  Trixie finally walked outside to catch a breath of fresh air.  Keaton wasn’t having it.  “Get me some coffee.”

      “Nothing works,” Trixie said, her hair a mess.

      “WELL, FIGURE IT OUT!” he turned and roared, slapping the flat of the door.
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      It was just another morning for Gator, but it wasn’t a regular morning.  He didn’t figure out that an EMP had been set off in the atmosphere until he’d headed down the hill.  On his way into town, he saw a good-looking woman walking down the street.  She had a cup of something in her hands.  Coffee, maybe?  Tea?  Either way, she was an unusual sight.

      He pulled the truck over to the side of the road, leaned over, and rolled down the window.  “Get in, I’ll give you a ride.”  She looked cold and wet.  “Wherever you’re going, I can take you.  C’mon, get out of the rain.”

      He had set out for ammo and a burrito and found himself a girl instead.

      “Thank you,” she said, getting in the truck.

      “You’re aware it’s raining, right?”

      “It started on the way back,” she said.  “At least it’s not too cold.”

      She was a strawberry blond with tattoos up her neck, and tattoos that ran down her arms and reached her hands.  She had dull eyes, a look of extreme fatigue, and she smelled like pot.  There was something sad and broken in her, which he found curious, and a bit alluring.

      “Why are you out here walking in this?”

      “The power’s out, and I needed to get coffee for my friend.”

      He shook his head, then looked down at her feet.  She was in flip-flops, the edges worn down, her heels bloody.

      She glanced over at him and smiled.  “What are you, a weight lifter or something?”  She reached out and touched his biceps.

      “I stay in shape.”

      “And this?”  She stroked his beard.  “I’m not hitting on you or anything, but that’s some beard.  And this whole look…it works.”

      “Thanks, but it’s a look of necessity.  I’d rather be a hundred-and-seventy-pound male model.”

      “Really?” she laughed.

      “Hell no!” he joked.  “I worked my ass off to look like this.  Tell me where we’re going, because we can’t just sit in the middle of the road chatting.”

      “Flip a U-turn then.  I’m off Watts Mill Road, which is down Sugar Creek Pike.”

      “Really?” he asked.

      “Yeah, really,” she said, moving her wet hair out of her face.  “We just moved in.  My boyfriend and I are renting the place with a few friends.”

      She finally turned and looked at him, meeting his eyes for the first time.

      “What’s with the bruises?” he asked.

      Whatever makeup she managed to put together that morning had worn off in the elements.  She pulled down the sun visor, looked at herself in the affixed mirror, then said, “Yeah, I guess you can see those.”

      “They’re kind of obvious.”

      “I’ve been bruised in one capacity or another for so long, it’s become a burden trying to hide them.”

      He looked down at her flip flops.  “You’re new to Kentucky, aren’t you?”

      “Kinda,” she said.

      “How long did it take you to get to town?”

      “I went to the church up the street.  They had hot coffee.”

      “The Methodist Church?”

      “Yeah, Roberts something or other.  To answer your question, I guess I’ve been walking maybe an hour or two?” she said, as if it were more of a question than an answer.  “I don’t know.  It could be more.  I just like these times to myself.  Even if…you know.”  She showed him a cracked and bleeding heel, then smiled like it was just another day in paradise.

      “What brought all that on?” he asked, referring to her face.  “The walking in flip flops, the bruising…”

      “Apparently, I’m neither a good listener nor a good girlfriend.  My name’s Trixie, by the way.  What’s yours?”

      “Gator,” he said.

      “Is that short for Alligator?” she asked with a smile.

      “Yeah, that’s the name on my birth certificate.  Alligator.  No last name.”

      “Really, what is it?”

      “Don’t laugh,” he said.

      She smiled and asked, “Am I going to want to?”

      “Everyone else does, but I can slug them when they do.”

      “Okay, I won’t laugh.”

      “My given name is Bartholomew.”

      She burst out laughing, then clipped the laugh by clamping a hand over her mouth.  “I’m sorry,” she mumbled through her fingers, “but you don’t look like a Bartholomew, or even a Bart.”

      “Right?”

      “You say Bart, I think fart.”

      Now he started laughing.  “How are those feet?”

      “Great, why?”

      “Keep this up and you’ll be walking home on them.”

      Now she said, “Okay, Alligator, no more jokes from the cheap seats.”

      “I like your laugh,” he said.

      “Bartholomew’s a pretty cool name, though.  It’s eccentric and sophisticated, yet it can be short and punchy.”  In an animated voice, she said, “The name’s Bartholomew, but if we’re friends, I’ll let you call me Bart.”

      He smiled at her sense of humor.  “Like I said.”

      “I know, you like my laugh.  There’s a lot about me to like, but I’m off the market, so…”

      “I guess I’m off the market, too.  I prefer my solitude.  But then I meet someone like you and think the Alligator needs to get out more.”

      She guided him down Sugar Creek Pike, had him turn on an unmarked road he knew well.  They made a half loop through a grove of winter-barren trees, then took another turn down another unmarked road.

      “I hope you can find your way back,” she said.

      “I’m familiar with the area,” he said.  “I live nearby, but I have friends here, too.”

      She took him to the house, which was situated directly across the street from Colt’s place.  He came to suspect Trixie lived with the guy who took Colt’s hat, but Gator didn’t want to let on that he knew.  He was the kind of guy who played his cards close to the vest.

      Trixie thanked him, got out, then said, “Another time and another place and maybe we could have been friends.”

      “Perhaps one day,” he said.

      He waited until she got into the house, then he drove up Colt’s driveway, parking behind the quaint barn Colt had recently converted to a man-cave.

      There was a generator running, with a line into the barn, but no one was inside.  He hoped his friend wasn’t rucking.  When he knocked on the door, Faith opened it with a gun in hand.

      “Gator,” she said, setting the gun on the table beside the front door.

      “Good morning, Faith,” he said.  “Should I be worried that you’re answering the door fully armed?”

      Colt appeared, hat pulled low over his eyes, a little steam in his aura.

      “That Muppet across the street stole my generator sometime this morning.  I went down there to get it and the idiot had run it out of gas with nothing plugged in.”

      “He just ran out the gas?”

      “He had the audacity to try to sell it to me, and then he said he was going to report it to the sheriff, saying I stole it.  Can you believe the nerve of that guy?”

      “Then one of his little friends pulled a gun on Colt,” Faith said.

      Colt nodded his head, then said, “He told his buddy if I didn’t get off the porch in ten seconds, he was to put a round in my skull.”

      “And?” Gator asked.

      “I waited ten seconds, and then I took my generator and left.”

      Gator laughed.  “I’m gonna get my stuff, move into the man-cave.  I saw some cars stalled on the road, and my phone doesn’t work.  Which means we might have a big problem.”

      “Nah, man,” Colt said.  “I got this, but thanks.”

      “It would be nice to have an extra gun around here,” Faith said.  “Just to keep an eye on things.”

      “I heard they had bad weather in Leighton’s neck of the woods,” Gator said.  “You guys get any word on that?”

      “You do realize we’ve been hit by an EMP, or something like that, right?” Faith said.

      “Just figuring it out,” Gator replied.  “I was on my way into town when I met a damsel in distress and my protector instincts flared up.”

      Colt laughed.  “Yeah?”

      “Trixie.”

      Now, he watched Colt’s face turn red.

      “It looked like she ran into a few doors, if you catch my drift.”

      “I got the same impression last time I saw her,” Colt said.  “Don’t think you can save this one.  I think she’s too deep into her life to change direction.”

      “That faraday cage in the man-cave,” Gator said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder, “did that actually work?”

      “Yeah, surprisingly,” Colt said.  “I have to get gas for the generator, but I’ll set up the Kodiak and the solar panels after I make sure that idiot, Keaton, isn’t going to come up and take them like he took the gas-powered generator.”

      “What about the coffee maker?” he asked.  “Did that survive?”

      “It did,” Faith said with a smile.  “You want a cup of Joe?”

      “Does a pig want mud?”

      “Apparently so,” Faith said.  “Kick off those dirty shoes and come inside.”

      “How about I get mine to go,” he said, kicking his boots off anyway.  “I have to go to town and see if I can get extra supplies now that everything’s changed.  I’m not terribly excited about dipping into my reserves.”

      “If you want it ‘to go,’ then ‘to go’ it is,” Faith said, fetching him some coffee.  “If you want it iced, I can do that, too.”

      To Faith, he said, “I like my coffee like the dead of night…pitch black for maximum octane.”  More quietly, to Colt, he said, “You want me to stop by in a few hours?  Check on things with you?”

      Colt seemed relieved, but his words didn’t reflect his reaction.

      “I got this,” Colt said.  “You’re a good friend, Gator.  I really do appreciate you.”

      “That might be my only redeeming value.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Colt said.

      When Faith returned with a cup of hot, black coffee, Gator smelled the bitter brew and smiled.

      “Hot damn, Mrs. McDaniel.  This is perfect.”
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      Keaton stood on the porch with the binoculars watching the big man talk to Colt and Faith.  This guy looked hard—a brute with a Viking’s beard and substantial bulk.  Could Keaton take him in a fair fight?  He didn’t even know what a fair fight was, because he never fought fair in his life.

      “Trixie, come here!” he screamed over his shoulder.

      She appeared moments later, scared.  Keaton was tired of the way she looked at him.  Trixie needed to thicken her skin if she wanted to be with him.  But she also needed to not get picked up by strangers who looked like lumberjacks.

      “What did that guy say to you?”

      “Nothing, really.”

      “Your ugly face is running, which means the bruises you managed to get yourself are plain as day.”

      “No one said nothing about them.”

      He looked her over, read the fear in her eyes, then said, “I don’t believe you.”  She pressed her lips together, her eyes filling with shine.  “Make me believe you, Trixie.”

      Without a word, she got on her knees and started to undo his zipper.  He smacked her face away, knocking her on the floor.

      “C’mon, Keaton,” Remy said, irritated.  “Give her a break already.”

      “Shut your trap,” he said.  “You just shut it if you know what’s best for you.”

      Trixie looked up at him and said, “You said you’d save me from my old life.”

      “I did,” he said.

      “But you didn’t say this would be my new life.”

      “Well, it is.  Aren’t I providing for you?  Keeping you fed and clothed?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “And aren’t you grateful?”

      “I am.”

      She started to get up, but he stepped forward, standing right over the top of her.  He glared down at her, then he spat a loogie in her hair.

      “I don’t believe you, Trixie.”

      The weight and gravity of the phlegm caused it to slide down the front of her bangs.  It brushed over an eyelash before falling on the floor.

      “Clean it up.”

      “I’ll need a cloth,” she said.

      “Lap it up like a dog, Trixie.”

      “No,” she said.

      “Lap it up.  Like.  A.  DOG.”

      “No!” she screamed.

      He kneed her in the face, knocking her over on her back.  Remy charged him, but Keaton grabbed the man, swung him around, and sent him flying through a perfectly good screen door.

      He followed Remy outside, kicked him in the butt, then said, “You can’t save this ho!”

      Back in the house, he grabbed Trixie by the hair and picked her up.  She grabbed his hands, crying.  He could already see her face swelling.  Meanwhile, Booger walked out, chewing on a sandwich he made.  Peanut butter and grape jelly.

      “You got an issue?” he asked Booger.

      “Just here for the show.”

      Keaton dragged Trixie out of the house by the hair, kicked Remy as he passed him, then threw Trixie off the porch.  She started to come back to the house, but he screamed, “Go get another ride with your boyfriend!”

      “He’s not my boyfriend!”

      “I’m not either, so now what are you going to do?”

      “Please, Keaton!”

      “You’re going to have to beg!” Keaton roared.

      “You spat in my hair.”

      “Yep, and I spat on your face, too, like a dog who needs to learn to beg.”

      “Stop this, Keaton,” she pleaded.  “I didn’t want this.  Please, I don’t want it like this!”

      “You’re nothing, Trixie.  You’re just two tits and a hole, a warm body at night, a built-in gopher.  Go for this, go for that.  Go-for.”

      “Well, you’re just a weak-dick lover, never up to my standards,” she said, getting up and brushing herself off.  “I won’t beg for substandard, and I certainly won’t sit around here anymore getting hit, or—”

      He cracked her on the skull with a solid right hook that had her falling against the Jeep.  She dropped down in the dirt and started to cry.

      “The little tough-girl act doesn’t work on me, sister.  You need to understand that you have a place to stay, so long as you know your place.  Now beg.”
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      “Colt!” Faith screamed from the hallway by the front door. Spurred to life, he jumped up, ran down the hall, grabbed the M82, then booked it to the foyer.

      “Is he back?” Colt asked, breathless and ready.

      “Worse,” she said, staring out the window with a pair of binoculars.

      He began to set the rifle down, but she said, “No, take it out on the porch, the Barret’s scope is better than the binoculars.”

      The two of them hurried out front.

      Faith said, “He’s beating her.”

      “What?”

      “It’s really bad.”

      He set up the rifle on the porch railing, scoped in on the house, and saw Trixie lying beaten in the dirt.  Keaton was standing over her, screaming at her, motioning for her to get up.  She looked like she was crying.

      “This freaking guy,” he growled under his breath.

      Flexing his jaw like he was gritting his teeth, Keaton kicked dirt into Trixie’s face, causing her to turn and cry even harder.

      Inside Colt’s head, things were changing.  He felt himself wanting to revert back to the way he was, the way he used to be, his old self.  The beast inside him stood in its cage, stepped out of the shadows, curled its war-beaten fingers around the bars.

      “You need to stop him,” Faith all but whispered.

      “It’s not our squabble.”

      Down the hill, just beyond the brush, where he got a halfway decent shot, Colt watched Keaton grab Trixie by the hair and slam her head into the car.

      The beast began to growl, to rattle the cage.

      Colt stood up straight and turned to Faith, but she had the binos to her face and was watching the whole thing.

      “We can’t just sit and watch this,” she said, pulling the field glasses away.

      “I already told you,” he hissed.

      The beast wanted eyes on the scene, so Colt felt himself turn around, line up the M82, scope in the scene once more.

      Keaton was still on Trixie, smacking her in the head over and over again.  She couldn’t seem to fall any farther into the dirt.  Collapsed and on her side, it looked like she was almost hugging the ground to get away from him.  Still, there was no escape, and he didn’t seem finished with her just yet.

      Towering over her, fists clenched at his sides, his eyes were a blazing heat and his jaw flicked as he waited for her to move.  When all she did was lay there sobbing, he snorted really hard, coughed even harder, then hocked a massive loogie into pinkish-blond hair that was already dusted with the dirt he’d kicked at her earlier.

      Colt’s beast was shaking the cage, its throat ragged with a guttural roar.

      “You have to stop this, Colt!”

      Colt shut out all outside noise, turned the volume down on the beast, then focused only on Keaton.

      He couldn’t hear the beast, but he felt its lips pull back and its breathing change.  The beast opened its mouth, its teeth shiny and slick, its eyes ferocious with need.

      “Kill him,” Faith said.

      This snapped him out of the quiet space, the force of her demands like sandpaper on his eyeballs.

      “No!” he roared back.

      Instead of backing off, she stepped up next to him and said, “I know you have it in you.  Walker told me all about you.  He told me what you guys did, why you’re so distant.”

      The beast inside grew louder than ever, shaking the cage so hard the bolts began to loosen and the drywall on this metaphorical cage started dropping in bits and dust.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off Keaton.

      From the porch, one of the guys was yelling for Keaton to stop.  The maggot went straight for Trixie, picked her up by the hair, tried dragging her to her feet.  It wasn’t like it looked in the movies.  He couldn’t get her up, so the struggle was ugly and painful to watch, her screams echoing up the hillside for the first time.

      Through the M82’s scope he watched Trixie claw Keaton’s face, drawing blood.  His response was swift and violent, topped off by a savage gut-punch that had her falling over yet again.

      “If you don’t do something, I will,” Faith said, raising her voice at him for the first time in years.  “I’m not kidding.  I can’t watch this, not for another minute!”

      That’s when Colt saw Keaton’s mouth move.  It was that one word that fused Colt to the beast inside himself.  It was the one word that stopped his skin from perspiring, his heart from wavering, his mind from dancing over the consequences of action.

      “I told you to beg,” Keaton’s mouth said.

      Beg.

      That was the word Colt saw that changed everything.

      “No,” he said again, but this time to Keaton rather than Faith.

      “I know you have a monster inside you,” Faith pleaded.  “I know you bury it deep, but Colton McDaniel, it’s time to let him out.”

      He slid his finger over the trigger, let out his breath, squeezed the trigger.

      Down the hill, half of Keaton’s head blew clean off.  He slid the rifle a hair to the left, squeezed the trigger, punched a hole in the other guy’s chest, sending him backward into the porch railing.

      Another guy came out on the porch, a sandwich in his hand, half the chewed food sitting in an opened mouth.  He studied the dead bodies, then he looked up the hill, to where Colt was perched.  The beast inside him sat back and sighed.

      Kill him, the beast said.  But he didn’t.  Colt just stared at the kid.

      He had a lazy look in his eye like he couldn’t care less, like somehow he wasn’t all that broken up about what had happened.  His opened mouth closed and he started chewing again.  He was safe and he knew it.  Turning, he walked back into the house.  A moment later, he returned with a damp cloth.  He handed it to Trixie, but then he got into his old-as-hell beater, started it up, and drove away.  He wasn’t in a rush, which was strange.  And why did his car work?  He thought the EMP destroyed almost everything.

      “Go help her,” Faith said.  “I’ll cover you.”

      “You can’t shoot the big dog,” he said of the M82.

      “I know.”

      Colt now looked at her with different eyes.  He was a killer again, the brute from Afghanistan, the fiend without a bleeding heart or a second’s hesitation.  He’d carried this beast around for so long, caged, unfed, ignored.  But now that he had let that monster out, it was time to plan for war.

      He walked down the driveway, crossed the empty street, found Trixie sitting in the dirt.  She was a mess, looking at her dead boyfriend and his dead comrade.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “You did this?”

      “No, he did this to himself.  I just delivered the message.”

      “What message?”

      “You don’t beat women.”

      She nodded, then started to cry again.  She had a dirty face, swelling over her left eye, a cut on her mouth.  He extended a hand; she took it.

      He picked her up and said, “I want you to come up to the house and let me and my wife clean you up.”

      “I have nowhere to go,” she sobbed.

      “You do right now.”

      “But he’s…he’s dead.”

      “He is.”

      “Diesel’s not going to like this.”

      “Who’s Diesel?”

      “I already told you.  He’s the head of the Hayseed Rebellion.”

      Colt stopped.

      “What’s Diesel’s last name?”

      “I don’t know.  I think it’s Daley or something like that.”

      Colt felt like the wind had been kicked out of him.  He recognized that name…from Walker.  “Former military, right?”

      “I guess.”

      “How well does Diesel like Keaton?”

      “He doesn’t like anyone, but he relies on him.”

      “For what?”

      “Stuff.”

      “What kind of stuff?”

      “He wanted us watching you, seeing if you went anywhere, if anyone came to you.”

      “He wanted you watching me?” he asked, dumbfounded.

      It was starting to make sense.  Somehow, Diesel was mixed up with Walker, and Walker was now dead.  Were Diesel and Walker friends?  Was that his gold and silver in the care package with the M82?  Or was there something deeper, a more profound reason for this…hillbilly surveillance?

      “What exactly is this guy’s interest in me?”

      “I think maybe Diesel wants to do something to you himself, but he got injured a week or two ago.  Plus a lot of his guys were killed.”

      “By whom?”

      She shrugged her shoulders.  “I just get things for Keaton, and I do things…”

      “What do you mean?”

      She wiped her eyes, stared at him.  “Do I really need to say it?”

      “No,” he said.  “Let’s go up to the house.”

      He walked her up to the house, and when they arrived, Faith came off the porch and pulled her into a hug.  “C’mon, sweetheart, let’s get you taken care of.”

      “I’m going to see Lance,” Colt said.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “It’s okay,” he said.  “You remember what he said, right?  You remember what he said to do if this situation presented itself.”

      “What if he changes his mind?” Faith asked.  “Let’s take care of it on our own.”

      “I trust him,” Colt said. “If he changed his mind, I’ll know soon enough.”
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      Colt wiped the moisture from the seat of his motorcycle, straddled it, then kick-started it to life.  He revved the engine to warm it up, then dropped the transmission into gear and set out for town.

      All along the more populated streets, abandoned cars and trucks sat where they died.  People were here and there, some walking down the side of the road, others moving in and around the vehicles.  For some reason, they seemed more worried about him than he was about them.  It started to rain again, which was no surprise.

      He cut his speed, reminded himself to be careful.

      As he neared the city, he saw columns of smoke rising into the damp skies.  The rain intensified, the skies bleaker than ever.  He took exit 29 to Wilmore/Nicholasville, turned right on 29/Wilmore Road heading to Nicholasville.  KY-29/Wilmore Rd eventually became W. Maple Street.

      The residential neighborhoods looked peaceful despite the events unfolding.  Even though the day was dreary-looking and the temperature had dropped significantly, the mixed smells of wood-burning stoves, moderate rain, and a saturated earth felt invigorating to his soul.

      He passed the utilitarian-looking Nicholasville Elementary School and then Nicholasville Apostolic Church knowing that just up the street was the sheriff’s office.

      At the corner of N. Maple and S. 3rd Street, a fight had broken out.  He was able to get through it unscathed, even though a crowd had gathered.  It wasn’t the Hayseed Rebellion so far as he could tell.  This was just a couple of good old boys who could probably kill a keg and a few burgers between the two of them.

      Up ahead, across from the United Methodist Church, was a single-story brick building.  It was small and unassuming with very little parking and nothing to stop the public from pouring in.  This was the Jessamine County Sheriff’s Office.  There was a small line of people forming outside the door, most of them looking scared, or worn down.

      He was puttering around the front of the building when he saw someone running toward him with a crazed look in his eyes.  Colt’s body tensed, his guard instantly up.  The lunatic got close enough that Colt wasn’t sure if he was about to be attacked, or just given a good scare.  He wasn’t taking chances.  Without hesitation, he kicked the guy in the face, knocking him on his back.

      The motorcycle wobbled hard, and he nearly crashed into a parked car.  Fortunately, he kept his balance, righted the bike as he pulled to a stop.  Glancing back over his shoulder, he saw the man laid out on his back.  He wasn’t moving.  Good.

      Colt stashed the bike around the back of the station, excused himself audibly, then started moving through the gaggle of people.  There was chatter and some cursing, but when he got inside the building and to the front of the line, he saw Lance’s deputy, Marilyn something or other, speaking with an older woman who was saying her husband froze to death last night.

      Colt caught Marilyn’s eye.  “Is Garrity here?”

      “If you find that draft dodger,” she grumbled, “you tell him to get his butt down here.”

      Colt nodded, turned around, then got on his bike and headed to Garrity’s house.  When he arrived, he cop-knocked, but no one answered.  He walked around back, saw the heavily damaged cruiser smashed into the wooden deck, and frowned.  He went to the back door, cop-knocked again, really pounding this time.  When no one answered, he reared back and kicked the door in.

      Garrity was there a moment later, a shotgun leveled on him.  When he saw it was Colt, the lawman lowered his weapon and said, “Are you kidding me?  That’s my door!”

      “Do you have any idea what’s going on out there?”

      Garrity looked away.

      Colt shook his head and said, “Keaton beat the hell out of his girlfriend.  He was well on his way to doing permanent damage.”

      “And?” he asked, setting the shotgun on the kitchen table.  He sniffed a coffee cup, took a sip of whatever was in there, then winced.

      “Half his head is splattered all over his driveway,” Colt said.  “I shot another one as well.  I let the third go because he wasn’t harming anyone.”

      “You let him go?” Garrity asked.

      “Did you hear me?”

      “Yes, I heard you.  You killed him.  Good.  That’s what I said you should have done.  Isn’t that what I told you to do?”

      “It’s crazy hearing you say this, not because of who you are, but because of the position you hold.  You’re the sheriff, Lance.”

      “I serve the people,” he said indifferently, clearly hungover, “and sometimes I let the people serve themselves.”

      “Well, I served myself,” Colt said.  “But I saved her life, so I served her, too.”

      “I don’t care what you have to tell yourself,” Garrity said.  “You did the right thing.”

      “Get off your ass, put on your uniform, and get to work.  Or this will get a lot worse.”

      “I think I’m still a little bit drunk.”

      “No one cares,” Colt said.  “You’ll burn it off when you see what’s going on out there.”

      He sat down, stared out the window at the rain.

      “I can’t go out there.”

      “Do you remember when the cops ran from the rioters in Philadelphia and everyone decided the cops didn’t matter anymore?”

      He turned and glared at Colt.  “Don’t bring that up with me.”

      “You don’t even need anyone to chase you, Lance.  You’re just sitting here like a coward.  My brother would kick your butt right back into the streets over this.”

      “I murdered those guys,” he said from a faraway place.

      “You had every right to do that, so stop this crybaby bullshit, it’s embarrassing.”

      “I know it’s not good,” he said, unmoved.

      Colt found himself pacing around the small room.  “Some people have to die, Lance.  It was them or you, the classic definition of self-defense.”

      He looked up at Colt, held his gaze, his eyes clearing.  “I liked the old you better.  The nice, respectable you.”

      “Well, that version of me is asleep now, so get dressed.”  Garrity didn’t move, so Colt stepped forward and struck the sheriff.

      He held his face and looked up.  “What the hell, Colt?”

      “I said get dressed!”

      Garrity shook off the strike, stood, then tried to stand straight.  Colt grabbed the shotgun off the table and tossed it to him.  He caught it, instantly stabilizing.

      “Yeah,” he said.  “Okay.”

      “We’ve been hit with an EMP,” Colt said.

      “It’s just a power outage.”

      “The grid’s smoked,” Colt said.  “Which is why your electronics are smoked.”

      “Are you sure?” Garrity asked.

      “I’m tired of asking, man.  Get dressed!”  Garrity finally started moving.  “I’m taking you into the station on the back of my bike.”

      “You really killed those guys?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Colt said.

      “Then you need to use this distraction to get rid of the bodies.”

      “That’s your recommendation?”

      “Yes.”

      “Alright then.”

      When Colt dropped Garrity off at the station, he went back home, steering clear of the many pockets of chaos breaking out all around the city.

      Back at the house, he got his pickaxe and shovel and walked down to Vitaliy’s rental home.  Faith and Trixie came down a few minutes later.

      “You don’t want to see this, Faith,” he turned and said.  “I don’t want you seeing this.”

      She came down anyway, which was not really a surprise to him.  He watched her appraising the scene.  When she saw Keaton’s head pretty much blown off, she stood still, looking at it.  Trixie started to cry, but then she bent down and picked up the shovel.  Colt suspected the ex-dancer never held a spade in her life, but she started to dig anyway.

      “Can you head up to the house and get me two gallons of gasoline and a lighter?” he asked Faith.  She didn’t say anything, she just nodded and went.  “I need a tarp, too!”

      She just kept walking.

      “You okay doing this?” Colt asked Trixie.

      She kept digging, not even acknowledging him.  Faith returned half an hour later with the gas, the lighter, and the tarp.  Without a word, she went into the side door of the garage, rooted around, then came back out with a spade of her own and started to dig alongside them.

      When they dug an acceptable hole that Colt estimated to be about five or six feet deep, he and Trixie dragged Keaton’s corpse through the mud and loose gravel, then rolled him into the pit.

      “Gas,” he said to Faith.

      She handed the can to him; he doused the body.  He then pulled his wallet out of the back of his pants, withdrew a business card, lit it, and dropped it into the pit.  The whoosh of flames was bigger than any of them expected.

      He draped the tarp over three-quarters of the pit to keep the rain from dousing the flames.  Meanwhile, Faith returned to the garage, then came back out with a big bag of charcoal briquettes.  Colt pulled back the tarp, clearing the way for Faith to empty out the entire bag.

      The flames curled around the briquettes, dimming a bit before catching fire.  When the flames were high enough, Faith dumped splashes of gasoline on the parts of Keaton’s body not yet burning hot enough.

      Turning around, pointing at the other guy he shot earlier, he asked Trixie, “Who’s that guy?”

      “That’s Remington, although Keaton called him Remy.”

      “What about the third guy?”

      “Booger.”

      “Did you say Booger?” Faith asked.

      “His name was Lewis, for real, but everyone called him Booger because of a…well, it doesn’t matter.  Why didn’t you shoot him, too?”

      “He didn’t do anything.”

      “That was a big mistake,” she said.

      He didn’t say anything.  He just looked over at Faith, who was looking back at him with raised eyebrows.

      He dragged Remy’s body to the edge of the pit, doused him with gas as well, then kicked his body over the edge.  He crashed into Keaton’s roasted corpse, then slowly caught fire.

      The rain simmered down as the flames licked up the front of the tarp.  Colt finally pulled it away and threw dirt on the smoldering parts of the mostly flame-retardant tarp.

      “Is there any more charcoal in the garage?” he asked Faith.

      She shook her head.  “I didn’t see any.”

      “I’m going to head up to the house, get some more gas, and maybe our bag of briquettes.”

      He walked up to the house, decided he didn’t want to waste more gas on those two clowns, and instead grabbed a bottle of tequila, some hot dogs, and Roscoe.  He and the pup walked down to the fire pit.  He set the hot dogs and the tequila down, then grabbed a nearby stick.

      “Weiner, anyone?” he asked when the flames were just right.

      Faith fixed him with a frown.  “I was speechless when you brought those down here, but now I’m wondering what the hell is wrong with you.”

      “You pushed me to this,” he said.

      Trixie grabbed the package of hot dogs, then used her teeth to tear back the plastic casing.

      “I said kill him,” Faith whispered closer to him, “not cook a freaking meal over him.”

      He handed her the alcohol.  “Take a drink, see if that calms your nerves.”

      Pushing the bottle aside, she asked, “What did Lance say?”

      “He said to do this.”

      Trixie grabbed a couple more sticks from a nearby deadfall.  Faith watched her do this, then looked at Colt like he was right.  His beautiful, once innocent wife, took the bottle back, spun the lid free, then took a double shot to ease her nerves.  Trixie handed Faith one of the sticks.  She held up her hand, shook her head, and said, “No, thank you.”

      “You sure you’re not hungry for wieners?” he teased.

      “There is so much wrong with this,” Faith replied.  She was definitely pissed off about the hot dogs but didn’t say a word.  Meanwhile, Trixie had threaded her hot dog onto the stick.

      “It’s a symbol of victory,” Colt said, thinking back to his days in the sand.  “We roast wieners over the burning bodies of our enemies.”

      “It’s not healthy,” Faith said.

      Trixie let her dog hover over the flames.  Colt fed a raw hot dog to Roscoe, who was on his second big bite when Faith snatched him up and said, “Are you kidding?”

      “I like his thinking,” Trixie said.

      Colt put his own hot dog on a stick and held it over the fire.  When Trixie’s hot dog was done, she started to eat it.  She was quietly crying, but eating it anyway.

      Colt got that nice, black shell around his dog.  Satisfied, he blew on it until he was sure he wouldn’t burn the roof of his mouth on the first and second bites.  The dog was cooked perfectly.  Sitting back, he enjoyed the meal and the victory.

      But deep down, he knew Faith was right.  This was all wrong.  Still, he was satiating his body and culling the beast’s appetite.  Inside of him, the cage was open, the monster was out, and it had the biggest, shittiest smile on its face.

      When he and Trixie were done eating, Colt poured the few remaining drops of gas on the bodies, which flared up but didn’t do much beyond that.  “I’m going to come back later, burn what’s left.”

      “We want you to stay with us,” Faith said to Trixie.

      “I can’t,” she replied.  “I mean I want to, but…”

      “You can stay in the barn,” Colt said.  She looked at him funny, forcing him to explain.  “I converted the barn into a man-cave, meaning it’s got a bed, it’s insulated, and it’s safe.”

      She looked at him, held his eye, and then she slowly nodded in assent.  Colt looked into her eyes and there was an emptiness he recognized.  It was the look of a person who had done things they were ashamed of.

      Who was she before all of this?  He knew she was a former dancer, but what got her there?  Who were her parents?  What was her childhood like?  He didn’t know.  Then again, he really didn’t care.  All he knew was that she was safe now, and so was he.

      “Let’s go,” Faith said, grabbing the bottle.  Looking down, she said, “Roscoe, come.”  The hound looked up at her, then walked to Trixie and licked her hand.

      The former dancer stood and picked up the dog, then handed him to Faith.  “Thank you for your kindness and your hospitality.”

      The three trudged through the mud and rain, heading up to the house.  Faith got her set up in the man-cave while Colt fed the pup the kibble he should have given him earlier.

      When Colt came back inside, he said, “Do you think it’s safe to leave her there?”

      “I kind of think so unless you want to bring her inside.”

      “No,” he said quickly.

      “What now?”

      “I need you to look at our food stores while I go back down to Vitaliy’s place and take an inventory of the place.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Colt said, “I want to see what they have, and if it’s good, we’re taking it.”

      “Like stealing?”

      “It’s a few notches down from killing, so if you have your misgivings, save it, seriously.”

      “I just wanted to be clear,” she said.

      “Where’s your gun?”

      She went and got it, along with her belt holster.  He affixed the holster to his belt, checked the mag, then slid the weapon in place.

      “I’ll be back,” he said.

      He walked back down through the rain, irritated that he was having to deal with this.  He wanted to be angry, but really, he wasn’t sure how to feel.  He killed two citizens in cold blood.  Did they deserve it?  Keaton did for sure.

      The beast, however, took the second shot, killing Remy.

      That had been for him.

      This was the kill Colt felt bad about.  Did the man deserve it?  He wasn’t sure.  Part of him wondered if he should talk to Trixie about Remy—see who he was—but the other part of him said not to.  The beast didn’t want him to know, because what if he wasn’t a bad guy?  Could Colt live with that?  He wasn’t sure.  In truth, he didn’t want to.  The new and improved Colt would be eaten up if he’d killed a decent person, but the beast knew that if Colt stuffed it back down in that cage, it would never get out again.

      Inside the house, he found food, clothing, an expired bottle of Vicodin and some Amoxicillin, and ammo.  Lots of ammo to go with a pretty decent weapon stash.

      “Holy cow,” he said, looking everything over.

      There were shotguns, a couple of handguns, and three hunting rifles.  Even better, however, were the night vision goggles (NVGs), a bulletproof vest, and a cache of tactical blades.  Nothing there was really high end, but he liked the knife.  It looked sharp enough to slice through a soda can.

      In the garage, he found stores of gasoline and some old police-issue riot gear.  He released the garage door lever, manually pushed it up, let a little daylight inside.  He examined the riot gear, his attention drawn to the dried blood and bullet holes.

      “Good God,” he whispered.

      Outside, he walked over to the pit he and the women had dug for the dead guys.  He looked inside, saw the ash, the embers, the bones that weren’t disintegrating.

      He took a can of gas from in the garage, poured a little on the skulls, the spines, the exposed pelvic bones.  The flames jumped, the fire burning hot again.  He warmed his hands over the pit, but the fire died down too quickly.

      He heard movement, then he looked up and saw Faith walking down Vitaliy’s driveway.  When she joined him, she didn’t say a word, she just put her arm around him.

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” she said.  “You did the right thing.”

      “It feels pretty nasty.”

      “You shouldn’t have roasted the hot dogs.”

      “I actually enjoyed them, but I kind of wish I hadn’t done that.”

      “You are who you are,” she said.

      “I am what they made me,” he replied, “what I made myself.”

      “I’ve been thinking, if this EMP thing is real, it’s going to get worse.”

      “A lot worse.”

      “We need to do something,” she said.  “We need to maybe go after the kids.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that a lot.”

      “I want to think maybe this will end, that they’ll be okay, but we can’t even reach them.  We don’t even know if they’re alright.”

      “Marley should be fine, she’s at the White House—”

      “Unless it’s under attack,” she said.

      “Don’t say that.”

      “I can’t help it,” she replied.  “I’ve been thinking about it all morning.”

      “Rowan will be fine—”

      “Did you forget about Constanza?” she asked with raised brows.

      He had.  “Yeah…how far along is she again?”

      “Eight months.”

      He shook his head, then said, “I worry about Leighton.”

      “Do you think the EMP affected her hearing aids?” she asked.  “Because, if they’re…like, if the pulse ruined them, then she’s completely deaf.”

      He felt his heart sink.  Where had he even been in all of this?  How come he hadn’t thought of that?  You let the beast loose…

      “What about town?” he asked.  “Do you think it’s going to be safe here?”

      “Nicholasville can fend for itself,” Faith said.  “And Garrity will restore whatever peace needs restoring in the surrounding county.  Let those guys do their jobs.”

      “You didn’t see him this morning.  He may need our help.”

      “Family first,” Faith said.

      “I know.”

      “Did you try starting that hunk of crap?” she asked, looking at Keaton’s Jeep.  He shook his head.  “Find the keys and fire it up.”

      “And if it works?”

      “We fortify our house tonight, maybe get Gator over here to keep an eye on things, then we gas up this pig and head north to see about Leighton.”

      “I’m pretty sure I like your thinking.”

      Inside they found the keys to the Jeep.  It started with no problems, other than the interior stunk and everything felt really old and run down.

      “I found a gun and ammo stash inside,” he told her.  “They had a veritable armory.  If we can get all the gear up to the house, as well as whatever supplies you want to take, maybe we can leave everything with Gator to sort out.”

      “Do you think he’ll be okay with Trixie?” Faith asked.

      “He likes slutty broken women, so I’m certain he’s going to be thrilled.”
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Diesel Daley

        

      

    

    
      Diesel sat on the back porch drinking Jack Daniels and thinking about the guys Rhett had sent him.  There were a few heavy hitters, like he had promised, and there was some cannon fodder, too, just as promised.

      At that point in time, he didn’t know what he wanted to do with the guys other than get them settled in and get them prepped for the EMP.  He didn’t tell them what was what, only that they should be ready to turn their efforts from chaos and destruction to foraging.

      “The new world is around the corner, and it’s exciting,” he’d said when the guys had arrived, “but the buzz will wear off quickly when you realize this is not a world of pansies and brainless human drones.”

      “So what is it about?” one of the guys asked.

      “This is about survival, and most of you won’t survive.  If you’re not pulling your weight, I’m going to send you packing.  And if you don’t go willingly, I’ll make sure you leave this life altogether.  I need you to understand that.  Is anyone unclear?”

      No one said anything, meaning they got it.

      “Those of you who know me, or know of me, understand the fate of the nation is at stake here.  It’ll be time to act like it.”

      Then the EMP went off.  And then Lewis, or Booger as he was better known, came barreling up the driveway like his ass was on fire.  Standing up on the porch, leaning on the railing, Diesel watched Booger park the motorcycle he’d let Clay take to Walker’s execution—his motorcycle.  He then watched the man hurry up the pathway to the porch.

      Not having the drink in his hand made him think about the pain in his body.  The burns hurt like nothing he’d ever felt before, but the itching and the tightness were even more aggravating.  Drinking had been the best thing for him, that and smoking when he could, when there was anything at all to smoke.  Now his head began to hurt, reminding him to keep drinking.

      The exertion of standing so quickly pulled some of that newly healed skin apart, causing fresh lines of pain to form.  Did the skin split?  Was he now bleeding?  Letting out a long sigh, all he wanted was for his mother to put more ointment on him.  There wasn’t much left, however, so when she suggested they use it sparingly, he reluctantly agreed.

      “What are you doing here, Lewis?” he asked, using his given name.

      “We’ve got a problem.”

      He looked up at the iron sky, studied the horizon to see if this storm system would ever let up.  Bringing him his motorcycle was one thing, but bringing problems, too?  He decided not to use Lewis’s given name anymore.

      “What’s the issue, Booger?” he asked, his patience so thin you could see through it.

      “The sheriff in Nicholasville killed a few of the guys, then Colt McDaniel—”

      “What?” he asked, more skin tearing.  “When?”

      “A few days ago.  Maybe the day before last.  I can’t…the days…they sort of seem to blend anymore.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “Do you know why they call you Booger?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Tell me why,” he said.

      “It’s because this one time, on my mustache—”

      “Wrong,” he barked out.  “They call you Booger because you’re an idiot.  You come up here and tell me maybe it was a day or two ago, but maybe it was three.  With something so profound as a sheriff killing three of our guys, you’re suddenly a little hazy on your timeframe?”

      “There’s more.”

      He let out a pained sigh, then wondered why he ever took on guys like this, or why he bothered putting this entire outfit together in the first place.

      First Walker, now this…

      “Is there any reason that putz, Keaton, didn’t come here and see me himself?”

      “Colt McDaniel blew half his skull off.  Bulls-eyed the crap out of Remy, too.  Got him right in the chest, right here,” he said, touching his breastbone.  “He was firing some kind of a hand cannon.”

      “Desert Eagle?” he asked, outrage in his heart.

      “No man, like a sniper rifle or something.  Maybe a thousand yards off, maybe a bit less.  But big, like you can feel the punch of sound, well…if you’re still alive after the shot.”

      “He spared you?”

      “Yeah,” Booger said.  “Not sure why, though.”

      “So you could come and tell me,” Diesel said.  “Guys like this, like Walker, they’re cockroaches, man.  Like, from the time of dinosaurs.”

      “So, like, you mean they can’t be killed?”

      “Is Walker dead?” he roared, splitting open a number of seams in his new skin.

      “Yes,” Booger said, backing down.

      “Go to the barn and gather up the men.  It’s time to ratchet things up in a big way.”

      When everyone was together, Diesel took stock of the leaders and the followers, and then he looked at guys like Lewis who had rightfully earned the nickname, Booger.

      “The reason we have no power is that we’ve been hit with an EMP.  That’s an electromagnetic pulse for those of you who are mentally deficient.  Most of you know this was coming, some of you might not have known.”  When he saw some empty stares, he rolled his eyes and said, “An EMP means we have no lights, no power, no heat, and no power grid.  Imagine being taken back two-hundred years and dropped there.  It’s like that.”

      More empty stares.  He gave it a minute, and then the eyes began to clear with understanding.  Finally, the cheap seats got both light and sound.

      “We’re heading into Lexington to hit the nearest Target.  Now that’s a place that’s going to be obvious to most, so when we get in there, I don’t want any of you pussyfooting around with people.  You have your weapons ready to go.  The second you see someone who isn’t you, you start braining them.  Anyone not know what that means?”

      A guy raised his hand, causing Diesel to shrink even further inside.

      “Yes?” Diesel asked.

      “We basically club them over the head with…whatever…until their skull splits?  That’s what you mean, right?”

      “Exactly,” he said, relaxing.

      “Anyone off-limits?” Booger asked.

      He thought about the women and children, and then he thought about his mother, and the elderly.  “Everyone is fair game.”

      “Even kids?” Booger asked, shocked.

      “Everyone means everyone, Boogersnot.  Women, children, the freaking geriatrics.  EVERYONE!”

      A hand shot up and he thought about shooting the guy attached to it.

      “Speak!”

      “What about good looking girls?  Aren’t we gonna need them?”

      “Are you going to feed them?” Diesel asked.

      “No,” everyone seemed to say at once.

      Diesel felt himself smile.

      “But a man has needs, right?” someone asked.

      “We all have needs,” a skinny looking kid answered.  This little ingrate had that look like he couldn’t get laid in a brothel if he had a mile-high stack of twenties.

      “I get first go at whoever you bring home,” Diesel said.  “You can decide who gets seconds, thirds, and so on.  And if rationing food becomes an issue, we either kill her, or we kill her and eat her.  Before you ask, what we decide will be determined by our circumstances.  Can you all make that decision?”

      The guys looked around, realized who their benefactor was, then smiled, and slowly started to nod, as if the suggestion wasn’t completely insane.

      Maybe these guys were going to be alright after all.

      “Yeah, alright,” one of them said.  But then he said, “It ain’t right, the kids thing, Diesel.  I can do a lot of things, but I ain’t beating a kid to death.”

      Rolling his eyes again, he stood up, ignoring the micro-tearing continuing to wreck the progress his skin had been making.  “If you’re worried about it, don’t be.  Their heads are smaller, softer.  Besides, it’s the humanitarian thing to do.  Unless you can keep your conscience clean letting them starve to death.  Are you into torture?”

      “For the right reason—” the kid started to say.

      “But not on a child,” he said.  “Children are off-limits?”

      “I ain’t doing kids.”

      “What about when we take the kid’s mother?  What if we kill her right then?  What if we beat both parents to death in front of the child?  Do you really want them alive and scared like that?”

      “I guess not,” he said.

      “So if we don’t kill them,” Diesel reasoned, “if we let them live, maybe some pervert gets a hold of them.  Think about it.  The kid now has the horrors in his head of what we’ve done to his parents, and now he’s starving.  Then what?  Some dude wants to use him as their own personal juice wallet?  What about if he’s being passed around like candy?  Isn’t that abuse, which is also a form of torture?”

      “I suppose.”

      “This is why you aren’t in charge, whatever the hell your name is.  And this is probably why you won’t survive this thing.”

      He looked at Booger and zeroed in on the man.  He’d expected better from him.  Especially being under Keaton’s charge.  Keaton was hard, mean, downright cruel if he wanted to be.  To have raised up such a softie meant the structure under him was weak, and therefore, no great loss.  If Booger didn’t grow some hair on his balls and quick, Diesel would write him off, too.

      “Living in this world will require all of you to make some hard choices and some sacrifices.  The girl you guys might want to bring home and have your way with…if we run low on food, we’re going to eat her.  After you guys turn her into your own personal sex factory, do you really want to strip her down to the bone and eat her?  Can you really do that?  Think about it.”

      “We’re not really eating people, are we?” Booger asked.

      “Yes, Boogersnot, if it comes to that, Boogersnot, we’re going to make her into a week’s worth of food.  Walker wouldn’t have minded that, and Keaton wouldn’t have minded that.  Do you mind that?  Well, Lewis, do you?”

      “No, sir!” he said, finally showing some backbone.

      “We take on two girls max, they get no food, and we kill them when they become a burden.  If you don’t want to resort to cannibalism, then what you get in terms of food and supplies today must impress me.  And if you don’t impress me, if you keep acting like Lewis the bitch over here, then you get gone or you get dead.  It’s as simple as that.”

      He said this, then he looked right at Booger—the idiot who was supposed to guard the guy who may very well have his precious metals and/or his gun.

      “You said we’re going to hit the Target, but what are we hitting next?” one of the alphas asked.  His name was Rod and he was a former Marine.

      “Rod, after the Target, you and I will split the guys up.  I’ll hit the Walmart Supercenter on 27, and you take your team up Tates Creek Rd and Man O War Blvd and hit the Walgreen’s Pharmacy.  I’ve got a list of what we need in terms of meds and sanitary supplies.  But then we’ll hit the Kroger hard.  We’re going to strip that place to the bones, wipe it clean.”

      “And then?” Booger asked.

      “I’M NOT TALKING TO YOU!” he screamed, splitting the burned side of his mouth wide open six or seven layers deep.  He tasted blood right away.

      “Then what?” Rod asked.  He was an alpha and twice the man Lewis would ever be.

      “Then we do it again and again until this place is overflowing with food, supplies, and maybe a few loose women.”
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Gator

        

      

    

    
      Gator couldn’t stop thinking about Trixie, the sassy strawberry-blond he seemed to gel with just fine until she started talking about her stupid boyfriend.  He suspected she was hitched to some scumbag’s crank the minute he saw the bruising.  That’s what made her perfect for him.  Abused women loved him, and he loved them.  They weren’t the regular breed, the kind of women who demanded things from him, like attention, things, or stuff.  A girl like Trixie wouldn’t ask for a five-dollar coffee, she’d walk a few miles up the street in the rain wearing flip-flops and get her own fifty-cent cup of Joe and not complain, bloody feet and all.  Girls like that, women like that, they thought he was an angel.  An absolute dreamboat.

      There was something about Trixie, though.  She wasn’t a broken woman.  She was, but she wasn’t.  He didn’t understand it.  Maybe he was taken aback by how easy it was to talk to her while she wore her shame plain as day.  A woman like that, if she was truly broken, like all-the-way-cracked-in-two, she’d carry herself like a beaten dog—head low, eyes unable to make contact, speak only when spoken to and with as few words as possible.

      That wasn’t Trixie.

      When he finished installing the second bank of solar panels he’d removed from the faraday sleeves, he got on his four-wheeler, navigated down the rocky, nearly unmanageable hillside, then hit Sugar Creek Pike and headed to Colt’s house.  When he got there, Faith answered the door with a shotgun, confirmed it was him, and visibly relaxed.  “If you’re looking for Colt, he’s down the hill and across the street.”

      “What’s he doing there?” he asked.  That’s where Trixie lived, where her abusive boyfriend lived.

      “He thinks something’s going on, like there’s something more to this EMP.”

      “Something’s definitely going on,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Gator smiled at her, tried not to look right into her eyes.  Faith McDaniel was easily one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen, but her being his buddy’s wife forced Gator to think of her as a sister, even though at times, that felt impossible.  If not for his penchant for questionable women, he’d never come around the house, because he wouldn’t be able to soften his desire for her.  In fact, he suspected it may very well deepen.

      “Think about it, Faith,” he said.  “The EMP going off isn’t the most concerning thing these days.  I mean, there are the ramifications, sure, but those are still a week or two off.  Right now, it’s who set it off that worries me the most.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, suddenly concerned.

      “America was attacked, but by whom?  Is this the first hit?  The only hit?  Or is this the start of an insurgency we won’t see coming because there is no internet, no cell phones, no television, or radio we can rely on for warning?”

      “The first thing we need to do is set up communications, then, right?”

      “I’ve been thinking of that,” he said.  “But if you start thinking about these things, if you really delve into the world of ‘what if,’ then suddenly you’ve found a rabbit hole without a bottom.”

      “What if we were attacked?” she asked.

      “We were.”

      “I mean, what then?”

      “We have to shelter in place, gather our food, weapons, and ammo, and protect what’s ours with an eye toward long-term survival.  What we see now, all of this, it’s a dream compared to what this world will look like in six months, a year, five years.”

      She suddenly got it, her face going a few shades lighter.  “When you think that far out, it starts to get really scary.”

      “That’s my point.”

      “Well, as I said, we had…an incident,” she said.

      “What do you mean, you had an incident?”

      She gave a nod back to where he’d come from.  He turned and saw a house down the hill, across the street.

      “What about it?”

      “I told you,” she said.  “Colt’s down there.  You should go see him, he’ll fill you in on everything.”

      “Okay,” he said, dragging out the word.

      On the way down there, he looked over at the man-cave/barn and saw Trixie standing outside the door.  The strawberry-blond was smoking a cigarette.  She looked like she had a bull moose trample her face, then roll her in dirt, and then hose her off.

      He changed direction, heading back to her.

      “Hi, Trixie,” he said.  “What are you doing here?”

      She didn’t say anything, she just looked down and studied the lit end of her cigarette.

      “How do you know the McDaniel family?” he asked.

      Her face was beaten, her weary eyes filled with unshed tears.  She stood up straight, wiped her cheeks.  Again, he waited for her to answer, and again, she said nothing, which was more than concerning.  Whatever happened had to do with her.

      “Did you lose your voice?” he asked.

      “Lost my will to speak,” she replied, her voice rough, gravely like she’d been choked.  Looking her over, trying to assess the damage beneath all her tattoos, he saw bruising, swelling, and marks put upon her in what he suspected was a fit of rage.

      “You staying here now?” he asked.

      “As long as I can,” she said, glancing up at Faith, who had gone inside, “but eventually I’ll be imposing.  After that, who knows where I’ll be staying.”

      “Okay, well, I’m going to head down the hill, talk to Colt.  You okay otherwise?”

      She looked at him like he’d just said her breath smelled sour, or that her eyelashes were falling off.

      “What about any of this strikes you as okay?”  With her smoking hand, she circled the air in front of her face and said, “Look at me, man.  Look at my freaking hands.”

      She held out her cigarette hand and it was shaking so badly, it looked like someone trying to come off the smack, or someone in the throes of death.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Go ask your friend.”

      He nodded, knowing he wouldn’t be getting any answers from her.  “Well, I’m sad for you,” he said.  “Sad for whatever happened here.”

      “She took a drag of her cigarette, looked at him through the smoky haze, then said, “I don’t need your pity.”

      “That wasn’t pity, but if it was, it would be on the house, completely free of charge.”

      “Swell,” she said.

      He walked down the hill, crossed the street.  Just off the driveway, he saw Colt standing over a fire that was slowly burning inside of a pit.

      “Whatcha doing, bro?”

      “Getting rid of evidence,” Colt said.

      Gator glanced down into the pit and it just looked like a bunch of sticks burning.

      “What’s that?”

      “Round three with these scumbags.”

      “Those the guys who did that to Trixie?” he asked.

      “You sound like you know her.”

      “I picked her up the other day walking back from town, remember?  Apparently, her cockroach boyfriend made her go get coffee, on foot, in the rain.  Her feet were messed up, but that girl’s tough as nails.”

      “I’m a little worried about her,” Colt said, dumping a little bit of gas on the fire to keep it going.  “But I’m worried for us, too.”

      “She’ll land on her feet,” Gator said.  “Girls like that always do.”

      “I’m not worried about her, like how she’s going to recover from this.  I’m worried she’ll take our stuff, or trash the place, or become a burden.”

      “She thought the same thing,” Gator said.  Colt looked up at him, raised his eyebrows, and fixed his mouth.  “I can take her if she becomes a drain on either your patience or your resources.”

      “You want to play hero to a hooker,” Colt said, “be my guest.”

      Gator frowned.  “Is she really…a hooker?”

      “Not really, I guess.  Close though?  She was an exotic dancer and this guy saved her from that life only to drag her into this one.”

      “You know what’s going on, right?” Gator asked.  Colt nodded.  “Did you talk to Garrity?”

      “Yeah.  He’s piss drunk.  But I got him back in line.”

      “Just throw some dirt on those bones and quit wasting your gas.  Ain’t nobody coming to look for these scumbags anyway.  We have bigger problems.”

      Gator glanced over at the Jeep.  “Does this thing even run?”

      “Yeah, I fired it up yesterday.  I haven’t taken it around the block, though.”

      “I’m gonna head inside, see what’s what.”

      “Be my guest,” Colt said.

      Gator went inside, rummaged around the place, looking for anything good, then he frowned.  Through the kitchen window, overlooking the driveway and the side yard where Colt was working, he saw his friend grabbing the shovel.  Turning away, he went through the remaining rooms, seeing the place in disarray, like it had been properly tossed.

      He wandered back outside, saw Colt pushing dirt over the burning remains, and said, “Was that you guys who ransacked the place?”

      He nodded.  “Trixie and I did.  Faith did a little bit, too.”

      “Anything good?”

      Colt smiled.  “A lot of weaponry.  I wondered if maybe you’d find something I missed, otherwise I’d have said something.”

      “You got the keys to this gas hog?” Gator asked, nodding toward the beat-up CJ7.  Colt spiked the shovel in the loose dirt, then dug in his pockets and pulled out a ring of keys.  He tossed them to Gator, then grabbed his shovel and resumed his work.

      Gator climbed in the Jeep, put the key in the ignition, started it up.  It sputtered and coughed a bit, but then it caught and the engine came on strong.

      “Peachy,” he said with a grin.

      Leaving the vehicle running, he got out and had a look under the hood.  Standing before a simple engine just doing its job, Gator nodded and said, “So is this your new ride?”

      “Sure is,” Colt said, shoveling the rest of the dirt on the plus-one grave.  “Faith and I need to get up north, pick up Leighton.  Then we’re going to drive into Ohio and see about Rowan and Constanza.  She’s eight months pregnant.”

      “Really?” he asked, thoroughly surprised.

      “Really,” Colt said, wiping the sweat from his brow.

      “So now you’re going to be grandpa Colt,” Gator teased.

      “I’m too young for that, so if you call me that again, we’re gonna be fighting.”

      “I’m going to win,” Gator said.

      “I know that, which is why I won’t play fair,” Colt teased.

      Eyes back on the Jeep, Gator saw that work had been done recently.  “Looks like it’s been freshly outfitted.”

      “That’s why it’s still running.  I’m pretty sure it’s not the original engine.  It’s basically EMP proof.”

      Gator got down on the ground and studied the undercarriage.  He started rattling off the improvements he could see.  “Suspension is new, same for the wheels and tires.  New axles, too.  Some new welds…this thing looks legit.”  He pushed himself back out, stood up, and dusted himself off.  Catching Colt’s eye, Gator said, “Do you think they knew?”

      Colt had been wondering about this, but not with any seriousness.  “I can’t imagine that being the case.  These guys looked like they were scraped off someone’s boot.  They’re nothing, just a pack of nobodies.”

      “Word is, the Hayseed Rebellion is not the organizing faction, that they were funded by bigger dogs—filthy dogs with deep, deep pockets.”

      “Most people know that by now,” Colt said.

      “Yeah, but who were they funded by?” Gator asked.  “I mean, we know the usual suspects, the collaborating forces…but would they do this?  Do they hate America that bad?”

      “These Maoist idiots have always had a hard-on for destroying America, so yeah,” Colt said.  “Think about it.  This is the greatest country in the world in terms of personal liberties and economic freedom.  If they toppled America, it would be a sign that they’re in charge, and now the entire world is fair game.”

      “You think the Chinese did this?” Gator asked, trying on the possibilities, which was what he’d been doing non-stop since he learned about the EMP.

      Colt shrugged his shoulders.  “Maybe China with the UN, I don’t know.  Maybe you pull in some personal money, get some solid ground forces, treat it like a military insurgency.  They can activate gangs, rile up the scumbags, but you’d need someone pretty high up to set off that EMP.  So now we’re talking about military application and coordination.  Can you see where things start getting funky?”

      Gator agreed.  “It’s so hard, thinking of the levels of coordination and cooperation this would require.”

      “A lot of these turds were rolled up at the end of 2020 and into 2021,” Colt said, seemingly thinking out loud.

      “Yeah, they put measures in place to try to slow the cancer,” Gator added, thinking aloud as well.  “But then again, where the overt Marxist cocksuckers started dropping like flies, the Hayseed Rebellion sprung up to take its place.  I’m not sure who’s worse, to be honest.”

      Gator jumped in the Jeep, then rolled down the window and said, “Get in, let’s take this bucket for a spin.  After that, we’ll head back to the house.”

      On the Kentucky backroads, with the steadily drumming sounds of knobby tires on asphalt, Gator said, “These factions, each one is just another arm of a giant octopus.  If these shadowy conglomerates are ever going to be stopped, America has to figure out how to drive a stake into the middle of the octopus’s head, rending each of its arms useless.”

      “Good luck with that,” Colt said, turning around.  Gator got the Jeep up to sixty-five miles per hour before backing off and slowing down.

      “Well, I’m reasonably certain Faith won’t hate this completely,” Colt laughed.  Gator raised both eyebrows at him and grinned.  “Okay, she’s absolutely going to hate it.”

      “When you’re gone picking up Leighton, assuming that’s in the cards—”

      “It is.”

      “—what are you going to do with Trixie?  Are you just going to leave her in the barn?”

      “Better than being on the street,” Colt replied, “or being back in that disgusting house.”

      “Your man-cave is way better than the dump across the street.  Speaking of leaving town, are you sure you’re ready for what’s out there?  It’s not just you, you know.  Faith is tough, but she’s also a beacon of light in the dark.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know your wife is hot, right?” Gator said.

      Colt huffed out a short laugh.

      “And you’re a…a water treatment guy turned farmer.”

      Now Colt turned and flashed him a look.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you got soft,” he said, reaching over and grabbing Colt’s stomach, which wasn’t fat but wasn’t rock solid like when he was in the Army.

      Colt smacked his hand, then said, “Don’t get frisky with me, Sunshine.”

      “I’m just saying you stopped looking around, so you stopped seeing the threats.”

      “Were those guys burying me, or was I burying them?” he challenged.  “Because no one’s touched me beyond a stupid sucker punch.”

      “That you didn’t see coming.”

      “I’m here, they’re not.”

      “So you killed a couple of guys, so what?” Gator asked, ribbing him.

      He knew Walker could have cut through those guys like they were nothing, but he wasn’t sure about Colt.  Then again, knowing he’d put those two clowns down was encouraging.

      “You say that like it was nothing,” Colt said.

      “We all killed guys.”

      “In the sand, yeah, with the blessing of Uncle Sam.  But not stateside, and not in your own backyard.”

      “We’ve been hit by an EMP, Colt.”

      “Thanks for the update.”

      “So who did this, and why do all these HR guys have cars that work?  And why is this Jeep outfitted with an old engine and even older parts?”

      Colt said, “Maybe those jackwagons didn’t know the end game, but whoever was funding them, or running them, maybe they knew.  On this bigger picture thing, though, seriously, if you want to stretch that hard, take a yoga class.  Me?  I’m not buying it.”

      “You should let me take Trixie.”

      “She’s not a toy we just pass around,” Colt said.  “I’m the one who shot her boyfriend and his friend.  She has no one, so it’s kind of our duty to at least help her get her head back on straight.”

      “You can’t take in strays, Colt.  She’s gonna eat into your supplies.”

      “We don’t even know the full scale of this thing.”

      “That’s why we should head into town,” Gator said.  “We have to see Garrity, see how things are holding up.”

      “Regarding what?” Colt asked.

      “I want to see if society is unraveling.”

      “It won’t be, not this soon.”

      “In the natural order of things, I’d say I agree.  But there is nothing natural about this,” Gator said.  He looked down at the gas gauge, saw the needle riding low.  “How are you doing on gas reserves?”

      “Keaton was doing better.  That’s why I didn’t mind burning him and his friend.  They’re stocked up pretty well.”

      “And that doesn’t give you pause?”

      Colt said nothing.

      Instead of heading into town, he turned and went back to Vitaliy’s house.

      “Where are you going?” Colt asked.

      “Getting gas, in case there’s none to be had in town, and in case we have to dig in for some reason.”

      In back of Vitaliy’s place, they went through the garage, as well as a small shed.  The stores of gasoline were plentiful and added to his conspiracy theory.

      “All total, there’s like a hundred and fifty gallons of gas, maybe more,” Gator said.  “Why would these guys store jugs upon jugs of gas in their garage when there’s a station up the street?”

      “You didn’t know these guys,” Colt said.  “They couldn’t plan their own way out of bed.”

      Gator shook his head and said, “I don’t know about that.”

      “The last time these guys were together, before Garrity thinned their herd, they were getting high and shooting fruit.  They couldn’t even hit a watermelon, that’s how wasted they were.”

      “Let’s head back to town, see what’s what,” Gator said.  “If everything is calm, and nothing’s sketchy, then maybe I’ll buy the whole thing about these guys being exactly what they were—just a bunch of innocent hillbillies with aspirations of being preppers, or whatever.  But if things are cracking loose, if we see a bunch of looting, rioting, or whatever—guys like this harassing the good people of Nicholasville—then this is going to be our first battlefield of many.”

      “They say that the best soldiers leave the war, but the war never leaves them.”

      “I don’t want this,” Gator said.

      “Sure you don’t.”

      Maybe he did want to see some action again.  But the kind of action he was after those days was the kind of action he could get in the sack with a woman like Trixie, or if God shined His eternal light on him, maybe a woman like Faith.  He wasn’t sure if Colt was off in his assessment about Trixie, or if he was dead on.  Either way, be it the HR or the strawberry-blond, he figured he was bound to do something fun!

      “How did you kill those guys?” Gator asked.

      “First guy was nine-hundred yards out, single shot, took off half his head with the M82.  Second guy got his spine blown in half, right behind the breastbone.”

      Gator smiled, gave a little laugh.  “When you were shooting the mannequin’s heads up at the range, when you shot them, who did you see in their place?”

      “Keaton Dodd,” Colt turned and said.

      “The war never left you either, bro,” he told his friend.  “You just buried it.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s been unearthed.”

      Up at the house, Colt told Faith he and Gator were going to head into town to figure things out.  Gator wandered down to talk to Trixie.

      “So we’re going into town,” he said.

      “And?”

      “Gonna see what’s going on, if what’s happening here is emblematic of some larger issue we need to be concerned with.”

      “I’m blond up here,” she said, touching her hair, “but not down here,” she said, pointing to her privates.

      “Meaning?”

      “I got intelligence.  I know the score, what’s what.”

      He grinned, appraising her now, thinking maybe behind those bruises and all that ink, she might be able to clean up alright.

      “Enlighten me,” he said.

      “Grid’s down, power’s gone kaput, society is about to implode.  That about right?”

      He nodded, slightly more impressed.

      “We’ve been attacked, but no one knows by who, so we’re out here in the rough, tying our dicks in knots until we’re either attacked again, rounded up, or told what’s going on.”

      “Two for two.”

      “Food is going to get scarce, resources will dwindle, and pretty soon, we’re all going to turn on each other.  After that, it’s every man and woman for himself or herself.”

      “Bingo.”

      “Go to town, check things out, do whatever you want.”

      “I want you to save me,” he said.

      “What?” she laughed.

      “Yeah, maybe you save me, I’m like a damsel in distress, but I’m a dude.”

      She laughed and shook her head.  “You’re something else.  And here I was going to tell you not to try to save me.”

      “I’m no hero,” he said with a smirk.

      “Of course you are.”

      “Stay frosty?”

      “Let’s go, Gator,” Colt called out from the Jeep.

      Before he got into the Jeep, Gator nodded a good-bye to Trixie who nodded right back.  He then turned and waved at Faith who was kind enough to return the gesture.

      When he got in the Jeep, Gator said, “Is it safe, leaving them alone?”

      “Faith knows to kill first and ask questions later.”

      He nodded, then said, “You know, this is going to get really rough.”

      “That’s like telling me the surface of the sun is hot.”

      Colt drove forward, swung the Jeep around, then pulled up next to Trixie.  “You’re welcome to stay for a few days, maybe longer if we can afford it, but don’t make me regret it.”

      “I won’t,” she said, trying not to bristle.

      “If anything happens to Faith because of you, the first bullet goes through your pretty head.”

      She stared at him and he stared back at her, unblinking.  “I liked you better before you shot Keaton,” she said.

      “Yeah, me too,” he said.

      When they drove off, Gator said, “See, bro?  She’s pretty chill.”

      “She’s chill until she’s not, and then she’s a problem, which means I’ll have to take care of that problem.”

      “Everything’s a problem, Colt.  But right now she’s not one of them.  And if she becomes one, I’ll take her off your hands, I promise.”

      Colt looked at him; he looked right back.

      “We’ll see,” Colt said.
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Aaron Westfield

        

      

    

    
      Aaron sat in his dorm room trying to figure out what to do next.  He got out of bed, pushed the photo album of Leighton aside, and got dressed.  That’s when he decided on an appropriate course of action.  He moved his former roommate’s bed aside, found what he needed.

      His roommate’s name was Jason something or other.  As a former Cincinnati native, Jason was a baseball fan and a complete tool.  Aaron ran him out of there early in the semester, but for good reason.  This douchebag had come home drunk after a party with one of his frat-boy friends.  Aaron laid there listening to both of them trying to hold down their vomit.  It was three in the morning and Aaron was exceptionally tired, and these idiots were burping up puke and swallowing it again.  Finally, Jason got up and puked in the sink.

      Aaron flew out of bed, unable to take it anymore, and punched him in the kidney.

      Half falling down, hanging on the sink, he kept puking.  The vomit got all over the floor, and when Jason tried to get away from Aaron, he turned and puked all over the door and the carpet in front of it.

      Aaron kicked open the door, shoved the kid out into the hall, beat him some more.

      “Get your shit worked out, Jason.  And when you do, come inside, clean up your puke, and get the hell out of my room.”

      He stalked back inside, looked at the frat kid that Jason came home with.  He started to speak, but Aaron grabbed him by the hair and dragged him out of the room.  Out in the hallway, he ran with the kid, his legs barely keeping up with his body, and then Aaron tossed him.

      The frat kid’s body was too far over his legs, and he couldn’t run fast enough to catch the momentum.  He crashed face-first into the floor, then pulled himself up and staggered off, cursing Aaron up and down.  Just outside the building’s front door, he bent over and puked all over the concrete.

      He turned to Jason.  The skinny white kid looked up at him, crying, little chunks of puke and puke-slime all over his mouth and nose.

      “You can’t just kick me out of my own room.”

      Aaron started kicking him, really putting one over on him.  “Say it again, Jason!  Say I can’t kick you out of your room.  Because I just kicked you.  And now you need to clean up your mess and get out.”

      Other people were popping their heads out into the hallway, seeing what was going on.

      “Go back to bed!” he roared.

      “Where am I supposed to stay?” Jason asked, blubbering, blood dripping from his nose.

      “Go back to your frat house, stay with your little boyfriends.  Request a transfer, check into a homeless shelter, I don’t care.”

      Jason ended up staying at the frat house.  But in his haste, he left more than a few things behind.  One of those things was a mini Louisville Slugger bat.  An eighteen-inch collector’s item.  Aaron grabbed the bat, and then he went to his drawer and pulled out his change tray.  He fished out a handful of quarters and a few nickels.  From another drawer, he fetched a roll of packing tape and some thumbtacks.  He stuck a line of quarters on the heavy-duty tape, then wrapped the bat with the tape.  He packed on another row of quarters and thumbtacks, the ragged end of the bat now two strips wide.  After that, he lined the open spaces with nickels, then he used the packing tape to hold them in place.  Standing back, he swung the bat, felt the heaviness of the bat’s head.

      “Almost there,” he said, satisfied, maybe even a bit excited.

      He lined another strip with thumbtacks this time, then put in place so all the little spikes were sticking out.  Now it was ready.  Holding the bat at his side, he turned to his photo diary of Leighton.

      “All I do is save you, you ungrateful wench,” he said, gently touching her face, his finger gliding along the curve of her jaw.  “One day you’ll thank me.”

      Renewed, full of purpose, he left the dorm, walked outside into the rain, the downed trees, and the cold breeze.  What few people remained on campus took a wide berth around him as he headed to Leighton’s dorm room.  He stepped inside the building, unmolested by RAs or scared girls.  He knew the lock on Leighton’s door was broken because he broke it last time he was there.

      The door was shut now, but it wasn’t locked into place.  He knelt down, studied the lock in what light there was.  Could he get the tongue free of the latch without making much noise?  He wasn’t sure.  He took the knob in his hand, gave it a little turn, then shook the door ever so slightly to see how much play he had to work with.

      While he was kneeling down studying the lock, the door was suddenly yanked opened and he found himself looking up at the asshole who had chased him down when he interrupted what could have been Chandra’s rape.

      From where he was, Aaron threw an uppercut into the man’s ham house.  Bending over, grabbing his balls, the guy backed up with a breathless squeak.

      Aaron scrambled backward and grabbed the bat, but he took a knee to the forehead first, which threw him back into the wall.  Frantic, he swung the bat, catching the would-be rapist in the side of the leg.

      He hobbled back fast, spitting out curses.

      Aaron hit him again, but the guy wasn’t running away.  He was able to fend off Aaron’s initial attacks, but not for long.  Even worse, he was on his feet while Aaron was stuck on the ground.

      Risking everything, he fought to get up, but this whacked-out animal wasn’t having it.  He attacked fast and hard.  Aaron ate three or four glancing shots to the face, slammed his back into the hallway’s wall, then pushed himself sideways and managed to get to his feet.  Aaron was fast, but not fast enough.  The guy was on him like stink on crap.

      Aaron somehow caught him with an elbow.  He landed the blow right on the side of the creep’s head, which absolutely wrecked him.

      Grabbing a handful of his assailant’s hair, Aaron head-butted him.  He felt the man sag in his arms, but he didn’t fall down.  Instead of beating this man to death—this guy who looked like he could take everything he gave—Aaron leaned in and took a huge bite of his nose.

      Sinking his teeth into the outsides of each nostril, Aaron clamped down hard and began tearing at the flesh like a rabid dog.

      The man screamed, but he couldn’t stop Aaron from doing what he was doing.  When the blood flooded into Aaron’s mouth, he tried not to smile. Instead, he curled his hands into fists, flexed his body, pulled the man in even tighter.

      At this point, he didn’t even feel the punches anymore.  They’d either stopped coming or they’d lost their power.

      “Hey!” someone screamed.

      A girl.

      He didn’t care.

      “That guy is eating the other guy’s face!” she screamed.

      “ZOMBIES!” someone screamed.

      Aaron heard the trampling of feet, then he felt little-girl fists beating on him.  He refused to let go of this guy’s nose.  If anything, the surprise attack made him bite down deeper and shake his head back and forth even harder.

      From the girls, swinging fists became kicking feet, and the vocal warnings became full-scale yelling.  He ignored the weak attacks, even when fists became claws and someone raked their fingernails down the back of his neck.

      Through all of it, the man wouldn’t stop screaming.  He finally gave up the fight.  Did he think he could keep his nose?  Did he think submitting would make things easier, that Aaron would just let go?  No, it would not.

      Aaron’s teeth finally punched through the flesh, teeth meeting teeth.  In a final display of force and dominance, he jerked his head sideways, tearing off the man’s nose completely.

      He spat out the flesh, then turned and started punching the three or four girls trying to stop him.  It only took a few shots for the vagina mob to finally run off and mind their own freaking business.

      “You bit off my freaking nose!” the guy screamed, squelching, high-pitched sounds coming from his face.

      He picked up the mini Louisville slugger and began clubbing the nose-less, blood-stained fiend.  Under the weight of wood, nickels, and quarters, the man’s skin started to split back to his skull.  He staggered backward, collapsed to his knees.  He was now crying, it seemed, but he wasn’t fighting back.

      With the outside light casting him in an eerie glow, he looked like he was going into shock.  Aaron was just getting started.  Two more shots to the dome finally put the man down.  But this fairy tale wasn’t over, not by a mile.  Aaron struck him again, cracking the bat so hard, it split right up the center.  Looking at the fractured bat, he frowned.  Then he broke the rest of it over his knee, keeping the sharp half for himself.

      “That girl you were waiting for,” Aaron said, “she’s not yours.  Not now, not ever.”

      And with that, he raised up and drove the sharp end of the bat right down into the man’s throat.  The old guy just laid there, maybe dead, maybe dying and on the way to dead.  Either way, taking no chances, he stomped on his face until he was dead, dead, dead.

      When he turned and looked up, one of the girls was standing in the doorway, the light coming in to frame her.  She was like a terrified angel.  He faked like he was going after her, which caused her to bolt.

      Turning back to the pig he’d just stuck, he said, “I got you.”  He waited in silence in case there was a reply, a gasp, or a gurgle.  There was nothing.  He got down on his hands and knees, pressed his lips right to the man’s ear, and said, “Did you hear that?  I.  Got.  You.”

      He started to laugh, but then he heard someone screech.  Looking up, he saw the beautiful blond he’d been hunting.  Leighton.

      “My oh my, my, my,” he grinned.  “Looky what we have here.”

      He quickly pawed the blood out of his eyes only to find it was not her, but someone who looked a lot like her.

      “You’d better get off that man,” she said, scared.

      “Too late, sweetheart.”

      He got to his feet, but by then, she’d turned and ran.  He went after her.  She flew through doors; he blew through them a second later, broke into a sprint, then caught her a hundred yards later.

      He grabbed her hair, pulled her off her feet, and slammed her on the ground.  He started to stomp on her body when he was tackled sideways by some guy he didn’t know.  The guy, who looked like a student, punched Aaron two, three times.

      Aaron got to his feet, but he was wobbly and fighting for balance.  His vision cleared in time to eat a monster wrecking-ball of a shot right to the kisser.

      The good thing was that he didn’t feel a thing.  The bad thing was that by the time he hit the ground, he was already unconscious.
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Sheriff Lance Garrity

        

      

    

    
      Halfway through the day, with nothing but chaos raining down upon him, Garrity forgot all about the murders and about how he wanted nothing more than sleep and darkness, and a bit more booze.  Instead, he and his deputies were doing everything they could to keep from getting overrun by people needing and demanding help.  Crisis management was the catchphrase that kept them moving when they got overwhelmed.  Forget about serving warrants, collecting taxes, or dealing with low-level complaints.  By the time noon rolled around, the office had stacked up more problems than they could ever hope to get their arms around.  Then they got word that the looting and violence had begun.

      Members from the Methodist church across the street came to the sheriff’s office to offer their help and services.  He was quick to accept the help, and he was thankful.  He and Laura shared a look of relief, both of them looking like they might be able to get things back under control.  If anything, the unexpected help gave Garrity and his people a chance to breathe.  Looking out into the lobby, he saw about eight people left to deal with.

      “How many of you have crimes to report?” he asked.

      All of them raised their hands.

      He went through the eight of them asking for the location of the crime they were reporting, and then he referred three of them to Nicholasville P.D. on N. Main St.

      “I waited in this line for you to help me,” the man complained, “not for you to turn me away.”

      “These are jurisdictional considerations I can’t ignore,” he said.  “Not even in a crisis as severe as this one.”

      “The jurisdictional bullshit thing ain’t gonna work, Sheriff,” one of them said.  Garrity didn’t know the man personally.  “We need the law.  Are you the law or what?”

      “In this jurisdiction, I am.”

      “Well, I’m standing in your damn living room, Sheriff!” the man all but roared.  “How’s that for jurisdiction?”

      He knew the man’s anger was directed at him, but only because he needed help.  “What brought you here, then?”

      The guy looked at the people around him, then at the sheriff.  His frantic eyes were jumpy, his hands trembling at his sides, a nervous shake in his leg.  “My neighbor did…things with my…daughter.  Things you just can’t do to…you know…”

      “How old is he?” Garrity asked.

      “Forty-one, I think.”

      “What about your daughter?”

      “She’s fourteen.”

      Garrity motioned him over, then motioned him closer still.  He leaned his ear toward the sheriff, who said, “Nicholasville P.D.”

      The man pulled back, pissed off.  “They’re up to their tits in complaints.  You stand in that line, you commit your whole day waiting for them to say they can’t get to squat because no one is in imminent danger.”

      He motioned for the guy to come closer again.

      “No, man.  I know you’re working inside each other’s jurisdictions, especially with the defunding project.  I’ve seen you working in town, your cars and your deputies.”

      He was right.  Because circumstances necessitated it, the Jessamine County Sheriff’s Office and Nicholasville P.D. were working together in the city and county, the same as Mexico and Canada sometimes helped the US out, even though they were over the border and out of their jurisdiction.  Not that he wanted to admit any of this.

      “Come here or get out,” Garrity finally said, his temper turning.

      The guy leaned in again, reluctant, mad.

      “Kill him, burn him, burn his whole house down in the middle of the night.”

      The guy stood tall and looked at him with wide eyes.

      “Really?”

      “You see another solution?”

      He shook his head.

      “Next!”

      When he and Laura got through enough of them, Laura leaned in and said, “You didn’t really say what I thought I heard you say, did you?”

      “What did I say?” he asked.

      She just stared at him, clearly shaken, almost like she was speechless and hoping he’d fill the silence with a suitable explanation.

      “I hate pedophiles,” he said.

      “Everyone does.”

      “They’ll have their rights back when we have our power back on.”

      She moved closer, even though there was only one other person in the lobby—a woman who was busy filling out a complaint form.  “I can’t hear you say things like that again.  Do you understand me?”

      “You can’t hear it, I understand.”

      “I don’t disagree with you, though,” she said.  “I just can’t know.”

      “Plausible deniability?”

      She nodded.

      The woman with the complaint form came up.  He read it.  He looked up at her and said, “Drugs?”

      She fixed her face, almost like she hated the sound of that word.  With overly-serious eyes, she moved her head up and down, nodding slowly, solemnly.  “Y’all busted these fools before,” she said calmly, “you can do it again.”

      Jessamine County Sheriff’s Office and the local P.D. had made the news recently.  A joint task force had formed to clean up the drug problems both in the city and in the county.  Two weeks back, over a three-day weekend, they made their largest bust ever.  They confiscated enough coke, heroin, meth, and gabapentin to put the city on cruise control for the rest of the year.  It was that kind of career-making success that got him noticed by the governor.

      “That was a task force,” he said.  “Takedowns like that take months of careful coordination, not days, and not by one guy.”

      “I can tell you where and who,” she offered.

      He took out a slip of paper and a pen, slid them both her way.  “Write down the address.”

      Satisfied, holding his eye to see if he was merely pacifying her—which he wasn’t—she gave him that look like she wanted to trust him, to believe him.

      She wrote down the address, handed it to him, then said, “You sure?”  It was the unasked question: will you do right by me?

      “I’m positive.”

      She turned and left, and a moment later, he followed her out of the building in dire need of a breath of fresh air.  Today was tough, but it would get worse.  As soon as the casual users and the hardcore junkies ran out of their recreational drugs, when they started to detox and go bat-shit crazy, Garrity was pretty sure they’d turn into freaking zombies, wandering the streets looking wan, with bloodshot eyes, and gnashing teeth.  Maybe they’d fall down in the streets holding themselves, shivering, but maybe they’d turn violent before all that happened.  What would he do then?  Shoot them?

      “This is unbelievable,” Laura said to Garrity.

      He hadn’t heard her come outside.

      “Tell me about it.”

      Before they could share another word, a three-wheeled ATV—an old Honda with balloon tires and faded plastic fenders—rolled up and parked.  The woman riding it pulled her helmet off.  It was Deputy Marilyn Reed.  He and Laura smiled, both just happy to see her.

      “Did I miss anything?” Marilyn asked.

      Marilyn was not an attractive woman, but she was sturdy and had a temper hot enough to keep a healthy store of rage on tap should the situation call for it.  He knew he could count on her not just on the streets, but in the office as well.

      The women walked inside while he savored the fresh air and peace.  Then the Jeep that ran the Honda Pilot off the road pulled up and he reached for his pistol.  When he saw who was driving, he frowned, then relaxed.  Colt and Gator climbed out of the Jeep, and honestly, he couldn’t be happier to see them both.  They met with handshakes and weary smiles.

      “Man,” Gator said holding his nose, “you stink.”

      “BO or alcohol?” he asked.

      “Both,” Colt said.

      “I’m not in the best shape right now,” Garrity said.  “We’ve been overrun since I got here.  And I haven’t had a shower in…well, it’s been a minute.”

      The second Gator said he stunk, Garrity covertly smelled himself.  He reeked like a homeless person: body odor, bad breath, booze fumes oozing out of his pores.

      “You’re former military,” Garrity said to Gator.  “What’s your take on this?”

      “EMP we think,” Gator said.

      “Yeah, but by who?”

      Gator looked at Colt and then back to Garrity.  Clearly, this was a point of discussion between them.  “We’re not exactly sure, but we have mixed suspicions.”

      “In other words,” Colt said, “we’re not a hundred percent in agreement.”

      The three of them stared at each other, no one really having anything to add.  Appraising the Jeep, frowning at it, Garrity said, “Didn’t think this freaking turd would be running after an EMP.”

      “That kind of lends to our suspicions,” Gator said.

      “His suspicions, not mine,” Colt corrected him, almost like he didn’t want to touch the issue with a ten-foot pole.

      Garrity glanced between the two of them then raised an eyebrow.

      Colt continued.  “We started kicking around the idea of the Hayseed Rebellion having a hand in this.  They’re good on the ground, some of them tactically trained it seems, but I don’t think they have the resources or the reach to pull off anything even close to an EMP.”

      “Yeah,” Garrity said, picking up where Colt left off.  “But who pulls their strings, and who pulls their strings?  If you ride the chain of command up, it’s not unreasonable to think this is one arm of something far more powerful and nefarious than even we can imagine.”

      “Exactly!” Gator said.  “That’s my point, Colt.”

      “You weren’t exactly clear about it.”

      “I’m not as articulate like Sheriff Garrity here,” Gator said.  “I know these guys don’t have the moxie to pull this off, but depending on who is funding all this…it is possible, right?”

      He looked at Garrity who nodded, chewing it over.

      Walker had told Garrity plenty, enough that he knew there was seed money for projects like this at the very top levels of power.  They were often backed by foreign governments who had infiltrated the nation’s most powerful institutions, then held in place through control of the media.  But he couldn’t say that out loud because it sounded insane coming out of Walker’s mouth, and it would sound even crazier coming out of his.

      “Sheriff?” a woman asked.

      He turned and said, “They’ll help you inside.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      The woman had that downtrodden look about her, the kind he always fell for.  This was the reason he even went into law enforcement, to help people like her.

      He glanced back at Colt and Gator.  “In 2020, the riots were funded by both American and non-America benefactors.  That was the word on the street.  But no one ever proves anything because everything is too manipulated, and everyone is allergic to the truth.”

      Already he was sounding crazy.

      Gator and Colt looked at each other, then Gator said, “Well, yeah.”  Colt was nodding his head, like he believed it, too.

      “Do you think it’s the same groups?” Colt asked.  “The same people up top, but different forces on the ground?”

      Garrity shook his head in mock defeat.  “All of this stuff is way above my paygrade.  Can you take me to West Jessamine High School?  People are supposedly gathering over there.  Maybe I can sync up with Nicholasville P.D., see if they know any more than I do.”

      “Yeah,” Gator said.  “Jump in the Jeep.  Let’s go.”

      Garrity went back into the office, told Laura and Marilyn where he was going, then he, Gator, and Colt meandered through the chaos of a city of nearly thirty-thousand souls.  It looked like a ghost town in some places, and they had a hard time getting past all the vehicular obstructions.  Everything just died where it stood.  It was sad.

      “Pull into the middle school,” Garrity said, seeing members of Nicholasville P.D. there in uniform.

      Gator pulled into West Jessamine Middle School where the chief of police and a few of his officers were helping control the efforts of volunteers.  Outside, several large tents were set up for cover from the rain, and a huge fire pit had been put together so that people had a way to stay warm.

      Inside the school, he imagined there were members of the community making room for people who needed help, warming up food where they could, seeing if people needed medical attention.  The chief waved at him; he returned the gesture.

      “Just pull up here,” Garrity said to Gator.

      Garrity crawled out of the Jeep, made a bee-line to the chief, and—sparing any pleasantries—said, “Any word on the cause of all of this?”

      “We’re short on people, Lance.”

      “That goes without saying.”

      “Jesus,” the old man said, sniffing the air around him.  “Did you drown in the bottle?”

      “No, but not for lack of effort,” Garrity said, keeping his arms close to his body to hold in his more offensive odors.  “But don’t let the hundred-and-fifty-proof fumes fool you.  I’m about ninety-percent solid right now.”

      “You’re about ninety-proof right now,” the chief said.  “How many people do you have?”

      “You know how badly our funding was cut,” Garrity said.  “Guys who signed up to protect and serve are now dodging real calls to collect county taxes.”

      “We’re doing stupid shit, too, which is why I don’t care about your funding,” the chief said.  “How many deputies do you have?  I’m talking guys and girls who can put their asses on the line for this city.”

      “Two and my dispatch, although my dispatcher is a bit chubby and has a bum ankle.  She can shoot straight, though, if she needs to.”

      “What about those guys?” he asked, nodding at Colt and Gator.

      “They’re friends of mine,” Garrity said.

      “Can you deputize them?”

      Garrity shook his head.  “I don’t know.”

      Behind the chief, closer to the tents, a scuffle broke out over a plate of food.  This dirty-looking guy grabbed an older woman’s food, then shoved her down.  The chief had turned in time to see what happened.

      “Hang on,” he told Garrity.

      He walked over to the guy who was looking at his ill-gotten gains, and he punched him right in the face.  The man fell hard, grabbing his nose where the chief caught him clean.  Instead of letting it go, the chief kicked him in his head until he was out cold.  He then bent down, picked up the food, and handed it back to the woman.  Before she could thank him, he turned and shouted, “This will not stand!”

      “You can’t just hit him,” another guy said.

      “You want to bet?”

      “But you’re the police!” another woman said.

      “And I restored order,” he said with authority.  “Do not steal from each other!”

      He looked at one of his officers and said, “When this sack of crap wakes up, drag him out to the street and tell him he’s not allowed back here.”

      The chief returned to Garrity and said, “In case you haven’t figured it out, we’re going to have to rule with an iron fist whether we like it or not.”

      “That’s a very thin line, Chief.”

      “Yeah, it is.  And if you don’t walk the right side of it, these people will turn against you, me, all of us.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Garrity said, although he wasn’t exactly sure how to proceed because they were in uncharted waters.  “You know this was an EMP, right?”

      “Of course I know.”

      “So you understand the implications, what comes next, right?”

      “It means these uniforms, these badges, and these guns will only work for so long.  After that, law and order will go out the window, and from there it’s every man and woman for themselves.”

      “How long do you think we have?”

      The chief shrugged his shoulders.  “A week, maybe less?”

      “Then what?”

      “We’ll have to smoke the trouble causers.”

      “Just kill them?” Garrity asked, leaning forward, trying to keep his voice down.

      “Yeah,” he said.  “That’s what I’m saying.”

      “That’s not the way we—”

      “This is the way, Lance.  This is the way.”

      Garrity drew a stabilizing breath, his nostrils flaring, then he glanced over at Gator and Colt.  Could he expect those guys to kill the city’s most toxic citizens?  He didn’t know how he’d even ask that.  Could he do it?  Just start killing all the problem children without legal justification?  He shook his head like he couldn’t do it, even though, tactically, it made perfect sense.

      “What?” the chief asked.

      “I was drunk because…I already started taking out the trash.  I didn’t mean to do it on purpose, like premeditation or anything, but these guys—these Hayseed Rebellion idiots—they fired on me, shot my car to shit.  I wanted to report it…”

      “How many of ‘em did you kill?”

      “Two.”

      The older man graced him with a slow, contemplative nod.  He then patted Garrity’s shoulder and said, “It’s a good start.  But it’s not nearly enough.”

      “What are the chances of us turning this around?” Garrity asked, not terribly shocked by the man’s answer.

      “My wife’s cousin was on the EMP Commission.  If he was even halfway right, we’re about to descend into the dark ages.  Meaning there ain’t no turning around.  There’s only us going into it.  I’m not mincing words because I want you to know what this means, what kind of hell we’re about to sink into.”

      Garrity knew exactly what it meant.  It meant that the world was about to enter a die-off stage, and the earth would soon be littered with corpses.

      “Is there any reason we shouldn’t start taking them out now?” Garrity asked, changing direction as the reality of things settled in.

      “Not yet,” the chief said.  “We need to maintain civility for as long as we can.  If we go hunting these scumbags too soon, we’ll lose credibility.  Now, if we can deal with them when they pop up, we can hopefully maintain the illusion of law and order long enough to mobilize more men and women.”

      “What about the looters?” Garrity asked.  “I’m hearing they’re already at it.”

      “For now, with our numbers, we can’t just show up and kill them,” the chief said.  Then, looking over Garrity’s shoulder once more, the old man said, “But they can.”

      “They have families,” Garrity explained, which was true about Colt, but not about Gator.  The truth was that if he didn’t have to, he didn’t want to put either of them into a bad position.  “Listen, I’ve got to get to the high school, see if I can help set things up.”

      “Remember, rule with an iron fist,” the chief said.  “First the fist, then the guns.”

      “Roger that.”

      He got in the Jeep and said, “Let’s go.”

      The three of them arrived at the high school where they saw more people gathering outside.  A lone woman was trying to corral the crowd, answer all their questions one at a time, maybe even quiet them down because it looked like everyone was demanding answers at the same time.

      Garrity got out and worked his way through the crowd to where the school’s principal was quickly losing control of the situation.

      Turning around, Garrity said, “Everyone, please be quiet for a moment.”  To the principal, he smiled and asked if she was okay.

      “Thank God you’re here,” she whispered.  “I feel like I’m getting mobbed with questions I can’t answer.”

      Raising his voice, he turned and asked, “How many of you are physically hurt?  Raise your hand if you are.”

      No one raised their hand.

      “Hold up your hand if you haven’t eaten in two days.”

      Again, no one raised their hand.

      “So you’re not hurt, and you’re hungry but not starving.  This means you can be peaceful, respectful of those around you, and calm.  If you can’t stay calm, if you have a mental disorder, raise your hand.”

      For the third time, no one raised a hand.

      “I need four leaders, people who have led in the past.  Show me your hands.”

      Five hands went up.

      “Good,” he said.  “All of you, please step to the side.”

      Three men and two women stepped aside, gathering together.  To the principal, he said, “Find out their leadership experience, select the top four leaders in your mind, then let’s reconvene.  I’ll separate these people into four groups.  Do you have the keys to the school?”

      “Yeah,” she said, “but what about the fifth person?”

      “Give me a second.”  Over the crowd, he waved Gator and Colt out of the Jeep.  Both men came over.  To them, he said, “The chief wants me to deputize you, but I can’t because I’m not a US Marshall, and he should know that.”

      “He probably does,” Gator said.

      “Why would you say that?” Garrity asked.

      “The best you can get in deputizing us is for us to form a citizen posse.  But that won’t give us the right to make arrests, or do anything in terms of physical force beyond what we’re already legally allowed to do.”

      “That’s right,” Garrity said, impressed.

      “So what do you want us to do?” Colt asked.

      He pondered the question for longer than he should, looking between the two men.  Then he said, “There are reports that people are looting—”

      “Where?” Gator interrupted.

      “Walmart, Kroger, food banks, guns and ammo stores, liquor stores, boutique shops.”

      “You were saying,” Colt said, trying to let the man finish.

      “If they’re regular folks, if you can, if it’s not too much trouble, try to stop them.  If it’s HR or an offshoot of those cockroaches, kill them.”

      He watched something pass through Colt’s eyes, an emptiness, then a return to humanity.  He said, “We can’t just go killing folks.”

      “Yes, you can,” Garrity said.  “I’ll be here to cover for you.  Same as I’ll do with Keaton and his dumb friend.”

      “I need to pick up Leighton,” Colt said.  “Then check on Rowan and Marley.”

      “I’ve got you covered, Sheriff,” Gator said.  The two of them bumped knuckles, then Garrity told them he needed to stay at the high school.

      When Gator and Colt took off, Garrity headed back to the crowd and said, “Alright, everyone with kids, form a group.  Would the elderly, sixty-five and older, please form a group as well?”  Of the eighty or so people, one large group became three good-sized groups.  “For those of you without a group, those who don’t have kids or are not elderly, if you’re married, please take a step back and form a third group.”

      What was left was the single folks, who prudently gathered together.  Inside the group of parents with kids, he spotted the woman with the Honda Pilot.  She was standing with her little boy not looking so well.  Garrity smiled; she smiled back, but it was a pained, forced smile.  The principal cut the moment short with her verbal dossier on the five “candidates.”

      She said she had her four leaders, but then she told him about a former Boy Scout leader.  “This was before the Boy Scouts became just the Scouts,” she said.  “He has the least amount of actual leadership skills.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Robert.”

      “I want Robert to be your assistant, okay?” Garrity asked.

      She nodded.

      “You sure?” he asked.

      “He seems a little strange but okay.”

      “A lot of those guys who used to be in the Boy Scouts were a little sketchy.  Doesn’t mean he’s bad, not all of them were, it’s just…keep your eyes open.”

      “Should I keep him from the kids?”

      Garrity laughed and said, “There were a lot of really good Scout leaders, so no.  Absolutely not.  Not unless you have a reason to believe otherwise.”

      “I’m just asking.”

      “Not everyone’s a predator,” he said, “and not everyone is a suspect.”

      Garrity turned to the former Scout leader and said, “Robert, I would like you to work with Susan here in a larger leadership role, if you’d like that.”

      He nodded.

      Garrity then assigned the four groups to the four remaining leaders.

      The principal, Susan, then said, “We’re going to make a single-file line into the gymnasium where we will set up a check-in center.  I don’t exactly know how we’ll make this work, but we’ll need to, so if you have any ideas on ways to make this work, run them up through your team leader.”

      Everyone nodded, then as a group, they moved inside, thankful to be out of the elements.  Garrity hung back, and so did the woman with the Honda Pilot and her kid.

      “I’m surprised to see you here,” he said.

      “I live down the street,” she replied, holding her son’s hand.  “I’m happy to see you here!”

      She didn’t look as put-together as she had when she visited him at the station.  He didn’t mind.  There was something about her he liked.

      “You didn’t let me know how to contact you, or how to thank you for the pie.”

      “I’m here now,” she said with a smile.  It was a tired smile, though, and her child looked weary, unwashed.  She picked him up when he said he was cold.  His lips were slightly blue, his skin extra white.

      “What happened to you?” he asked.

      “My ex-husband came back, but I told him to go back to his girlfriend’s house.  He took the Pilot, so I couldn’t get anything to eat before all this.  And it’s cold.  Do you have any idea when the power will come back on?”

      He looked at her, not sure what to do, then he said, “You’ll need to get inside and see if we can figure things out.  And honestly, I’m not sure when the power will be back on.”

      Just then, a few cars came rolling up.  They were run-down relics, half of them stinking to all hell of gas fumes and oily exhaust, the other half of them sounding like their engines were knocking.

      One of the cars pulled off the road into the school while the other cars carried on.  The car pulled up beside him.  The window rolled down and a white guy with slicked-back black hair said, “Yo, you the Sheriff?”

      “Yeah,” he said, wondering if he should reach for his weapon.

      “A bunch of thugs are up at the Cornerstone Baptist Church off Keene Road.”

      “And?”

      “People are gathering there, but a bunch of those skinny-ass white kids and America haters are harassing them.”

      “Why didn’t you do anything about it?”

      The driver looked at the guy in the passenger seat, then back at the sheriff.  “We follow the law, Sheriff.”

      “Are you armed?” Garrity asked.

      “Is that illegal now?”

      “If I need you for backup with these guys, can you two provide it?” he asked.

      The man smiled and didn’t need to look at his buddy. “Hell yeah we can, but only if we get formal permission from you.”

      “You’ll have it.”

      “Get in.”

      He looked at the woman and said, “I’ll check back with you in a bit, okay?”

      “Be safe,” she said.  “And…it would be nice to see you again.”

      He felt something from her, something different.  Did she like him for his role as a protector, or did she like him for who he was as a person?

      “It would be nice to see you, too,” he said, and he meant it.

      He quickly got in the car, looked at the kid in the passenger seat, and said, “Any of you fellas ever take a life?”

      The passenger said, “I took a few, back in Iraq.”

      “Where in Iraq?”

      “Fallujah.”

      “That was a mess,” Garrity said, realizing the kid wasn’t a kid after all.  He could be in his mid-twenties.

      “No need to tell me about it.  I did two tours in the sand.”

      “What about you?” Garrity asked the driver.

      “I did time in the joint.  Didn’t mean to, but I got in a fight with a guy and he died in it.”

      “Did he have a heart attack?” Garrity asked.

      The man looked over the seat and he said, “I killed him.”

      “Alright, then,” Garrity said, measuring the two of them.  “If we see these guys harassing good folks, I’m gonna put them down and I want you to have my back.”

      “So if other bad people accidentally get killed along the way?” the driver asked.  “Guys you didn’t legally shoot, but maybe, in the spirit of backing you up, they got shot from either of us?”

      Garrity said, “These are the times for that.”

      “The times for what?” the passenger asked, looking back at him.

      “These are the times of abandon, the times of retribution.”

      “I like that,” the driver said.  “Retribution.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          

      

    

    






Leighton McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      When Leighton McDaniel woke up, the boy was curled into her, keeping her warm.  Or was she keeping him warm?

      “Buck,” she said, lightly shaking him.  He opened his eyes, looked around, almost seemed embarrassed by how close he was to her.  “It’s okay, you’re safe.”

      He nodded but didn’t speak.  The fact that she couldn’t hear him and he didn’t bother trying to speak to her seemed to work in both their favors.

      They scooted around, bumping arms, legs, and bodies as they crawled out of bed and into the bitter cold.  Buck held himself against the chill; Leighton’s skin was peppered with goosebumps.

      In the living room, Kenley was making a fire.  The redhead was half asleep by the look of her, and fully in her pain.  The front door opened and Hudson walked in with a stack of wood in his arms.

      Morning, he said.

      Leighton nodded, graced him with the start of a smile.  Unfortunately, her lips were too cold to give him a more welcoming look.

      The tall, good-looking former Golden Gloves fighter had a grace about him she respected.  He reminded her of her father when he was a little younger.  When she looked at him, however, she did not see her father as much as she saw what they’d done.  Mass murder.

      But this was war, she told herself.

      War.

      Hudson stacked the chopped wood in a metal bin by the stove, then looked at Kenley and said, What can I help you with?

      As soon as the stove heats up, she said, referring to the wood-burning stove, we can heat the water.  Ramira said she’s going to make oatmeal, but you may have to do it.

      If Ramira is making it, why would I need to do it? Hudson asked.

      Leighton was following the conversation with her eyes but trying not to be too obvious about it.

      Because she was crying all night, Kenley whispered.  Why else do you think?

      Leighton looked away, not wanting to interrupt or be reminded of Niles’s death.  Like Ramira, she had cried herself to sleep thinking of him, how close they had become, how they were planning a life together, how all that was cut short.

      When she wasn’t crying over Niles, she was thinking about Buck’s father, how they killed him, what he did to those girls.  They must have been so scared and in so much pain as he beat them to death.  It was too hard to even contemplate.

      When she wasn’t crying over Niles or trying to work through the feelings surrounding Buck’s father, she had been tossing and turning, sleeping fitfully.  Her dreams were not of the losses she sustained or the losses of others, but of fire, screaming, men shooting at her, her shooting and killing these same men.

      She’d been deaf when she, Kenley, and Hudson went after the vermin at the fire station in Silver Grove, but in her dreams, she heard them perfectly.  She heard the crackling flames, the constant booming sounds of gunfire, the shrill screaming…oh my God…the screaming!

      When she found herself waking in a fit in the dead of night, it was to Buck’s body against hers, and a harsh chill where his body wasn’t pressed into hers.  She tried pulling the blankets tighter around them, but the cold burrowed into her bones and began to both crystalize and deaden the feeling in her face.

      Now, awake and trying to figure out what to do for the day, Buck held onto Leighton’s shirt, standing just behind her.  She felt good having him near, for some reason.  She didn’t think it was any kind of maternal instinct; perhaps it was just her knowing there were others out there who had worse things happen to them.  This was a reminder to push through the pain, find the path ahead, and take that first step.  Step one was to stop feeling sorry for yourself.  Step two was to not be alone in your pain.

      Ramira walked into the kitchen looking tired, the bags under her eyes as heavy as Leighton had ever seen them.  She went to Leighton and kissed her cheek—something she’d never done before.

      Good morning, she said into her face so that Leighton could read her lips.

      “Good morning, Ramira,” Leighton said.

      Will appeared moments later, his face wan, his mouth turned down.  They had lost their only son, she lost her first true love, Kenley lost her father, and Hudson lost his wife.  Turning, looking down at Buck, knowing he lost his father, too, she thought of him as different.  A little boy who had been pulled from the fiery bowels of hell.  His father was a monster, a serial killer, likely a rapist.  She wanted to know what the boy was thinking, feeling, wanting.  Was he afraid, or did the world look safe compared to where he’d come from?  He was the only one who shouldn’t feel broken, but he didn’t look happy about anything.  He was like an expressionless animal.

      Morning, Leighton, Will said when he looked up at her.

      She smiled. “Hi, Will.  Did you get any sleep?”

      He frowned and shook his head.

      “Yeah, same,” she said.

      The truth was, aside from the emotional torment, the insides of her thighs and butt cheeks were chaffed and hurting.  It stung just having skin at that point.  But she wasn’t going to lament her woes.  She had to go back to the dorms.  If she knew her father—which she did quite well—he would wait a few days to see if things changed, and then he’d come for her.  Faith would come too, for the two of them had proved to be inseparable over the years.

      But they wouldn’t have a working car.  Would he come after her on the motorcycle?  Maybe.  Would he leave Faith behind?  Probably not.  He’d be worried—conflicted, for sure—but when he got a working vehicle, when it was safe to travel, would he come for her?  For Rowan?  For Marley?  She believed he would, which was why she needed to get back to the dorms, even if her skin wore thin and started bleeding in the process.  Everything heals, right?

      “Do you have any baby powder?” she asked Kenley on a whim.

      For?

      “Walking,” she said.

      My dad kept some Gold Bond in the medicine cabinet.  It’s old, though.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      Why do you need that? Ramira asked as she measured a few cups of oats into a few cups of potable water.

      “I’m going back to the dorms to wait for my father.”

      What about him? Hudson asked about Buck as he stoked the fire.  The wood-burning stove was already starting to warm.  She moved closer to it, nearly sighed as the heat rolled over her otherwise cold skin.

      “He can decide what he wants to do,” she said.

      She felt a tug at her leg, causing her to look down.  He was looking up at her, eyes wide.  Can I go with you? he asked.

      She smiled and said, “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      He looked back down, content.

      “That’s settled then.”

      Where do you live? Hudson asked.

      “Nicholasville, on a farm.”

      Big house, small house? Kenley asked.

      “Big house,” she said.  Then: “Big enough for all of us, if you want to come.”

      How will we get there? Hudson asked.  Because my home is just fine.

      “They burned Silver Grove down,” Leighton reminded him.

      Maybe we can head back and I can check on it.

      We can’t go, Will said, concerned.  We need to bury Niles.

      Leighton had been thinking about that all night.  “Before we go, I want to help dig the grave,” she said.  “And I want us to have a service.  I want this for Kenley’s father, too.”

      Will nodded.  So did Ramira.  Niles’s mother said, Our boy was lucky to have you.  To Kenley, she said, “We would be honored to hold a service for your father, too.  He would be proud of you.”

      Her eyes began to water.  She nodded her head, then thanked Ramira.

      After oatmeal, to Will and Ramira, Kenley said, Hudson told me you lost your house.

      Will nodded, the reality of it all over his face.  Kenley started crying, which got Leighton crying.

      If you want to bury Niles here, she said with what looked like a hiccupping sob, and if you want to take the house, I want you to have it.  That way you’ll have a home, and you’ll be close to Niles, too.

      You’re leaving? Ramira asked.

      I lost my mother in this house, and now Dad’s gone, too, Kenley said.  I can’t be here anymore.

      “You can come with us,” Leighton said to Kenley.  “My dad will like you.  My mom, too.”

      I was in love with Niles, Kenley admitted, watching Leighton to see how she would feel.  Leighton was taken aback by this.  Not now, but growing up.

      “I’m in love with him now,” Leighton said.  “I didn’t know him back then.”

      He was a good boy, Ramira said.

      Will nodded his head, wiped his eyes, then looked away.  Leighton watched him clench his jaw, his body shuddering as he fought off the grief.

      “Would you want to come with us?” Leighton asked.  “Because, if this is an EMP, then we will need to form a community.  You can’t be lone wolves in these times.”

      She saw Hudson snapping his fingers.  When she looked at him, he said, What do you know about these times?

      “The same as you,” she said.  “Which is nothing.”

      I wouldn’t say that.

      “Fine, I know what this is, what this means.  This is us under attack.  Meaning an enemy is not far behind.”

      This was an attack on America? Ramira asked, like she hadn’t even considered it before now.  I guess that makes sense.

      Will held her hand while she sat there looking stunned.

      This is a rural property, Kenley said.  It should be safe here, better than being in the cities.

      Kenley, please stay here with us, Will said.  You don’t want to be out there on the roads, not with everything you’ve seen.  Not with…what happened here.

      She shook her head and said, I can’t, but thank you.

      You should come with us, Hudson told Kenley.

      She nodded and said, I’m going to.

      We can’t walk that far, Ramira said to Will, like she thought he might be considering it.

      That’s why you need to stay here, Kenley said.  Why I want you to stay here.  Make something good of this house.  For me, it’s only brought me heartache.  Looking around, I feel it in the walls.  But you could make it your home.

      An hour later, Kenley showed Will and Leighton the shed in back.  They grabbed shovels and gloves, then headed out back to a plot of earth near a big shade tree.  The soil was easy to turn, and the views were beautiful.

      Leighton and Will were making good time when Hudson and Kenley joined them with a pickaxe and another shovel.  Ramira and Buck sat on a nearby bench, watching.  When they finished digging one grave, they started on the second.  When both graves had been dug, the men brought both Niles and Jacob to their respective plots, then lowered them inside.

      Can we just say silent prayers for them? Kenley asked.

      Will looked at Ramira.  She nodded that it was okay.  Will then looked over at Leighton, who nodded as well.  Finally, he looked at Kenley who also gave a stoic nod.

      Leighton’s heart shook with pain, the pinch of tears straining eyes that were already cried out, already raw.  Any minute now, the grief was going to break loose inside of her and she would crumble before these virtual strangers.

      She closed her eyes to pray, to honor Niles, to remember his touch, the love she saw in his eyes, the safety she felt when he wrapped her in his arms.  Waves of grief battered the shores of her soul, eating away at her resolve, depleting her of her precious energy.

      Leighton didn’t expect the little hand to take hers, but it did.  She opened her eyes, glanced down, and saw Buck standing beside her.  His bright eyes were squeezed shut in honor of these two men he never met.  It was sad and cute, touching in ways she couldn’t describe.  This little boy was a Godsend, and the longer she thought about it, the more she felt that meeting him was fortuitous.

      Will was the first to shovel a scoop of dirt onto Niles’s body.  It took her by surprise.  Knowing they were now folding Niles into the earth, knowing she was never going to see him again, the sob she’d managed to restrain finally broke loose inside of her, her mouth opening in a pained, silent wail.

      She let go of Buck’s hand.  Tears flooded her eyes, the dam finally letting go.  She wiped her eyes, told herself to keep it together.  Then, when Buck leaned over and grabbed a handful of dirt, when he tossed it onto Niles’s body, and then on Jacob, she drew a deep breath and managed to regain her composure.

      Bending over, she took a scoop of earth into her hands, stood over Niles’s body, and said, “The next world is going to love you, just as much as I do now.”

      She tossed the dirt inside, the soil landing on the tarp wrapping his body.  Paralyzed, unable to move, the second wave of grief hammered her and she started to cry again.

      Movement caught her eye.

      She glanced up in time to see Ramira coming to her.  The woman wrapped her arms around her, held her tight.  Leighton didn’t want to let go.  Will joined them, hugging the two women.  From the corner of her eye, she saw Kenley staring down into her father’s grave.  The ginger had a cold, stricken look, like she didn’t know how to process all of this.  Leighton watched her body bow, and her shoulders begin to tremble.  When she started to cry, Hudson went and pulled her into his embrace.  She turned away from the grave, held onto Hudson as if her life depended on it.

      When Leighton let go and wiped her eyes, Will and Ramira hugged Kenley, who looked like she appreciated the gesture.

      Before leaving, Hudson shook Will’s hand and said, I’m so sorry for your loss.  Leighton watched Hudson with Niles’s parents, thinking he seemed like a good guy.  She hoped he wouldn’t stay at his house and let her, Kenley, and Buck walk back to NKU by themselves.

      When they finally said good-bye, Leighton set out on foot, her backpack on tight, her gun close, her emotions half reigned in and half chaotic.  She tried to lead the way, but Hudson wanted to walk with her, so she slowed down and decided she wanted to take up the rear where she could be alone with her thoughts.  Eventually, Kenley and Buck walked together, and Hudson led, which was fine by her.

      As they approached Silver Grove, they saw a horrifying scene.  The town was burned to a crisp, roasted bodies lying everywhere.  When they reached the fire station, it looked like only the bricks remained.  There were charred bodies everywhere.

      “We’re going to be okay,” she said to Buck.

      He looked up at her.  I know.

      When they were close enough to the fire station, she tried to cover Buck’s eyes.  She didn’t want him seeing that.  To her surprise, though, he shoved her hand away, then broke into a run, heading right for the nearest corpse.

      “Buck!” she cried, going after him.

      He changed direction, then ran into the fire station’s driveway where dozens of blackened bodies lay.  Around several of them, there was dried splatter, along with chunks of brain that had been blackened to a crisp.  She hurried after him, as did Kenley.

      They’d left so many bodies out there, so many of them dead and cooked.  It hurt Leighton’s heart to see what they had done.  These were humans once.  Souls in bodies destined for a future that did not include a massacre by fire.  But this was their future.  You hurt others, she thought to herself, you get hurt back.

      Kenley grabbed Buck’s arm, but he shrugged her off as he stood over one of the bodies.  The man was charred from the knees up.  From the knees down, however, the fires had gone out, leaving two perfectly formed legs.

      Buck touched his foot to the man’s charred head, the ash crumbling.  Leighton closed her eyes, her brain starting to break.  Her inability to hear anything blocked out the sounds of whatever was going on among them.

      After a moment, she opened her eyes again only to see Kenley and Hudson holding Buck down.  He was thrashing around, screaming, his little feet dusted black from stomping the body, which was pretty much destroyed down to the now exposed knee joints.

      Buck was looking at her, eyes wet, tortured.  She went to the three of them, moving Hudson and Kenley aside.

      “Let me have him,” she said.

      Kenley and Hudson let go, standing back.  Buck stopped thrashing around.  She picked him up, held him tight, felt him calming down.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I’m so sorry.”

      He turned his head toward her, hugged her a little tighter.

      A finger tapped her shoulder.  She turned and saw Hudson.  Let’s go to my house.  It’s not far from here, and we can clean him up.

      They walked a few blocks, passing entire rows of homes burned to the concrete foundation, the ash of them piled high.  So many memories, all of them having gone up in smoke.

      All along the road were the dead bodies the Hayseed Rebellion—or whoever this offshoot of scumbags had been—had slaughtered.

      Hudson turned a corner, slowed down, then stopped in front of a house that was nothing but ash and foundation.  Hudson walked toward it, slowly, kicking aside the debris.  Kenley went and stood by him.  She didn’t say anything.  She merely took him into her arms the way he’d taken her when she was standing over her father’s grave.

      He hugged her, but he didn’t cry.  Rather, he looked numb.  Leighton turned from the two of them, unable to witness any more loss.  But the sadness was quickly turning to anger.  She felt herself getting really, really pissed off.

      She turned back around, saw Hudson staring at her.  He said, How would you feel about me coming with you?

      Leighton nodded.  “I’d feel good about that.”

      From there, they set a new course for NKU.  If they walked fast enough, they might reach her dorm by nightfall.  The only thing that nagged at her was the state of her body.  Her mind would make her move, but would her injuries force her to stop?  She didn’t know.  Either way, the Gold Bond powder on her legs and patted over her hoo-hah was working great so far.  But it would only last for so long.  She knew that.

      Buck took her hand again, no longer agitated, which was good.  There would be a point in time when they would walk past the truck he’d been stuck in.  They might even see the dead girls lying in and around it.

      Later, however, when they reached the truck, Buck looked at it but he didn’t stop and he never made mention of it.

      About an hour from nightfall, Buck shook her pant leg.  She looked down at him.  He tapped his ear and said, Motorcycle.

      She looked up, saw both Hudson and Kenley pulling out their guns.  She met Hudson’s eyes; he looked like he was ready to roll.  Kenley looked nervous.

      When the motorcycle appeared, it slowed down, then came to a complete stop.  Her heart all but stopped beating.  Sitting on the flashy motorcycle was the last person she ever wanted to see: Aaron.  She walked up to him with all that anger on tap.

      “What did I tell you?” she barked, Glock in hand.

      He held his hands up and said, There was a guy waiting for you in your dorm room.

      “Is he the one who beat you up?”

      He nodded his head.

      “Did you eat him?” she asked, making a motion around his face where there was dried blood.

      Just his nose, but I didn’t swallow it.  That would be gross.

      She didn’t know what to do with him or that information.  When Aaron looked past her to Kenley and Hudson, and then to Buck, she glanced over her shoulder, too.  Kenley and Hudson had their guns out.

      One becomes four, huh? he said, looking over her new group.

      “Yeah,” she said.

      The guy beat the crap out of Chandra, he’s dead.  I saved her, for what it’s worth.

      “Is she hurt?”

      I don’t know what he was trying to do with her, but it looked like… he started to say—but this was where Aaron looked down at Buck before continuing.

      “Whatever you have to say can be said in front of him.”

      It looked like he was trying to do something of a…sexual nature, to her.

      She felt her stomach drop.

      “And did he succeed?”

      He shook his head, which was the biggest relief ever.

      “You said he’s dead?”

      Aaron nodded his head.  Then he said something that shook Leighton to her core.  The guy was there for something specific.

      “Specific how?” Leighton asked, swallowing hard.

      A gun.

      Her uncle Walker had warned her.  In his note, he’d said, “If anyone asks about the gun, don’t think about it, just shoot them.”

      “What kind of gun?” she asked.

      Something old, like…I don’t know…he said a Billy the Kid gun, but I’m not sure what he meant by that.  What do you know about that?

      She shrugged off her backpack, fished out the gun, then showed it to him and said, “I think this is what he was looking for.”

      Can I hold it? he asked.

      There was something in his eyes, that same thing she’d seen before—a need.  She lifted the gun, aimed it at his head, and pulled the trigger.  Aaron’s head bucked backward, blood and eviscerated brains flashing out of the back of his skull.

      The recoil was harsh, jamming her wrist so hard the gun fell from her grip.  She watched the guy she had only recently met fall off the bike and land dead on the ground.

      A noise fell from her mouth but she couldn’t be sure what it was.  She felt it, but she didn’t hear it.  She only knew that she’d done what her uncle asked her to do.  She killed the person asking about the gun.

      Looking down at Aaron, she wished she hadn’t pulled the trigger, but Walker was the most badass person she knew and if he said shoot, she’d shoot.

      So she shot.

      Kenley went to him, kneeled down, then turned and looked up at her.  What did you do that for? she asked.

      Breathless, she turned to Hudson.  He was in shock.  Looking down at Buck, he hadn’t let go of her pants.  He looked up at her and there was nothing in his expression—no shock, no horror, no tears in those little eyes of his.

      Hudson walked up to the scene, looked at the gun on the ground, then at the fallen bike.

      He picked the bike up, kicked out the stand, then said to Leighton, At least we have a mode of transportation now.

      Kenley moved away from Aaron, then looked at Leighton like she wasn’t sure what to think.  Aaron’s leg was still resting on the bike’s front wheel.  Buck went and pulled it off.

      How far is your dorm? Hudson turned and asked her.

      “A few minute’s ride,” she said.

      To the others, he said, I’ll take Leighton to her dorm room, find out where it’s at, then come back for you and Buck.

      Why her? Kenley asked.

      “Do you know where her dorm room is? he asked, astounded.  She made a face, then took Buck’s free hand.  The boy shrugged his hand out of hers then stepped away.

      I’m not sure he likes me, she said, looking at Leighton.

      My mother had red hair, Buck said.  At least that’s what Leighton thought he’d said.  His lips were not as easy to read as an adult’s lips.

      Where is your mother? Kenley asked.

      “Knock it off,” Leighton said.  To Hudson, she said, “Can Buck ride on my lap?”

      This bike wasn’t built for three.

      Shaking her head, she picked up the gun and stuffed it in her backpack.  “Alright, let’s go.”  To Buck, she said, “Hudson will be back to pick you up in twenty minutes.  Kenley is safe.  Do what she says.”

      Why?

      “Because she saved my life and I trust her.  She might save yours too, if you’re nice.”

      He frowned, then said, I want to go with you.

      “I know, honey.  Twenty minutes and you’ll be next.”

      Hudson kick-started the motorcycle; Leighton climbed on back, circled her arms around Hudson’s waist.  He dropped the bike in gear, worked the throttle and the clutch like he knew what he was doing, then took off.

      She held on tight, pulling her body into his.
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      Sheriff Garrity and the two fellas whose car he was riding in drove through town quietly, navigating through and around the graveyard of cars on their way to the church.  Garrity was worried about what they’d see when he got there, who he’d run into, and if he had to kill anyone.  He wasn’t liking the idea that this level of violence might now be a prerequisite of survival.

      When they turned up Keene Road, they cautiously approached the small church on the hill.  He was afraid he would see a war brewing between parishioners and thugs, but there was nothing of the sort.  He saw people mingling, for sure, but nothing heated or aggressive.

      “Are you sure about this?” Garrity asked the driver.

      “Maybe they ran them off or something,” he said.  “We should check it out, but if things get hot and we help you, don’t throw us under the bus, okay?”

      “I won’t,” Garrity assured them.

      “Do we have your word?” the passenger asked.

      “You have my word,” he said, sincere.

      “Maybe something’s going on inside,” the passenger guessed.  He had his eyes on the hillside church like he was worried.

      They drove up a packed dirt road, then parked.  People looked at the car with wonder in their eyes.  Most of them had probably walked there.

      “Give me a second,” Garrity said.

      He saw the pastor, waved him down, then said, “Pastor?”

      “Sheriff,” the man with bright eyes replied.

      “I heard you had some issues here earlier, is that right?”

      He frowned, his brows knitting together.  “Not that I know of.  It’s just all the nice folks of Nicholasville wanting to come together in prayer.  Tough times are a burden to even the steadfast among us, and prayer—no matter who you are—can lighten that load.”

      “We need as much prayer as we can get,” Garrity said.  He looked over his shoulder at the guys in the car.  The passenger opened his hands as if to say, What’s up?

      “Aren’t we out of your jurisdiction?” the pastor asked.

      Turning back to him, leaning in, he asked, “How is everyone?”

      “Scared,” the pastor replied.

      He nodded.

      “Consider me emergency services,” Garrity said.

      “Well, we’re okay.  Perhaps you’d like to come in for the opening prayer?”

      “You have an opening prayer?” he asked.

      “We do today,” the pastor said.  “Come gather strength from the Lord’s prayer, then stay or go, it’s up to you, and fine by me.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “It really would be nice to have you there,” he pressed.  “It would be even nicer to say a blessing for you and all those like you who are looking over us.  Surely none of this can be easy.”

      “It isn’t,” he said.

      “If it won’t take long, Pastor,” he said, not sure what else to say.  Garrity needed to get back to the school, and then the station.

      “Everyone inside, please,” the pastor said.

      Garrity went back to the car.  “I think we’re okay here.”  The passenger started to speak, but Garrity said, “They want to pray for me, for us, so if you’re okay waiting for a few minutes, maybe keep an eye on things out here.”

      “They’re having a ceremony?” the driver asked.

      He nodded.  “Prayer.”

      “Okay,” the driver said, “we’ll stand watch.”

      Garrity saw the guys’ guns, grateful to have them as backup.  He smelled strong gasoline fumes and thought of telling them the fuel mixture was off, or that they had a leak in their fuel line or something.  But it wasn’t his problem, not now.

      He jogged up the hill and joined the others inside.  At first glance, it looked like there were maybe fifty or sixty people—a solid turn-out considering the storm and the power outage.  On closer inspection, it seemed that there might even be more people than that.  Many of the men, women, and children present looked like they’d seen much better days.  Then again, after a few days of no power, no running water, and no heat, it was plain to see the circumstances were taking a toll.

      The pastor opened with a prayer, everyone bowing their heads.  But then the prayer was interrupted by the sounds of breaking glass.  Garrity opened his eyes even as people started to scream.  Someone had thrown a Molotov cocktail through one of the windows, causing two of the pews and several people to erupt in flames.  He turned and saw smoke rolling in under the doors and in between the seams.

      Is the building being burned?  Are we on fire?

      More Molotov cocktails flew into the quaint, wooden building.  Garrity ran to check the back door, hoping to find a hose, or get the guys to help him put out the flames.  But the doors were locked.  Panicked, he stepped back, dipped his shoulder, then barreled toward the set of doors, ramming them with all his might.  They didn’t even budge.

      Not only was the fire spreading inside, smoke was now wafting in through the cracks of the door.  Despite the screaming for help, the horrifying screeches of pain coming from those on fire, and the shouts for him to open the doors, he pressed his palms to the wood and felt the radiant heat upon it.

      Someone pushed him, then several people pushed them.  He turned and saw the crush of bodies stacking up behind him.  Everything was all white noise now.  The screaming, the crackling fire, the absolute panic.  And yet he was powerless to do anything about it.  The door simply wouldn’t budge.

      “Someone locked it from the outside!” he shouted.

      The spreading fire divided the congregation into two.  He moved out of the way, let others have a chance at the door.  Behind a wall of fire, on the other side of the burning pews, other people were scrambling to find a way out, to not get burned, to not panic to the point of paralysis.

      But bodies were burning, cocooned in flame, a few of them running frantically.

      Through the slightly open center of flames, down the aisle, closer to the pastor’s podium, he saw several families huddled together and crying.  Then he saw the pastor.  The man ducked low enough and bravely ran fast enough through the small opening to make it to Garrity.  He was in bad shape, though.  His skin was blacked with soot, and his voice was raspy from the heat and smoke.

      “Is there a back way out?” Garrity asked as he pushed through the masses.

      “Someone locked it,” the pastor said, scared.

      He glanced around, as did everyone else.  The panic was palpable, but the frenetic masses were slowing down, breaking into tears, beginning to accept their fate.  Corralled by the flames, Garrity couldn’t see a way out.

      “Do you have a fire extinguisher?” he asked.

      “Someone took them both,” he said, pale-faced and going into shock.  “They were here just yesterday.”

      “Did anyone bother you this morning?  Any Hayseed Rebellion, or someone like them?”

      “No, it was just those guys you came with.  They’re new to town.  They asked about our services.”

      “The guys who brought me here,” he asked, aghast, “you talked to them?”

      The pastor nodded.

      Garrity started to cough, his eyes now stinging.  Looking around, everyone was coughing and squinting their eyes.  The smoke was billowing and black, like aerosolized soot.  He pulled his shirt over his mouth and said, “We have to get out of here, or we’re all going to die.”

      The flames were now licking up the sides of the walls, climbing fast toward the ceiling.  His skin was slicked with sweat, the back of his shirt soaked through and sticking to his skin.

      A wall of smoke pushed down from the ceiling, forcing people to get low.

      “Everyone back up,” he shouted.  “Clear a path.”

      He scanned the parishioners, his eyes landing on a big guy with scared, alert eyes and ham hocks for hands.

      “You,” he shouted over the crackling flames.  “Come here now!”

      The big guy hurried over to him.

      “I need you to be my linebacker,” Garrity said.

      “I don’t play football,” he said.

      “Can you hit hard?”  Garrity asked.  The man said he could.  “Good, then I need you to run at the door, hit it as hard as you can.  If you get through, you save all these people and become the hero.  But if you fail, we’ll all burn to death in here.”

      Without another word, the big guy moved back into the church, aware of the flames.  Turning around, coughing, waving smoke from his face, he zeroed in on the doors.  He started coughing some more, the flames and the smoke like an opened mouth above them all.

      “GO!” Garrity screamed, the rafters now burning, fire eating up the rest of the oxygen in the chapel.

      The big guy charged the door, barreling down the gap created for him by people.  Those same people had risked being burned to step out of the way and give the kid a chance.  The second he hammered the door, the impact shook the entire wall, but the door didn’t budge.  Like a tree falling in the forest, the brute fell backward and landed hard.  One look and everyone could see he’d knocked himself out cold.

      The collective sigh, the communal surge of fear, was audible.  That’s when everyone saw the big guy’s feet catch fire.

      Garrity and the pastor ran toward him, shirts pulled over their mouths, both of them coughing.  They tried to put the flames out, but they were now spreading up his legs too quickly.  Even worse, the entire outside wall was burning through, the heat unbearable.

      Garrity was sweating, hacking, officially panicking.

      One of the guys ran straight for the weakest point in the fiery wall.  He charged into the most damaged part, hit it with his shoulder.  Was he thinking the flames had weakened the studs enough for him to break through?  That must have been it.  Unfortunately, he didn’t break through anything.  The two-by-fours were still solid.

      What happened to this man was worse than what was happening to the big guy.  This man’s head and lead shoulder had broken through the burned drywall, but they’d also lodged him into an inferno.  Everyone started to scream as he burned to death.

      And the big guy on the ground?  He was waking up only to realize his legs and torso were on fire.  Shrieking, he frantically tried patting himself out, but his hands caught fire and in moments, the flames enveloped him entirely.  He scrambled to his feet, a huge, howling fireball.  Garrity pulled out his pistol, shot the man in the forehead.  He dropped dead, the mercy-killing a shock to everyone around.

      Looking this way and that, his mind like a vice, he started walking in tight circles, searching for something, anything that might get everyone out!  But there was nowhere to go, no way to escape the all-consuming flames.

      The roar inside was deafening, the heat doubling yet again.  Every labored breath was like sucking down a fiery drink.  Outwardly, the veil of unbearable heat squeezed his neck and hands, like a creature trying to eat him from the outside while at the same time trying to suffocate him from the inside.

      He shed his Country Sheriff’s jacket, then tore off his government-issued button-up.  Even though he was lighter and felt less constricted, the heat and pressure continued to mount, and his lungs began to seize.

      Where was the rain when he needed it?  A tornado had touched down just yesterday, and now he was about to burn to death with these people?

      Behind him, a mother and her three children were huddled together.  They were all burning as one screaming, huddling mass.

      The horror, the tension, was enough to make him scream.

      The pastor covered two more children with his body, his robes now on fire.  Another guy, a single guy, charged the wall where the guy before him was nothing but flames.  When he hit the wall, he broke through several two-by-fours, but it wasn’t enough, and he got stuck in the outer wood-paneling.  The flames devoured his body in no time flat.

      Looking around—his eyelashes singed, his eyebrows burned, the hair on his arms curled and blackened—he saw only three survivors.  A woman and her daughter were holding each other, sobbing.  Beyond them, through the smoke-darkened air and embers, was an older man.  He burst into flames while Garrity was looking at him.

      Garrity wrapped his head in his jacket, then turned to the woman and shouted over the roar of the flames.

      “Follow me, I think I can get through!”

      He was lying to her, of course, but it was his only chance.  If he didn’t try, he’d go down without a fight, and that wasn’t him.

      They nearly disappeared in the haze of smoke and flames, but then they were at his side, the mother crying.  The girl started smacking her arms where they caught fire, but then she started to cry as well.  She was roasting to death.  They all were.

      He zeroed in on the spot next to the two dead guys stuck in the wall.  He picked a fiery hole to the left.  The rafters started to fall, flaming lumber dropping like bombs all around them and on the dead.

      Without hesitation, Garrity charged the wall.  He hit it flush, felt the studs snap.  His body broke through the other side.  Stumbling onto the dirt and grass, he fell to his face, and started rolling hard and fast.

      Gunfire ate up the lawn behind him, forcing him to roll even faster.  He grabbed his weapon, came to a stop, then rolled into a firing position.  He lined up his shot on the shooters, pumped two rounds into each of the two men.

      He was still on fire, though.

      The two women shot through the hole after him, both of them on fire.  Garrity started throwing dirt on his legs, then managed to get them out.  With no time to spare, he scrambled to his feet and ran to the women, ignoring the incredible burns he was feeling.

      The mother was on fire, but the daughter managed to put herself out.

      He went for the coat he’d used to cover his head when he burst through the outer wall—which was now starting to sag under the weight of the building—snatched it up, then used it to put the woman’s hair out.

      “Move!” he warned them both.

      The three of them scrambled as far away from the building as they could.  It collapsed moments later, but by then, they’d cleared the danger zone.

      That’s when he saw the shooters.  War-torn and hacking, his lungs burning from the inside out, he walked over to the two guys he’d shot.  One of them was dead—the driver who brought him there.  The passenger, however, was still alive.  Squirming, absolutely writhing in pain, he had blood in his teeth, a hole in his chest, and pain in his eyes.

      Garrity checked the chamber on his gun, saw the round seated for action, then let go of the slide and lined up the shot.  The man stopped moving.  Instead, he looked up at Garrity and smiled.  Garrity shot him in the forehead, then collapsed into a raspy fit of coughing that led to him spitting up more than a few black loogies.

      When he could properly collect himself, he fished the car keys out of the driver’s pocket, then returned to the women.

      “Concentra Urgent Care is two blocks down on Bellair Drive,” he said, not recognizing his own voice.  “If we can get you two there, maybe they can help you.”

      “What about you?” the mother asked.  Her skin was already blistering, much of her hair burned halfway to her scalp.

      “I’m fine,” he said, even though he wasn’t.

      “No, you’re not,” the daughter said.

      “I’ll get myself fixed up when this is over,” he replied, his throat raw, and his voice extra hoarse.  “Let’s get you two to the car.”
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      Through clenched teeth, Garrity took a deep breath, glanced at the two crying women, then tried not to feel his own burned skin.  The pain was sharp and insistent, like a thousand bee stings concentrated into a few, choice places.  Just as bad was the bruising and torn skin where he had charged through the damn wall.

      He put the car he’d taken in gear, eased out of the church parking lot, trying not to think about what had just happened.  The burned smell of fabric and cooked skin was revolting.  Underneath that stench was the rank stink of fried hair.  It wasn’t just him.  The two women lost a lot of their hair as well.  There was no putting this out of his head.  It was all a stark reminder that, not only did they barely make it out, dozens of others hadn’t.

      The mother started crying again, deep wrenching sobs that triggered in her daughter a similar meltdown.  He wasn’t surprised.  Yet there was nothing he could say to forestall their pain, and nothing he could do to diminish his own.

      Emotionally, however, he refused to break.  There was still too much to do.  Rightfully, he believed society was destined for collapse.  Even though he might not survive long enough to take the much needed moment of silence, he dutifully forced himself to stay calm.  He would process all this at some point in the future, when and if it ever became safe.  And if he didn’t survive, then it wouldn’t matter anyway.

      Cruising a few miles an hour down Keane, he saw people stepping out of their houses, looking at the church from where he and the women had just come.  The burning building was in its final stages of collapse.  Looking at the wide streets, the green grass, and the shrubs that were beautiful and lush from another wet winter, he fought back the urge to scream, or to pound the steering wheel in fits of mania.

      Those two guys, the ones who had come for him, they had been so calm, perfectly normal.  Knowing what they did to the parishioners, how they knew what they were planning when they came for him, he couldn’t comprehend that kind of evil.  How could someone barely register a pulse, then burn sixty or seventy people to death?

      Flashes of fire, a cacophony of screaming, thrashing bodies being devoured in flames…these were the images crowding into his head.  They were stuffed in there like too many animals in a cage, each fighting for attention, each of them merciless and acting against Garrity’s own self-interest.

      His body gave an involuntary shudder, but then he settled back into grinding his teeth to stave off the sheer agony of his burned skin and his thoroughly abused body.

      Garrity took a left on Bellaire, passed Fairfield Drive, then hung a right into a commercial easement leading him to Concentra Urgent Care.

      He knew the area well.

      He’d taken his Rottweiler to the nearby animal hospital (Ardent Animal Health) when she was diagnosed with cancer.  Several times he thought about heading over to the urgent care center himself, but the pains he was having in his chest were a combination of grief and shock.  The grief was for his dog; the shock was over the compiling vet bills.  As charitable and as professional as Ardent had been, ultimately, he was not capable of altering the course of life and death.  This was the case then, and it would be the case now.  But he had tried, and that was all he could do.  At least he managed to save two lives.

      When they pulled up to Concentra’s building, Garrity got out and helped the women out of the car.  He brought them inside where volunteer doctors were working to help other members of the community with their various injuries.

      “Oh, my Lord,” a black woman said, looking at the three of them.  She had a washcloth over a wound on her arm, but she told the doctor helping her to attend to the women first.

      “Are you sure?” the doctor asked.

      She nodded aggressively, then looked at the women and said, “You poor things.”

      “Lance, is that you?” the doctor asked.

      He graced the doctor with a pained smile of acknowledgment.  She had helped him with a few workplace injuries before and they were friendly.

      “Yeah, in the flesh, albeit I’m a bit cooked this time.”

      “You have to stay and let me look at you.”

      He shook his head.  “I can’t now, but I’ll be back because…yeah…I’ll be back.”

      “Hang on,” she said.  She disappeared in back for a minute, returning moments later with a bag of ointment samples.  “These will help the more damaged areas, but you need to get back in here so I can give those burns a closer look.”

      He promised to return, then he said good-bye to the women, who thanked him for saving their lives.  Outside, he looked at the beater he had commandeered and felt physically sick.  Not now, he told himself.  He had to head back to the station to see what he could do to help.

      Inside the car, he checked his weapon, then he checked underneath the seats and in the glovebox, just in case.  In the glovebox, he found a snub-nosed .38 with six rounds in the cylinder.  Acting on instinct, he got out of the car and popped the trunk.  There he found a shotgun with a box of double ought.  There were also two boxes of rounds for the .38, and a brand new speed loader, still in the box.

      He carried the gear to the front passenger seat, dumped it on the worn leather, then returned to the driver’s seat.  He started the engine, looked both ways, then pulled out.

      Garrity threaded his way through the dead and abandoned cars on N. 3rd Street.  Several times, he scraped the undercarriage, but only when he was forced to take an alternate route around the obstructions.

      When he approached Riddle Street, he felt like he was going to have a problem.  A train of cars had just pulled into Stratton Lumber and Hardware, which consisted of the main store and a handful of larger buildings set up in the industrial yard.

      He slowed the jalopy, but then one of the cars stopped, backed up, and blocked the road in front of him.  By then, he was twenty yards away.

      Garrity cut his speed as he approached the car.  Even though he was hoping to get around the car without issue, he grabbed the .38.  That’s when the man in the car got out and aimed his shotgun right at him.

      “Out of the car, old man!” he screamed.

      He didn’t know what to do.  Shoot him?  Try to high-tail it out of there?  Instead, he stopped the car, laid the .38 on his thigh, and raised his hands.  The skinny white guy came toward the car, then motioned for him to roll down the window.  Garrity used the order to conceal his movements.  While rolling down the window with his left hand, he carefully picked up the .38 with his right hand.

      “Who are you?” the kid asked.

      He had four-day-old stubble, crooked teeth, and a head full of bad hair that looked unwashed and unhealthy.  He was twenty-five-years-old at best.

      “Lance Garrity,” he said.

      “You can’t be out here,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “Hayseed Rebellion’s orders,” he said.  “We control Nicholasville now.”

      Garrity couldn’t help laughing.  Once he started, he couldn’t stop.

      “I don’t see how you find that funny.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, wiping his eyes carefully, then suffering the sharp sting where his face had been burned.

      The scumbag racked the shotgun and said, “Why are you laughing?”

      “It’s something I was thinking of.”

      “Enlighten me, or I’ll pump you with so much lead—”

      “I was thinking about what one of my buddies once said.  He said, ‘If the nerds ever get control of the world, they’ll make everyone pay for every insult they suffered, every time they got their asses kicked, every last genetic imperfection in every last corner of their broken freaking brains.’  And then you come along, flexing your chest, sporting that shotgun, which I might add, you’re not even holding right.”

      “I’m holding it just fine.”

      Garrity felt the fire rise up inside of him.  For everything he’d survived, to be held up by this punk kid in the middle of the street felt unacceptable.

      “You’re just a nerd who never got the love you needed,” Garrity barked.

      The guy jammed the barrel of the shotgun into Garrity’s cheek, pressed it hard.  “Call me a nerd again.”

      “Nerd,” he said.

      He expected the kid to shoot him.  He kind of wanted it, even though, really, he didn’t.

      With the barrel of the shotgun smashing his mouth, he said, “You’re a pussy on a power trip, a paper tiger, a rape child that should have been aborted if I’m guessing right.”

      “Shut up!”  Then, over the roof of the car, he yelled, “I got one here!”  Back to Garrity, the guy said, “Might be that my buddies want to ask you some questions.”

      He started to turn the .38 toward the kid, but then a few more cars appeared, many of them looking like they were full of stolen goods.  It was almost as if they’d spent the whole day grocery shopping.  To his surprise, none of the cars were new.  They were all EMP-proof cars.

      They stopped, a few of the guys got out, all of them with guns on him now.  So many things were racing through his mind.

      “Whatcha got?” one of the guys asked the kid.

      “A nerd with a gun in my face,” Garrity answered.

      “I’m not talking to you, faggot.”

      “This guy was passing through,” Shotgun Nerd said.  “He’s got a smart mouth, but it looks like he’s had a go of it.”

      “Get out of the car,” the new guy said.  He withdrew a forty-five and pointed it at Garrity.  “Now I’m talking to you, funny boy.”

      Shoot now?  Hold?

      “He’s got a gun pointed at me,” Shotgun Nerd said.

      “I see it,” the guy replied.

      Damn.

      “You shoot him, I shoot you,” the new guy said.

      “You turn on him and I shoot you,” Shotgun Nerd said.

      “Both of you are right,” Garrity added.  “The question is, which one of you losers is going down first?”

      Shotgun Nerd lanced Garrity’s face with the shotgun and Mr. Forty-Five reached in and grabbed the .38 from him before he could recover.

      Two big punches to the face had him sagging in his seat.  One of them pulled the car door open, dragged him out, and threw him to the ground.

      Feet started kicking him, two sets at least, but then they were joined by two or three more sets of feet.

      Each and every shot was like getting hit with a sledgehammer.

      Someone started to stomp on his shoulders and head, causing him to waver in and out of consciousness.  When he came back around for the third or fourth time—and he’d only been out a second or so each time, from what he could tell—he heard automatic gunfire.  Suddenly, the men who had been overpowering him with kicks began to scatter.

      Rolling over slowly and painfully, he laid on his back, staring up at the sky, half of it red from where blood was in his eye.

      Everything was moving too fast for him at that point.  With everything that happened, he didn’t want to get up, he just wanted it over with.  Then Gator appeared over the top of him and said, “What are you doing here, Garrity?”

      He lifted his head.  “Gator?”

      The big man dragged Garrity to his feet and said, “Good God, man.  They did a number on you!”

      More gunfire from nearby.  “Is that Colt?”

      “Yeah, we gotta go,” he said, half-dragging, half-hustling Garrity to the Jeep, which looked messed up but functional.

      “Am I seeing hair in the grill?” he asked.

      “You are,” Gator said.

      “Is that really Garrity?” Colt asked.

      “Yeah,” Gator said.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked.

      “Sightseeing,” Garrity mumbled.

      They hoisted him into the Jeep; Colt jumped in the passenger side.  Return fire had them all ducking.  Colt stood up with a carbine and unloaded a solid burst into the men.  Gator slid the Jeep in gear, stepped on the gas, and swung the wheel hard.

      “Hang on!”

      When they roared off, Garrity saw several dead bodies lying on the ground.

      “Now that we know where they are,” Gator said, “we can hit them after dark.  We can take everything those scumbags took and more.”

      “How are you two even here?” Garrity asked.

      “These idiots cleaned out the CVS on North Main Street,” Colt explained.  “We shot a few of them, but they took off.  We followed them here, then saw you getting your shit pushed in.”

      “It wasn’t that bad,” he said.  “I still feel virginal.”

      “Your face is like shark week,” Gator said.  “Did they actually set you on fire?”

      He shook his head and said, “A couple of these idiots lured me to a church.  When I was inside with the pastor and about seventy parishioners, they locked the doors and set the building on fire.”

      Colt and Gator just stared at him.

      “For real?” Colt asked.

      “I escaped with two women.  There were no other survivors.”

      Gator pounded the steering wheel and said, “I knew these guys were bad news, but this goes way beyond old-fashioned assholery.  This borders on downright evil!”

      “They are evil,” Garrity said.  “Anyone who would do this with no regard for others, and not a single care in the world for human life, can’t be described as anything but evil.”

      “I know you’re the sheriff and all,” Gator said, “but I want to drive a stake into the eyes of every last one of these maggots.”

      “You have my permission,” he said, sitting back and closing his eyes.

      Everything was throbbing.  His head was a ferocious ache, his skin was on fire, and his bones felt bruised for sure, right down to the marrow.

      “You want to come with us?” Gator asked.

      “If you could take me to the station, I can have Laura fix me up.  She’s a retired RN, and we have a basic First-Aid kit there.  Plus I have some baggies of ointment from the urgent care center.”

      Colt said, “I think we started a war here.”

      “Good,” Gator growled.

      “How stocked are you at the station?” Colt asked.  “Guns and ammo, I mean.”

      “Not well enough for all this,” Garrity replied.  Blood was leaking out of his nose at a slow trickle, and down the side of his face where his eyebrow was cut open.

      Up ahead, there was a small crowd of similar-looking men gathered outside the sheriff station.  Colt got the M4 Carbine out of the footwell, then slid out the window as they closed in on what looked like a dissident crowd.  They wore the same stupid outfits as the Hayseed Rebellion.

      “Light ‘em up,” Gator said.

      Colt fired on them, dropping three, then chasing down a fourth until he put three rounds in his back.

      Garrity couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  Bodies fell in the streets.  Gator ran over one of them, then Colt fired at three more.  They had popped out of another car and started shooting back.  All three died quickly and violently.

      Gator pulled up in front of the station.  “You want us to help you inside?” he asked.

      “No, just cover me.”

      Gator nodded and said, “When this is over, if there’s anything left standing, I’ll let you buy me a beer.”

      “I’ll buy you two,” Garrity said, getting out painfully, slowly.

      Before Garrity headed inside, Gator rolled down his window and said, “If this thing gets too out of hand, if it all gets hot and goes to shit, head up to my place in the hills.  You remember where it’s at?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Faith and I are taking off ASAP,” Colt added.  “If you have any issue with Gator’s place, feel free to use mine.”

      “Thanks, guys,” Garrity said, the burned flesh now feeling like acid had been poured on his skin.
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      Gator managed to get them out of town and back on US-27/Danville Rd, but as they closed in on Sugar Creek Pike, they saw a bunch of guys setting up a checkpoint.  By then, it was sprinkling again, the iron-colored sky refusing to let up.  Half of these clowns quickly turned their guns on the Jeep when they heard it coming.

      “You got any more ammo?” Colt asked.

      “I’ve got plenty at home,” he said, not nervous, but emotionally dug in, “but I’m out right now.”

      “Me, too,” Colt said.

      Gator reached down for the windshield wipers, found them, and turned them on.  They then pulled to a stop in front of about eight guys, one of them rather large and unsightly.  It wasn’t just his jet black hair, his pasty skin, or his black clothes that were intimidating, it was the sheer size of him.  He was at least six-foot-eight and heavy.

      “Look at this big bitch,” Gator muttered out of the side of his mouth.  “He looks like he listens to devil music and draws pictures of dead hookers in his spare time.”

      “He’s got to be pushing three bills,” Colt said, thinking three-hundred pounds was about right.

      Colt had a really bad feeling.  It wasn’t just the look of the big one, it was that there were too many of them.  If he and Gator were stopped, they’d be out-manned and out-gunned.  Gator pulled to a stop, then waited.  The beast motioned for him to roll down his window.  He did so, but with a knife in hand as the guy approached.

      “Why is there blood on the grill of the Jeep?” the big boy asked.

      “That’s pig’s blood, bro,” Gator said.

      The guy eyed him suspiciously.  Up close, he had acne on his cheeks, a pierced eyebrow, and Superman black hair.  Except he was no superhero, unless a dumpster sloth with the power to just be big and ghastly was a thing.

      “No, it’s not,” he challenged.

      “Yes, it is,” Colt said from the passenger seat.  “Law enforcement can suck my ass.  What you guys are doing is right.”

      “And what exactly do you think we’re doing?” the behemoth asked.

      He leaned down to look across the cabin at Colt.  He glanced down at the M4, but Colt’s hands were off it and it looked harmless the way it was laying.  Outside the Jeep, three of the eight guys had guns aimed at them.  Through the dirt and rain-speckled glass, it was an intimidating sight.

      Colt and Gator glanced at each other, then Gator said, “Burning this bitch down, of course.  I mean, that is what you’re doing right?”

      The guy’s face relaxed.

      “It is.”

      “Good, we’re going back for gas and ammo.  You know where the P.D. is on North Main Street?”

      “We’re new here,” he said, almost like he wasn’t expecting any of this conversation.

      “Yeah, well, on North Main, Nicholasville P.D. shares a building with the Fire Department, which means this is a two-for-one deal.”

      “Who are you with?” he asked, still suspicious.  “Because you don’t look like the kind of guys who would be hip to the cause.”

      “We’re with ourselves, Goliath.  In case you can’t tell, we’ve been hit by an EMP.  Everything is fried.  That means it’s every man for himself.  You want to join our crew?  We’re starting it right now and we could use someone tall.  What do you say?”

      “Why would I join your ‘almost’ crew?  There’s two of you and eight of us, not to mention all the other guys we’re with.”

      “We’re getting gas and weapons,” Colt said.  “When we come back, you want to maybe join forces, take out all of Nicholasville’s law enforcement in one fell swoop?”

      “Maybe?” he said, shaking his head as if he’d bitten into a bad piece of fruit.  It was hard to tell what he meant having given such a noncommittal answer.

      “We’ll smoke that joint,” Gator said, “and roast marshmallows over their corpses.”  The way he said this, half-psychotic, even Colt believed he wanted to kill the cops and burn down the fire department.

      Instead of further conversation, the big guy stood up straight and motioned for his guys to let them through.  The guys lowered their weapons and stepped back.

      “We’ll see you on the way back,” Gator said.  “Think about what you want to do.”

      “Yeah, I’ll get right on that,” he said sarcastically.

      When they drove through, Colt said, “I wouldn’t have thought of that.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re going to need to think like these idiots if you’re going to survive them.  And there’s a lot of them it seems.”

      “Yeah, but we’re experienced in war.”

      “I’m experienced in war, you did one tour about a billion years ago,” Gator said, ribbing him.

      They drove up to the house where Trixie and Faith were eating sandwiches and sharing a bag of chips.  Outside, it was starting to pour again.

      “It’s time to go,” Colt said to Faith as he climbed the stairs to the porch.

      “To pick up the kids?” she asked, perking up.

      “Yeah,” he replied.

      “When do we leave?”

      It looked to Colt like Trixie was starting to panic.  He suspected she was wanting to ask about where she should go, but she kept her mouth shut.  He glanced over at Gator, who was watching her with furrowed brows as well.

      “We’ll leave tonight if this weather eases up,” Colt said.  Then to Trixie, he said, “How would you feel about staying here?”

      Inside, he hoped to God he wouldn’t regret making the offer.

      “Really?” she asked.

      “We have the guns and ammo from the douchebags across the street, but you can’t be in the house.  You’ll need to stay in the man-cave.”

      Now she frowned.  “I’m not gonna ruin your house or steal your stuff,” Trixie said.

      “It’s not that,” Gator replied.  “He’s worried about people trying to find him there and us getting hurt.  We’ll stay in Colt’s man-cave, but we can keep watch on the house, just in case anyone tries to ransack the place.  I can stand guard from there.”

      “Wait a minute,” Trixie said, “you’re staying?”

      “He’s right,” Colt said.  “None of these guys know about Gator, or where to find him.  His house is way off the beaten path.”

      “But this place isn’t,” Gator said.  “That’s why I’m gonna stay here until you and Faith get back with the kids.”

      “I don’t know about this weather,” Faith said, looking up.

      Colt looked up at the sky, at the thunderheads building.  Already there was a significant drop in the temperature.

      To Gator, he said, “Why don’t you grab your gear and a sleeping mat, then head back here.”

      “I’ll get going now,” Gator said.

      Trixie looked at them and said, “So, what’s happening then?”

      “I’m going to get some ammo, my rifle, and a few essentials.  Then I’ll come back here and stay with you.”

      “So you’re going to sleep with me?” she asked, coy.

      He looked at her funny.  Was that a double entendre?  “Literally, no.  I’m house-sitting.  You can stay if you want.”

      She said, “I’ll think about it.”

      The hard patter of rain on the gravel driveway had them looking out to the horizon.  Lighting flashed, and a moment later, the heart-shocking crash of thunder shook the earth.

      “Let me see your heels,” Gator said to Trixie.  She frowned at him.  Rolling his eyes, he said, “Come on, let’s see.”

      “No.”

      “Yeah,” Gator said to Colt and Faith, “she’s going to stay here with me.  You just need to figure out about Roscoe.”

      “He’s coming with us,” Faith said.

      “That’s not smart,” Gator argued.  “It’s going to be a nightmare out there.  He’ll only distract you, and slow you down.”

      Faith looked at Colt and he nodded, agreeing with Gator.

      “Well then,” Colt said, “we need to get ready.”

      Gator looked at what had become the community four-wheeler and said, “When the rain breaks, I’ll get my stuff and settle in with Trixie.  You guys taking off tomorrow, then?  Because that would be the smart play.”

      Colt said, “I really want to go tonight.”

      Motioning to the weather, looking up at the skies, Gator said, “That’s not a good idea.”

      “First thing in the morning then.”

      “I’ll sleep with one eye open until it’s time to go.  You can leave Roscoe with Trixie and me in the morning.  We’ll take good care of him.”
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      The next morning, Colt woke at the crack of dawn.  Faith picked up Roscoe, kissed him relentlessly, let him lick her face.  She then handed him to Colt who handed him to Gator and said, “This is like our new kid.  Act accordingly.”

      Gator let the pup sniff him; Gator sniffed him back, then let him nuzzle against him.

      “See?” he said, handing the pup back.  “We’re like old friends.”

      Roscoe barked, which caused Faith to laugh.

      Last night, the weather never let up, leaving Colt to wonder if Gator had spent the night in the man-cave with Trixie, or if he’d gone home.

      “Did you sleep here, or did you just get here?” Colt asked.

      “Slept here,” he said.

      “Trixie?”

      “She’s still asleep,” Gator said.  “I gassed up the Jeep and put your tac gear in the back seat.”

      “Thanks, brother,” he replied.

      When they were set, he and Faith hopped in the Jeep, said good-bye to both Gator and Roscoe, and then they got on the road.

      On Sugar Creek Pike, he glanced over his shoulder and saw the M82 in the backseat.  He didn’t think he’d need that canon, but he was glad to have it.  In a way, having the Barret with him was like having his brother as backup.

      It made no logical sense, but to him, it made perfect sense.

      On the highway, he saw the group he and Gator had run into yesterday.  He was prepared for them.

      “You’re seeing this, right?” Faith asked.

      He nodded.

      All around the checkpoint, a handful of tents had been set up.  The guys were out, though, all of them huddled over a fire they’d made on the highway.

      Hearing them, Goliath stopped warming his hands and stood up to face them.  He grabbed his gun, stood on the road like a sentry.  From this distance, Colt only saw a hint of the big kid, which meant Goliath only saw a hint of him.

      “Binoculars,” he said to Faith.

      She reached into the back seat, grabbed the binos, handed them to Colt.  Looking through the glasses, he saw Goliath staring at him while giving orders to his guys.  A couple of the minions scrambled to their tents, fetched their guns, then came out armed.

      “It’s fine,” he said to Faith.

      He approached the checkpoint slowly, trying to look calm even though he was anything but calm.  When Goliath started for the Jeep, Faith said, “I don’t feel right about this.”

      “It’s fine,” he said again.

      He rolled the window down when he got there.  “Where’s your partner?” he asked, eyeing Faith.

      “Getting his own vehicle gassed up.”

      “You can’t go through.”

      “Why not?” Faith asked, leaning across the seat to see up at him.

      “Because I said so!” he barked.  “Now turn around, go back where you came from, and don’t come through this road again or we’ll kill you.”

      “What happened to last night?” Colt asked.

      “We took a vote, and none of us wanted to join your stupid gang.  Now get bent or get dead.  Your choice.”

      Colt knew the score.  Nodding, he turned around and headed back, completely flummoxed.

      Faith said, “If we have any hope of getting our kids, you can’t just run away from a confrontation like this.”

      “I’m not running,” he snapped.

      Gator told him to think like them.  He wouldn’t do that now.  He needed to think like his old self, which wasn’t that hard because he never shoved the beast back in its cage.

      He drove about five-hundred yards then slowed down and turned around.  He parked the Jeep sideways on the highway, his side facing Goliath and his crew of ingrates.

      He reached over the seat, grabbed his and Faith’s earmuffs.  He handed her a set, then he snugged his on.  He then wrangled the M82 over the seat, lined up a shot, and felt the uncertainty of not having this thing on a bipod.

      He lined up the sights on Goliath, who was looking at him with squinted eyes, like he was trying to see what was going on.

      Colt fired the weapon, watched the kid’s head burst open like a punched watermelon.

      Everyone else scrambled for cover, jumping on their motorcycles, getting into their old cars.  He fired at a guy on the back of his motorcycle, blew his spine in two.  The others made haste getting out of there.

      Faith took the binos from the seat, appraised the scene, then looked at him and said, “Wow, I don’t know what to say.”

      He started the Jeep, then got back on the road, heading toward the checkpoint.  When they cruised past Goliath, now just a fallen sack of tainted meat, Colt said, “The war’s upon us, Faith.”

      “Walker warned of this.”

      “I know.”

      “How are we going to get through Lexington?” she asked.

      “I have no idea.  We’ll try Man O War Boulevard and hope to God we don’t have to take the long way around.”

      On US-27, when they were nearing Man O War Blvd, they saw two vehicles approaching—an old motorcycle and a beat-up pickup truck.

      “Give me a pistol,” he said to Faith, who slipped one in his hand in no time flat.

      He slowed for the caravan of two, and they slowed for him.  He watched the biker closely, saw a pistol in his left hand.  Riding on the back of the bike was a girl with flaming red hair.  She had one arm around him, but he couldn’t see the other.  Neither the biker nor his passenger had weapons aimed at them, but Colt knew that could change on a dime.

      Colt was ready.  Faith was ready.

      “If he draws, get down when they pass by,” he warned Faith.  She was already slinking down in the seat, her Smith & Wesson in hand.

      Behind the motorcycle, in a beat-up single-cab pickup, were what looked like a stout kid in a cowboy hat and a raven-haired girl.

      “If they start shooting,” he told Faith, “slide out the window and fire over the roof.”

      “Okay,” she said, sounding nervous.

      When the vehicles passed each other, the guy on the motorcycle nodded, and Colt nodded.  There was fear in the redhead’s eyes, but she wasn’t firing on them.

      In the beater truck, the country boy and his little raven minx were looking at him.  There were bullet holes and bloodstains all over the truck, a busted headlight, and steam coming from the grill.  The license plate read PRESHUS.

      Colt and Faith passed them safely, but the second they cleared the caravan, Colt’s eyes were on the side-view mirror.

      “Did you see their truck?” Faith asked, turning around to look at them.  The biker and the truck picked up speed, as did Colt.  Horrified, she said, “Do you see what they’re dragging behind them?”

      “I see it.”

      In the bed of the truck was a blond-haired woman with blood down half her face.  She was sitting in back with a small boy.  They had a blanket wrapped around them, their heads down, almost like she didn’t want either of them to be seen.  To her credit, speed and distance were on her side.  He focused his aging eyes on the girl and her son, but they were moving away from each other too fast to get a better look.

      What he didn’t miss, though—what Faith was reeling over—were the three bodies being dragged behind the truck.  Well, he assumed they had started out as bodies.  Now they were just road-worn torsos, the flesh and bones eaten away, nothing left from the torsos down but exposed, scraped bone.

      “Looks like a ragged group,” Colt said.

      He was thinking, that poor mother, but his mouth said, “My God, what’s wrong with people?”

      Faith risked another glance over her shoulder at the truck.  She said, “I’d hate to be out in this with a toddler.”

      “Don’t feel sorry for those murderers,” Colt said.  “We have to focus on finding Leighton.

      “That’s all I’m worried about.”

      He took her hand and said, “It’s okay, babe, we’ll find her.”

      She thought about this for a moment, then said, “Who would name their truck Precious?”

      He slowly shook his head, then said, “I honestly don’t know.”
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Gator

        

      

    

    
      After Colt and Faith left to find their kids, Gator woke up Trixie, which caused her to sit up and let out a deep yawn.  Gator took a deep breath, fought his desire to look her up and down—because she was smoking hot in his mind—then he said, “You’re going to have to do exactly what I tell you.”

      “Wow, a man telling me I need to do what he says,” she said with a frown, “I haven’t heard that one before.”

      “This used to be Colt’s and Walker’s house.  Both men stored weapons here.  Colt’s stash is vanilla, but Walker’s stash…not so much.  That’s why I said what I said.  Not to be that guy, but to keep you from being blown up.”

      Now her mood changed.  She fixed her hair, straightened her shirt, and said, “I’m sorry, I just thought you were…you know…”

      “Whatever,” he said.  “Follow me.  And keep Roscoe on the leash.”

      She looked at the dog and said, “You’re a good puppy, aren’t you?  You don’t need a leash, you need to be free.”

      “He needs a leash.”

      “Do you speak puppy?” she asked.

      “Of course,” he said with a frown.  “Don’t mess with me.”

      In the back of the man-cave/barn, under two stacked wheelbarrows, he lifted a hearty trapdoor then climbed down inside.  In the darkness, he struck a lighter, saw what was there, then grabbed the bag he needed.

      He climbed out of the hole, walked up to the front porch, then opened the door and went inside.  There, Trixie watched him rig two claymore mines to the front door, and a third to the back door.  After that, he crawled out a window, then went back to Trixie, who was now running around with Roscoe.  To her credit, the pup was still on his leash.

      “If the whole world is on fire and the only safe place to hide is through the front door, or the back door of the house, it’s better to burn to death.”

      “I kind of figured that,” she said.

      “You go inside, your body gets blown up, becomes a splatter-fest of ground beef.  I’m going to head up to my place, get my things.  You okay here?”

      “Can I come with you?” she asked.

      He shook his head and said, “No can do sugar buns.  I need room for my weapons and my stuff.”

      She crossed her arms and started tapping her toe.  He refused to let her come, which caused her to fake a big frown.

      “Okay,” she said, “but if you come back and I’m dead or raped, it’s on you.”

      “Do you know how to fire a gun?”

      She said, “Sort of?”

      He handed her his pistol and said, “Point and shoot when they’re close.  There’s one in the chamber and a lot more in the magazine.  Don’t point it at anything you don’t want to kill.”

      She took it, then nodded.

      “And take care of Roscoe.”

      The leashed dog was sitting down but looking up at him with heavy eyes and those even heavier ears.

      “You and I are best buds, right puppy?” she looked down and asked.  Roscoe looked up at her, his big eyes wet and compliant.

      “I think that’s a yes,” Gator said.  “See you in a little bit.”
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Diesel Daley

        

      

    

    
      Diesel’s mother was staring at the black television screen and screaming for him to turn it back on.  She was screaming non-stop.

      “The TV won’t go on, Ma,” he said on a deep sigh.  “The power’s out.”

      “It’s just a little thunder and rain,” she said.  “Please, Eugene…I just want to watch my shows.”

      He saw the shine in her eyes, felt her anguish.  The TV was a distraction from the physical pain she was enduring.  Nothing was redeeming in the woman anymore.  She was an unbearable burden he’d have to endure, but only as long as he tolerated it.  Staring at the back of her head as she screamed at him, he found himself thinking the worst thoughts.

      “It’s not Eugene anymore, Ma.  It’s Diesel.”

      “Bug,” she whispered.

      Just then, a guy named Paul or Raul—he wasn’t sure—walked in and said, “I had a quick question, but I don’t want to interrupt.”

      “No, your timing is perfect,” Diesel said, standing up.  “I need you to sit with my mother for a few hours.”

      “Don’t leave me with a stranger!” she shouted.

      “Ma, dammit, be quiet.”  To the kid, he said, “What’s your name?”

      “Paul.”

      “Okay then, Paul.  What’s your question?”

      “That answered it.”

      Not sure what he wanted, nor did he care, he said, “I’m going to head down to Nicholasville with Booger for a few hours.  If Amell gets back, tell him to sit tight, we’re about to kick this thing off.  I just need…I need what’s mine.”

      “Who’s Amell?”

      “He’s going to roll in any day now.  Do you know motorcycles?”

      “I worked on them with my old man for days,” he said.  He was a skinny kid, like most of them, with odd facial structure and scarred knuckles.  He saw the grease under his nails and felt the kid was being forthright.

      “Amell rides a 1961 Harley Davidson, a Panhandle FLH he custom painted canary yellow.  It sounds throaty and mean, and it’s got big ass chrome rims with white walls that are going to be dirty, which means Amell’s gonna be pissed the second he parks it.”

      “I don’t blame him,” Paul said.

      Diesel left his mother screaming for him to come back.  Clenching his teeth against the noise, his eyeballs sat in a bowl of emotional flames.

      He walked up to the barn that his previous crew had converted to barracks.  He saw Booger working on a new bunk, then summoned him with an impatient wave.

      “We’re going back to Nicholasville,” he said.

      “I’ll get my leathers.”

      A few minutes later, the two of them hit the road.  Not long after that, they reached the outskirts of Nicholasville where a group of armed rebels stopped them.

      There were six or seven rebel soldiers, guys who looked like him, guys who were clearly with the cause.  Unfortunately, only half of them were armed.

      In the back of his mind, he thought, There’s nothing more cowardly than a bunch of tweakers and felons playing God to this world.

      Then again, this was the army he inadvertently started.  Either way, he decided to neither give a bullet nor take a bullet in the process.

      When he stopped and pulled off his helmet, a few of them gasped, then one looked at his buddy and whispered, “That’s Diesel Daley, he formed the Hayseed Rebellion.”

      “I need two of you to come with me,” Diesel announced, deciding he didn’t need to formally introduce himself.

      Two men stepped forward quickly and said, “We’ll go.”

      He nodded.

      The remaining men stood down, then stepped back to let them pass.  When they got into the city, Diesel saw another checkpoint.  Instead of seeing men controlling the inner layers of the city, as they were trained to do across the nation, he saw four dead rebels laid out on the street, their heads bashed in.

      He cruised past the bodies, saw broken arms, splintered shins, a crushed skull with the skin split back so far, he saw bone.  Most guys would try to hold their guts down, but a guy like Diesel let this fortify him.

      Pulling away, he goosed the throttle, then headed to the church where Rhett had sent two guys to take care of Lance Garrity—the sheriff, and Walker McDaniel’s best buddy.

      He saw the blackened church and smiled.  He, Booger, and the two add-ons parked their bikes.

      “Wait here,” he said.

      Walking up the hill, he saw a pair of bodies lying dead on the barren lawn.  He saw them and his mood darkened even further.  These weren’t normal church folk.  These were HR offshoots, both of them executed by someone with big balls.

      He looked out over the lands.  Then he turned his gaze back to the ash heap that was the church.  He stepped into the charred remains, nudged a few boards aside, stopped when he saw a beef-jerky-looking arm.  The hand attached to said arm looked like it belonged to a child.

      Stepping back, turning around, he growled, “Enough.”

      If he didn’t get his family’s gun back, if he didn’t recover his treasure, then all of this would have been for nothing.

      As he was leaving, he saw a lump of clothing in the dirt.  On closer inspection, toeing it out so he could get a better look, he found himself looking at the half-burned Sheriff’s jacket.  He started laughing to himself, then he shook his head in disgust.

      So, Sheriff Garrity made it out alive.

      He kicked the jacket as hard as he could, then he stalked back to his bike and said, “Hope you boys are armed and ready to roll.”

      The three of them nodded in unison, then one of the newbies said, “We are, Mr. Daley.”

      By the time he got to Colt McDaniel’s house, he was ready for war.  But what he witnessed shortly after he arrived—which was something he thought he would never see—shook him to his core and caused him to rethink everything.
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Leighton McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      Leighton wasn’t surprised when Kenley opted to ride on the back of the Harley with Hudson.  There was something about her that Hudson liked, something familiar and comfortable by the look of them.  Then again, the ginger could emotionally combust at any moment.  But so could Hudson.  Leighton looked away, not wanting to think of these things anymore.  They’d all killed a lot of people, the latest of which was the rider of the motorcycle he and Kenley were riding.

      When they got back to the dorms, they didn’t expect to find a dead guy in the hallway in front of Leighton’s dorm room, but they didn’t expect to run into Chandra either.  She’d broken into a dorm room next door, hoping Leighton would come back.  When they saw each other, they both started screaming like girls, and then they hugged each other for the longest time.

      When they finally pulled themselves apart, it was to head into the parking lot to maybe find a car they could take.  That was when they ran into Ezra—a thick cowboy in a beat-to-hell pickup truck.

      What are you doing here, Death? the country bumpkin asked Chandra.  Apparently, they knew each other.

      Her roomie laughed and said, You and Hades got out, and now you come back?

      I was looking for you, he said.

      No, you weren’t, she laughed, pulling her hair over the bruising on her face.

      Okay, I wasn’t, he said from his rumbling truck, but now that I see you, fresh as a flower that got rolled in the dirt and stepped on, I’m glad you’re here now.  My name is Ezra, by the way.

      Why are you really back, Ezra? Chandra asked.

      The roads are too dangerous right now, he said.  At least, they are if you’re alone and unarmed.

      “We’re armed,” Leighton said, pulling Buck close.

      Really, he exclaimed.

      Where are you wanting to go? Kenley asked, impatient.

      My folks have a place down in Burnside, on the river, he said.  It’s beautiful, and I think it’s safe.  Are you guys leaving or staying?

      “We’re coming with you,” Leighton said, taking charge.  Ezra answered her with a hearty laugh.  She pulled out a stolen pistol, showed it to him, and said, “You drive us to Nicholasville, you get a gun.  Otherwise, you can fend for yourself.”

      I don’t know about that, he said.

      Sure you do, tubby, Hudson said.  It’s a reasonable trade.

      Don’t fat shame me.

      Leighton started to laugh, but it was an unsettling laugh, one that apparently made Hudson uncomfortable.  She stopped.  In a way, she understood his reaction.  He’d seen her shotgun two guys to death without an ounce of hesitation.  Then she’d been attacked by those idiots she set on fire and somehow managed to live through it.  And then there was Aaron.  Yeah, she understood.  With Hudson, she stood shoulder-to-shoulder with him, doing things no one else would ever be expected to do.  But now that she was laughing, now that she was acting completely out of character, was he wondering if she was starting to crack?

      Ezra glanced between Leighton and the others, then he said, Does that gun even have any bullets?

      Leighton walked up to the kid, ejected the mag, then handed it to Ezra, who took it and checked the side markers.

      “It’s full,” Leighton said.

      Ezra handed the magazine back and said, So, all of you are going?

      She watched Hudson and the others nod.  Eyes back on Hudson, she felt him staying his emotions.  Then he said, Me and the redhead will take the bike, the girls and Buck will ride with you.

      Ezra started to nod, looking at Chandra, Leighton, and Buck.

      Death and the kid here can ride up front with me, but she has to ride in the back, he said about Leighton.

      She’ll freeze, Chandra said.

      I have a blanket she can use, he said.  That’s the deal.

      Why do you keep calling her Death? Kenley asked.  She has a name.

      Chandra laughed at this, almost like it was all so very humorous.  When he first saw me, he said, ‘Then I looked and saw a pale horse.  It’s rider’s name was Death, and Hades followed close behind.’  He was making fun of my pale skin.

      Ezra smiled, then nodded and said, She is, especially being from California.

      How do you know I’m from Cali?

      We have a class together.  I might have looked you up on Facebook before the power went out, but that was only to see what you looked like behind all that makeup.

      Really? Chandra asked, looking like she wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

      He shrugged his shoulders and said, So are we going or what?

      I want to sit with her, Buck said, looking at Leighton.

      Suit yourself, half-pint, Ezra said.  But I only have one blanket.

      The four of them got situated into Ezra’s truck while Hudson saddled up on the Harley.  When Hudson was set, Kenley climbed on the bike behind him.  She circled her arms around his waist, which had Leighton wondering what they were thinking.  They’d slept in bed together, but she believed there’d been no romance between them.  Kenley hadn’t wanted to be alone.  But now it seemed they were forming a bond between them, one that was noticeable.  What did any of that mean?  Did it even matter?

      Passing up his chance to ride in the cab with Ezra and Chandra, Buck pulled himself into the back of the truck with Leighton.  She drew him into her body about the same time Ezra handed her a thick blanket.  Thinking of the chubby cowboy, she wondered why his license plate read PRESHUS.

      “Precious,” she mused aloud, pulling the blanket tight.
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Hudson Croft

        

      

    

    
      Hudson put the bike in gear and took off.  He checked his mirrors, saw Ezra’s truck following them at a distance.  Did they know they weren’t heading to safety?  Were they even aware of the storm they were about to head into?  Then again, as harrowing as the road to Nicholasville was, he felt a little more comfortable knowing he had Leighton and Kenley fighting at his side.

      He never expected to go to war with these women, but he liked them both.  And more than ever, he loved the fight.  At several points along their journey to Nicholasville, the fight came to them.  It hit in waves, and they hit back, no one more than Leighton.  But by some miracle, and through a tremendous amount of violence, they managed to get through Georgetown and Lexington with everyone still above ground.

      Hours later, by the time they limped into town, they added six more deaths to their kill count.  It wasn’t his idea to take the three dead men as trophies; that had been Leighton’s idea.  If he wasn’t concerned about her before, now he was flat out unnerved.

      On the other side of Lexington, as they started the last leg of their journey to Nicholasville, Kenley tapped his shoulder and pointed forward.

      “I see it,” he said.

      On the horizon, a beat-up Jeep appeared.  He pulled out his pistol, let it hang from his side.  He was prepared to rock and roll if needed.

      Kenley had her weapon out, too.  Where he would present the threat to the driver, should he need it, Kenley remained covert, her grip around his waist tightening.

      “Get ready,” he said.

      When the Jeep slowed, both he and Ezra slowed in response.  He searched them as quickly as he could, and as best as he could, for weapons.  His eyes were looking for a barrel slipping out of the window, a man standing up in back, or a passenger making a move over the roofline.

      But then the Jeep drove by them.  Inside was a man and a blond woman, both of them looking as steadfast and as cautious as Hudson and his crew.  He felt himself breathe a sigh of relief.  Still, he kept his eyes on the side-view mirror and his hand tight on the gun.

      “We’re okay, I think,” Kenley said.

      “The woman was sexy as hell,” Hudson said.

      “So was the guy,” Kenley added, making him laugh.

      “I’m pretty sure they thought the same thing about us,” Hudson teased.

      “Yeah, I’m kinda cute.”

      “So am I.”

      When they entered Nicholasville—the motorcycle, the pickup truck, and the three dead trophies dragging behind Ezra’s truck—they cruised slowly through the city, horrifying everyone.  In the side-view mirror, he saw Leighton pointing her weapon at several looters who thought they could come at them only to realize that wasn’t so smart.

      Every so often, Leighton hung halfway around the cab of the truck, giving Ezra directions to the house.  He finally pulled ahead of Hudson and they followed the truck at a distance.  After seeing dead HR at various checkpoints, Hudson felt himself relaxing inside.  When they finally arrived at Leighton’s house, they drove up the packed-gravel driveway and parked behind the house.

      Kenley climbed off of the motorcycle and stretched; Hudson got off the canary yellow Harley after her.  Leighton hopped out of the truck, landed on unsteady legs, then helped Buck out.  Hudson watched her take a few steps, marveling at her ability to look so innocent when there were three torsos still attached to the pickup’s hitch.

      “Get those things off the truck,” Kenley finally said.  She thought Leighton was a total nut job, doing what she did.  Now, looking at the trio of half-bodies—men who were once whole—Hudson almost wondered if Kenley was right.

      Leighton glanced at the ragged, bloodied torsos like they were nothing.  Buck did the same.  She didn’t stop him.  Then again, she was the one who killed them, getting the jump on them before Hudson had even seen the ambush.  Knowing they were almost killed had shaken Hudson, but seeing how dangerous Leighton was, he was pretty sure he should be shaken by her even more.

      When she got her balance, the blond glanced at Hudson and gave him a nod.  She had dried blood all over the side of her face and blood-spatter on her clothes.

      To Buck, Leighton said, “Let’s go inside and get you something to eat.”

      Hudson saw the garden and decided to take a closer look.  “Someone did a number on the crop.”

      He didn’t see the girl in the shed with the gun pointed at him. But Kenley did.  Later she’d tell him she froze for a second, unable to speak.  But then her paralysis broke.  She whipped out her weapon and closed the distance between her and the threat.  “Step out of there or I shoot you through the door,” Kenley said.

      Hudson spun around, saw the gun on him, and said, “Who do we have here?”

      The would-be shooter popped her head out enough to see Kenley and the gun pointed at her.  She slowly lowered the gun, enough for Hudson to see the threat had been hollow.  Hudson kept his weapon trained on her, though.

      “Come outside with both hands up.”

      The strawberry-blond looked a little trashy, and beaten up as well.  Was she a squatter?  A guest?

      He glanced over at Leighton, who was walking up the porch steps with Buck.  Buck reached for the door handle, pressed his little thumb down, and pushed on the door.  He couldn’t get it, though, so he turned and said to Leighton, “I can’t get it.”

      “I’ll help you,” she said with a smile.

      “Oh, God,” the strawberry blond said, sheer terror in her eyes.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          

      

    

    






Diesel Daley

        

      

    

    
      Diesel, Booger, and the two guys he picked up back in town rode into the rental house.  When he arrived and saw the place empty, but shot up, he frowned.

      “He took half of Keaton’s head off with a sniper rifle or something,” Booger had said.

      “Let’s go see if there’s anything worth a shit left in this place,” Diesel groused.  On the porch, there was a bloodstain where someone bled out.  Remington.  He shook his head, stepped around the dried pool, then walked inside the house he’d arranged for Keaton and his crew to rent.

      In the distance, he heard a couple of engines—a truck and a motorcycle.  He popped his head out the door and said, “You two clowns got your eyes on?”

      “Yes, sir!” they both replied, giving him a measure of peace.

      “Find out what that’s about,” he said.  He planned on checking on the house first, then crossing the street and dealing with Colt and his wife directly.

      He walked through the kitchen, which looked like it had been tossed, then told Booger to check out the rest of the house.

      Booger came back a second later and said, “They took our weapons.”

      He felt his jaw tighten and flick.  “Head up the hill, kick in the McDaniel’s front door, kill everyone in sight.”

      “What about you?” he asked.

      “I’ve got your backs,” Diesel said, even though he wanted to see what happened before rushing in at the risk of his life.

      Booger said, “I’ve only got a few rounds.”

      “Make them count, then.”

      Outside, to the two clowns, he said, “You two go with Booger.  When you’re done with Colt and his wife, I want them dragged out of there by their eyelids.”

      “I told you,” Booger said again, standing his ground, “I’ve only got a few rounds left.”

      Frowning, Diesel handed him his spare pistol, even though the mag only had a few rounds left.  He kept the VP9 for himself.  After Walker took the weapon the first time, he vowed never to let it out of his sight again.

      Booger took the weapon, then said to the newbies, “Let’s go.”

      When they went to the door and pounded on it, he stood by the roadside, the weight off of his stabbed foot.  He waited with bated breath.  Then the house erupted into a fiery explosion that echoed down the canyon so hard he sucked in a surprised breath.  Moments later, the McDaniel house was on fire.

      Did Colt just blow up Booger and the boys?

      “Son of a bitch!”

      He wasn’t going to get personally involved, not with his bum foot, but it didn’t matter anymore.  Throwing caution to the wind, he started across the road but stopped when he saw an approaching four-wheeler.

      The quad stopped in the road a hundred yards back, a brute with a big beard pulling a rifle off his back.  Diesel couldn’t run for squat with his stabbed foot and his other injuries, so he dropped into a sloppy, improvised shooter’s stance and opened fire.
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Trixie Millsap

        

      

    

    
      Trixie saw the blond girl and her son on the porch and freaked out.  If they opened that door, they’d blow up.  She quickly said, “Don’t touch that door!  The house is wired to blow!”

      Kenley screamed, “Leighton, no!”

      But to Trixie, it looked like the girl was deaf.  She didn’t even register the warning.  Instead, she moved the boy over and took the handle.

      “Buck, stop her!” Kenley screamed.

      That was when they heard the motorcycles.  The boy—Buck—glanced at Kenley, and then he looked down the hill.  When he saw the motorcycles pulling into the driveway across the street, Buck tapped the pretty blond girl on the arm.

      She looked down at him; he pointed down the hill.

      Leighton followed his eyes, then turned to Kenley, who anxiously waved her over.  Leighton held up her hand, asking her to wait for a second, then she reached for the handle again.

      Everyone screamed, “NO!” at the same time.

      Buck grabbed her by the waist and pulled her back, then looked back to the group for direction.

      Hudson ran up the porch and said, “Booby-trapped door.  Your parents are gone.”  It looked like the girl’s face went completely pale.

      Trixie hurried to the porch and said, “Those guys across the street, that’s Diesel Daley.”

      “Who is that?” Kenley asked.

      “He’s one of the founding members of the Hayseed Rebellion,” Hudson said, more than aware of who he was.  Looking at Trixie, he said, “First off, how do you know that?  And second, why would he be here?”

      “I know it’s him because I know the motorcycle,” she said.

      Hudson asked, “But how did you know he was one of the founders?”

      “I knew both founders personally,” Trixie said.

      “There were two?” Leighton asked.

      She nodded.  “Diesel Daley and Walker McDaniel.”

      Leighton’s face turned bone white and she staggered backward.  “Where is…where is Walker now?”

      “Diesel killed him,” she said.  “We need to hide, because if he sees us…he can’t see us.  The guy’s a freaking nightmare on wheels.”

      To Leighton, Kenley said, “Isn’t your last name McDaniel?”

      She nodded, but the news was still taking a toll.  Chandra went to her, held her to keep her from falling down.

      “He’s…he’s my uncle,” Leighton finally said, tears bubbling in her eyes.

      “We need to go,” Trixie said.  “I’m serious, we need to hide, now!”

      Ezra and Buck ran back to the truck with Kenley and Hudson in tow.  Chandra helped Leighton until the girl was alright on her own.  They had just managed to sneak around the back of the house, hiding behind Ezra’s truck, when three guys crossed the road and started up the driveway.

      Hudson scooched down, pulled out his gun, and prepared to shoot them, but Trixie said, “Wait.”

      “Wait for what?” he hissed.

      “Gator rigged this place to blow.”

      “You know Gator?” Leighton asked, tears running down her face.

      Trixie turned and said, “He and Colt helped me.”

      The three guys went to the front door, knocked, their guns out.  No one answered, so they knocked again.  The three of them looked at each other, then one of them moved past the other two and opened the door.

      The second the door opened, a blast of heat, fire, and shrapnel blew the men’s bodies apart.  Ragged strips of clothing and flesh shot out everywhere, the whole affair like a bloody party favor.  Red gore soaked the ground, the bodies reduced to hundreds of burning chunks.

      “My house!” Leighton said.  She got up and started for the house, but Hudson grabbed her and shook his head, no.

      Down the hill, Trixie saw Diesel walk into the street, gun in hand, a blank look on his face.

      “Oh, my God,” she said.

      “What?” Chandra asked.  The raven-haired beauty was holding Buck, who was tucked so far inside of her they looked like one body.  He was crying, holding one of his ears.

      “He’s coming,” Trixie heard herself say.

      The very sound of those words in her ears chilled Trixie’s blood.  She began to hyperventilate, thinking of who he was, of what he had done.  The man would kill you or buy you dinner.  He’d get you a date or he’d cut your dick off if you disappointed him.

      In the street, Diesel suddenly turned, then dropped down and started shooting.
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      When Gator saw the man, he knew it was too late.  Regardless, he hauled the rifle off his back, leveled it on the man, and fired too fast.  The creep dropped sideways, fired the second shot.  Thankfully it went wide.  Gator’s next shot didn’t.  He hit the man right in the gut.

      Falling backward, trying to keep his balance, he dropped his pistol, then he sat down and just stared at Gator.

      Gator got off the four-wheeler, walked to the man with a pistol in hand.  He glanced up at the burning house and frowned.  The frown turned to a smile when he turned and saw Trixie appear at the top of the driveway.

      She started down the driveway, breaking into a jog.  Gator wanted to tell her to stay back, but he was pretty sure he’d punched this guy’s ticket.

      “That’s Diesel Daley!” she cried out from ten yards away.

      “So?” he said, not sure how she knew him.

      “He’s the head of the Hayseed Rebellion.”

      “The original HR?” he asked, astounded.  She nodded.  “You know him?”

      “‘Course she knows me,” the man grumbled.

      She arrived, out of breath, but at his side.  Diesel’s skin was badly burned, his face full of pain.

      “I know him enough to know he’s a monster.”

      “Look at you, hussie,” Diesel spat, wincing from the effort.  “All filled with useful information and whatnot.”

      “Can we use him?” he asked Trixie.

      She nodded her head and said, “In the movies, when they take a prisoner—someone really bad like this cockroach—he always manages to turn the tables and get away.  Don’t let him turn the tables, Gator.  Don’t let him get away.”

      “This ain’t the movies, dummy,” Diesel said.  “And I ain’t no cockroach.”

      Gator glanced up the driveway, saw what looked like Leighton, a girl with black hair, a thick cowboy and a boy, as well as a redhead and some other dude.

      Returning his attention to his prey, he knelt down, grabbed hold of the guy, rolled him over on his belly.  Diesel started cursing and fighting, so Gator stood up and stomped on his head, kicking some of the fight out of him.  A moment later, Diesel started to complain about the pain in his gut, right where Gator had shot him.

      “That’s lead poisoning, Diesel Daley, soon to be deceased head of the Gayseed Rebellion.”

      Diesel started to say something, but Gator dropped onto his back with a knee and grabbed an arm.  He wrestled it out in the open without much fight.  “Let me help you with your stomach pain.”

      He pulled out his pistol, shot him right in the elbow, then sat back and listened to the screaming.  He did the same thing with the other arm, and he felt just as good.  It was like he was drinking a bottle of fine wine.  After a minute, Gator rolled him back over so he could see his face.

      “Are you really like this?” Trixie asked.

      “Cruel and decisive, yet strangely attractive?” he asked her out of the side of his mouth.

      “Something like that,” she said.

      “As a matter of fact, I am.”

      To Diesel, he said, “Can’t feel the pain in your tummy now can you, Sunshine?”

      Diesel mumbled something unintelligible, which might have been a few well-placed threats and some vicious f-bombs, although he wasn’t quite sure because he was going into shock.

      When the Hayseed homeboy was done fighting, Gator looked at Trixie and said, “I can’t tell if you’re insulting me, or complimenting me.”

      Trixie looked at him funny, almost like she’d just snapped out of a daze.

      “What?” she asked, stricken.

      “You asked if I was really like this,” Gator said.  “I’m asking if that was an insult or a compliment.”

      “I meant it as a compliment,” she said.  “I wish I could be like that.”

      “Vicious?”

      “Unrelenting,” she said.

      “You can be.”

      “How?”

      “If you want to take charge of your life, then put an end to this.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded, never more sincere.  She looked down at Diesel, his arms useless, shot through the gut, a bloom of red expanding in his stomach.

      “Tell him how badly he screwed this country up,” Gator said.

      “You’re a disgrace to your country,” she said.

      Diesel started to laugh at her.

      “Tell him he ain’t leading squat in the future and that his little band of morons is all but extinct,” Gator said.

      Instead of speaking, she dropped down on his throat with her knee, caught herself to keep from falling over, then put all her weight over her body, crushing his Adam’s apple.

      Gator watched the man squirm and gurgle; Trixie found her perfect balance.

      “Take your time,” he said.  “Savor the flavor.”

      The man didn’t die right away.  He was dying though, painfully, his face a blistering red.

      “If you watch his eyes,” Gator said, “you’ll be able to see the blood vessels bursting.”

      “Already happening,” she said.  Speaking to Diesel, she said, “You and Keaton took my life away, and my…my…when you die—just like Keaton died—it’ll be mine again.”

      When Diesel finally died, the strawberry-blond got up and said, “I think…I said those things…but…but, I—”

      She started to cry, so Gator held her.  She wasn’t one for emotion, though, as evidenced by her ability to pull herself back together.  Fixing her hair, she looked at him and said, “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For falling apart for a minute.”

      He wiped a tear from her cheek and said, “There’s nothing wrong with that.”  Looking up the hill, he said, “I take it you met Leighton McDaniel?”

      “The blond?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “I’d say it’s good that she’s here,” Trixie said, still trying to dab her eyes, “but when her parents try to find her, if they don’t give up looking, they could be out there forever.”

      “Let’s hope Colt is smarter than that.”

      Trixie looked like she had something on her mind.  He waited for her to find the words.  Then: “When Diesel took my daughter, all I wanted to do was get her back.  He gave me to Keaton, who said he’d straighten me out.  But later, when my daughter sunk her teeth into Diesel’s hand, he shot her in the head.  He didn’t even think about it, he just shot her then said to get rid of her, like she was an old blanket or a mangy dog.”

      Her eyes were overflowing with tears again.  Looking down, she said, “See?”

      In the meat of Diesel’s hand, between his thumb and forefinger, were four perfect teeth marks formed of scar tissue.

      Now he understood the rage, the pain.  He pulled her close, held her tight.  “We can’t stay here, not with the house on fire.  We need to get up to my place.”

      “And then what?” she sobbed into his chest.

      “Pray this train doesn’t go completely off the rails.”

      When they started to walk up the driveway, she took his hand and the two of them went and met Leighton.

      “Gator,” Leighton said.  She grabbed him and hugged him tightly.

      He was glad that Leighton was there, but he wondered about Colt.  If he didn’t find Leighton, he’d head into Ohio in search of Rowan.  With his only son in the big city and Constanza pregnant, they wouldn’t dilly-dally long, but Gator knew the decision to leave NKU would eat at both him and Faith.

      “Where are my parents?” Leighton asked.

      “Headed for you first, then for Rowan and Constanza.  If we hurry, maybe we can catch them.”

      A grave expression fell over her face and she looked like the color bled from her cut and bloodied features.  She started shaking her head, her body trembling, panic bleeding into her eyes.

      “I…I can’t go back through that.  I won’t.”

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Bad things in Lexington. And bad things with the people fleeing Cincinnati,” she said.  “It’s a waking nightmare we almost didn’t survive.”

      She glanced back at the others, who wouldn’t look back at her.

      “Is that why you’ve got blood all over you?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “What exactly happened?”

      “One day I’ll tell you,” she said.  “All I can say is Walker would be proud.”

      When she started to cry, he lifted her face to his and said, “Why are you crying?”

      “I’m scared for my parents.”

      “Your dad is in the right headspace,” he said.  “The dark side of the McDaniel blood is back in charge.  That makes him very dangerous to others, and it means he’ll protect your mother and his family with his life.”

      She started to nod, sniffling but pulling up her tears, so to speak.  Then she looked up at him and said, “I let that same darkness into me, Gator.  That same dark McDaniel blood, it’s in me now.”

      “What exactly did you do?” he asked again.

      “What I had to do to get us here.”

      “Well, you’re home now, even though your home is on fire,” he said, looking past her.

      “Can we go to your place?” she asked.  “It’ll be safer there.”

      “Yeah, we’ll need to.”

      “What next?” she asked.

      He looked at her, and then at the others, and then he said, “We’re going to take this war to the next level.”
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      When the EMP hits Columbus, Ohio, investigative journalist Rowan McDaniel finds himself trapped in a downtown high-rise and forced to shelter in place. While his co-workers speculate about the power outage, Rowan becomes increasingly concerned about his pregnant fiancée, Constanza.

      

      Risking life and limb, Rowan wades into the mobs of anarchists—permanent dissidents who have abandoned the rule of law and any pretense of civility—in search of his one true love and their unborn daughter.  

      

      Makeup and beauty influencer, Constanza Navarro, is eight months pregnant and driving home from the hospital when her car dies. While the city is held hostage by a grassroots revolution, and the state is bracing for a cold snap, the pains in her stomach continue unchecked. Only when a stranger comes to her aid does she feel that she and the child growing inside her might survive.  

      

      But not everyone is who they claim to be, and not all intentions are good intentions. For Constanza, what first appears to be a sign from God quickly becomes a fight for her life, and a struggle to save her child.

      

      In a city fit to burn, weary and running on a mix of fumes and desperation, Rowan and Constanza find themselves separated from each other and caught in a post-apocalyptic nightmare from which there may be no true escape.  Be sure to pre-order your copy of These Times of Cessation now, then get ready for a bumpy ride through “The Biggest Small Town in America.”  
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      America is changing fast.  Cities are becoming dangerous.  Time to bug out…

      

      Security Engineer, Logan Cahill, and a woman who may or may not be his girlfriend, Skylar Madigan, live together, but only because it makes their conspiring that much easier.  Logan, like Skylar, is tormented by the notion that time is running out for America.

       

      As the nation spins perilously out of control and foreign forces make their foothold in the country known, Logan is tasked with investigating the mysterious Harper Whitaker, a programmer he believes to be working under false pretenses.  Is she caught up in cyber espionage, or something darker?  And how does Skylar fit in with this?  Has she been using him to get to Harper?

       

      Things are not as they seem, and the lid is about to blow off the whole city, maybe even the country.  The question that plagues Logan is the question of when, and how.  When does he bug out?  How will he survive a total collapse of society?  The good news is, Skylar has a plan and Harper just might be a part of it.  Will they be able get off the grid before all hell breaks loose?  The apocalypse is coming, which means the end is near…

      

      
        
        CLICK or TAP HERE to claim your FREE copy now!
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      Ryan Schow is a USA Today Bestselling Author who grew up reading anything from Robert Ludlum to Stephen King to Chuck Palahniuk. As a real life second-degree black belt and self-described adrenaline junky, he’s drawn to books, movies and TV featuring gritty, capable characters who are admirable but flawed, and eventually willing and able to go knuckle-to-knuckle with the most formidable of adversaries.

      

      That said, the best characters are always rich with personality but struggling under the weight of some internal strife. Sprinkle in some chaos and muddy the waters between right and wrong, and to him you have a compelling tale. To Ryan, these kinds of impossible circumstances make for the best stories, and this is reflected in both his characters and the content of his novels.
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