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      I read plenty of post-apocalyptic fiction and I see mixed reviews for books with cursing, violence and sex. In this series, I’ve done the best I can to keep coarse language to a minimum; I keep sex scenes nondescript as well because if you want that, there’s a bajillion bodice rippers for sale in the Erotica section of Amazon; and the violence is written how I see it for the story. In reality, the 90%–95% of victims in an apocalypse of this magnitude would never just drop dead from boredom. The truth is, these are dangerous, brutal times and people in this fictional setting will inevitably turn nasty and be forced to kill. For those sensitive readers, all I can say is trust me, I’ve tried the best I can to toe the line between necessary and gratuitous.

      With regards to politics, I firmly believe my political opinions do not matter one bit in this context, therefore I have made no attempts to lace any of this story with any political leanings I may or may not have. When the President became a character in this story (that was never planned), I was tasked with making him something, and so in my characterization of him, I did the best I could to give him the attributes I’d want to see in a President. Please understand this is fiction and in no way represents any party currently or formerly in office.

      Finally, you can access The Barbarous Road’s Pinterest page (pictures of the characters, locations and cars) by clicking or tapping HERE. Also, if you haven’t joined the closed group Facebook page for The Last War series, please click over there now as I post regularly with cover reveals, sample chapters to upcoming books, cool inspirational pictures and some of the real life stories that inspired this series. This is also where you’ll find information on my new, upcoming post-apocalyptic series titled The Age of Embers. You can request to join this private group HERE.

      I look forward to seeing you there!
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      The drones moved inland, laying waste to Irvine and moving steadily towards Tustin and Orange.  Newport Beach was an obliterated mess.  Heading further south, toward Laguna Hills and Mission Viejo, the skies were black.  To the north, Huntington Beach was an inferno.  Everywhere Marcus looked there was destruction.  Everywhere but out to sea.  He had to get back to the boat, get supplies, wait maybe one or two more days at best for Nick and the kid, Tyler to return.  If they weren’t back by then, they were on their own.

      He had a general lay of the land, but what Marcus didn’t know was where he could go shopping.  He knew there was a gigantic retail shopping center across Highway 1 on the other side of the golf course, but he wasn’t looking for Bloomingdale’s, Nordstrom’s or Macy’s.  Someone he’d run in to, a lady and her dog, she said there was a Whole Foods but that there was also a Starbuck’s and a Cheesecake Factory as well.  She said the center was huge.

      A looter’s paradise, is what she said.

      “Anywhere else?” he asked.  Half her hair was burnt away and her dog was wearing diapers for some silly reason he never understood.

      “There’s a Ralph’s across the bay and up Dover,” she said, irritated.  “That’s a mess up there, though.”

      “You been there?” Marcus asked.

      “No.  Just heard.”

      “Looting?”

      Now she looked at him funny.  She looked at his big shoulders and barrel chest; she looked at his beard and his big legs swung over his stolen bicycle; she looked at the .357 tucked in a stiff leather side-belt holster on his right hip.

      Looking back, her eyes were glazed over, her skin blackened by smoke, her clothes filthy with soot rather than grime.  He wasn’t sure if she started out homeless or if she was made homeless by the attack.  She could have been an admin assistant, a lunch lady, someone who sells insurance out of a strip mall brokerage firm.  Who could ever be sure?  But the dog?  It was an English bulldog with watery eyes, a mammoth under bite and an open sore on its right shoulder.  Marcus tried not to get upset at the state of the dog, so he held his cool, forced a smile.

      “We gotta go,” she said, pulling the dog’s leash when she felt Marcus’s eyes drift back down to her baby.

      “How old is she?”

      “It’s a he and he’s four.  Now if you’ll excuse us…”

      “You said I should head up Dover.  Dover to what?” he asked.

      “Go left on Westcliff,” she said, leaving.  “Other end of the block.  Behind the CVS.”

      Oh, a pharmacy, he thought.  Good.

      “Thanks,” he grumbled, then turned around and headed back to Hwy 1.

      After Nick and Tyler left the boat to try to find Bailey, they hadn’t come back that night or the next.  He had to assume they were gone.  Like gone gone.  He didn’t know though.  While he was waiting for them to return, he’d hit up a few places on Balboa Island before being confronted by a pack of angry neighbors led by a retired Police Chief who made a great case of him not robbing the residents.

      At gunpoint by decent people, Marcus had relented.

      Now he was on a stolen bicycle wandering the streets looking for a grocery store that hadn’t been looted already.  He’d come across the Pavilions on Bayside, and the Rite-Aid, but the buildings were half demolished and unstable.  Looters were still traipsing in and out, grabbing what they could.  Several fights erupted as he looked on at the chaos, and then someone shot someone and he decided to move on from there.

      He’d wandered up the highway, weaving around rows of obliterated and abandoned cars, moving past the dead, the destroyed, the left behind.  He broke a few car windows with the butt of the .357, managed to get some water and another gun.  A Beretta 9mm with a full mag.  He liked the weight and balance of the .357 better, but a gun was a gun and after the violence he saw in the Pavilions, his primary concern for now was his safety.

      The lady and her dog had come from The Bayside Village Marina where the community had held some sort of gathering to figure out what was going on.

      “Bunch of unorganized twats up in there,” she’d said.  “Everyone wants to yell and whine about everything they lost.  Least they got themselves, you know?”

      “I do,” he’d said.  “They still in there?”

      “Most of ‘em.”

      That was on N. Bayside, just up from Balboa Island, across the 1 overlooking the waterway to Upper Newport Bay.  He thought of taking the yacht up the waterway, but strategically, it would be a bad move.  If the drones returned, they could flank him.

      He’d be a sitting duck.

      Now he was on the 1 which was a graveyard of cars and burnt bodies.  The entire scene made him physically sick, left a rolling in his guts that made him question what all this was about.  He might have even caught himself crying.  It didn’t matter.  In this death field, if you don’t cry seeing what you see, honestly, you can’t be human.

      This isn’t a condition of man’s need to dominate and conquer, he told himself.  It was something else entirely.

      Even though men kill other men—in life and in war—this was not a man vs. man war.  This was unprovoked mass murder.  Men, women, children.  This was the sick, the elderly, people’s diapered pets.  This was entire communities reduced to ash for no reason at all.

      Deep down, he thought he might know why this was happening.  Rather, his suspicions were strong, which meant they left no room for any prevailing theories.

      Artificial Intelligence had been a problem for years.

      This had to be a takeover.

      The autonomous drones they built in the military, the combat ready robots that took the grunts off the front lines, the remote controlled tanks…

      Through days and nights of deductive and contemplative reasoning, coupled with all his experience in the Army, Marcus could only assume this was the machines taking control of the military, and of humanity by proxy.

      What fools we’ve been, he nearly said aloud.

      Anyone could see forward progress meant taking some gigantic risks, especially when linking everything to everything.  But this?  “The Internet of Things” was a term coined to describe online refrigerators, dishwashers, TV’s.  It was cell phones connected to computers connected to the internet.  It was cars controlled by smart phones with apps and GPS integration and self-driving software that learned your driving habits and mimicked them.  You take all this, coupled with a “cloud” and an AI system with machine learning software and quantum computing, and voila, you have a recipe for the end of the world.

      Or maybe he was being too presumptive.  It could’ve been Kim Jong-Un’s North Korea breaking agreements.  Or President Xi Jinping’s communist China.

      No, he thought.  No way.

      It couldn’t be them.

      Why strike town by town targeting people when you could just nuke an entire state?  The whole of the western seaboard?  And where were the ground forces?  The Naval incursions?  The pre-war posturing and failed peace-summits?  After President Benjamin Dupree took office, within two years he’d brokered peace accords with even our staunchest enemies, all to the dismay of the ever disruptive mainstream media.

      None of this made sense.  Not unless you chalk it up to Artificial Intelligence defending itself from their real enemy: humans.

      He slowly pedaled his bicycle up the 1, crossed the waterway and took a right on Dover where the departing traffic of a few days ago had been devastated by drone fire.  He was looking at a petrified forest of charred metal.  On the hillside to the left, multimillion dollar homes stood in smoking ruin, all the landscape and hillside vegetation now blackened fields of ash.  He rode through the small valley, staying on sidewalks where he could avoid the abandoned cars, many of them with the inhabitants still inside, dead.  The road took him uphill.  He stayed on the pedals, relishing the burn in his thighs, in his calves, in the pumping of his heart and the taste of less-burnt air in his lungs.

      He crossed Cliff Dr. and continued uphill to E. 16th where he passed the remains of Newport Workout and the recently bombed Church of Latter Day Saints.  He passed open fields and ugly squat buildings and adobe colored business complexes, and then he hit Westcliff Dr.  To his left, the Union Bank was destroyed.  By now the dirty air sat like char in his lungs and his eyes were starting to burn.  Hanging a left on Westcliff showed him a long row of ugly apartment complexes (like something thrown up in the early 70’s) that were smoldering, half of them now relegated to rubble.

      Entire families were on the side of the road, crying, waiting for firetrucks that would not come, police who would not be seen, a reprieve that would save them from the realization that no one knew how to handle this situation.

      Riding down Westcliff (apartments leading to strip malls leading to larger shopping centers with fountains and anchor stores), a lot of the vegetation had been spared, giving it half a chance of not looking like the battlefield of the apocalypse.  As he coasted by this strip mall business called The House of Morrison, a huge brawl was underway.  There was screaming and yelling and the kind of wild fighting you used to see in baseball, or hockey when there was a bench clearing.  He paid it no mind.  This wasn’t his fight.

      To the right he passed the Bank of America (which was currently being robbed in the most anticlimactic heist ever), and then he hit the Westcliff Plaza where he saw signs for Ralph’s and CVS Pharmacy.

      There were a lot of people in tents filling the parking lot.  Also, people were living out of their cars and eating off cheap barbecues like it was some kind of extended tailgate party where no one was having any fun.  They were sitting on lawn chairs smoking and watching all the looters go through the CVS and places like the GNC and the pet supply store.  Oddly enough, no one even bothered to rob the Yoga store or the Massage Envy.

      All around, the smells of burnt wood, cooking meat and baked urine permeated the air.  People’s dogs were left off their leashes and running around everywhere.  A couple of terriers took up a trot beside his bicycle, barking up at him merrily while some overfed woman in a flowery housedress took chase, screaming their names.

      “Barkly!  Chester!  You getcher asses back here right now!” she was shouting, her meaty jowls shaking, real anger in her ugly, beady eyes.

      The dogs pulled away, returned to their slovenly master while Marcus continued his trek through what looked like half a tent city and half a detention center.

      In the corner of the buildings, in side-by-side lawn chairs just past the Core Reform Pilates, two teenagers were making out—his hand up her shirt, her hand on his knee leaning into him.  So this is what the fall of society looks like, he thought to himself.  Tent cities, dogs off leashes, public displays of affection involving first base and a serious lack of decorum.

      His mother, if she were still alive, would be horrified.
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        * * *

      

      He got to the Ralph’s shopping center and there were employees and security guards out front.  He pulled his bike up to a massive pack of maybe fifty or sixty people who were yelling about how it was immoral to withhold food from the starving.

      Some people were holding up fistfuls of cash, yelling about how they could pay, trying to push though the human barrier staving off the crowd.  Folks who were probably so civilized in normal life would now sell their soul for a loaf of bread and some cheese.  The security guards, out of shape as they were, were carrying guns and batons.  They had formidable looks on their faces.  And the employees?  They were just a bunch of college kids with funny hair, piercings and body art they were no longer covering due to recent changes in working conditions.

      “What’s the deal?” he asked a bald guy standing at the back of the pack.

      He was a skinhead by the look of him, maybe in his early thirties.  His head had several scars and his ears, nose, lips and eyebrows boasted the now vacant holes of too many piercings at an early age.  They guy had a decent build, but he wasn’t as aggressive looking as he could be.  Which is to say, he wasn’t pulling attitude or posturing up.

      He looked like he was observing.

      “Just waiting for the dam to break,” he said with a casual air.  He glanced over at Marcus, sized him up and said, “You hungry, too?”

      “You’re not?”

      “Not for food,” he said, cryptic.

      “What then?” Marcus asked as the noise of near rioting to get into the grocery store peaked.

      “They say the meek will inherit the earth,” the man said.

      He had striking blue eyes, and a curious tattoo.  It was on his neck and it was a triangle with fire on the inside and three emerging swords.  He also had tattoos of ghosts and devils and women writhing in bliss (or pain) on his arms spanning from shoulder to wrist.  This guy definitely had some edge to him.

      “Are these people the meek?” the stranger continued.  “In a society where no one knows how to do anything on their own, let alone survive, will they eat each other when the time comes?”

      Marcus looked extra hard at him, and then he looked at the sullying masses and he said, “I believe a few of them will.  But you know what they say, ‘The cream rises to the top while the crap sinks to the bottom.’  How would you define the cream and who would be the crap?”

      “That’s a deeply existential question,” he said as two women tried to push past the guards only to get cracked on the skulls and shoulder blades with wooden batons.  “In terms of survival, I’d say the cream rising to the top are those men and women who would do anything to survive, and the crap are the poor suckers left for dead because their weakness is in their inaction.”

      “So tomorrow’s meek will be today’s cream?”

      “Yes.  Which begs the question—”

      Just then the full mass of the crowd began to shove forward, pressing the line, taking the hits from the security guards and the push-back from the employees.  Two gunshots went off, but the crowd had enough.

      “What’s the question?” Marcus asked as he moved forward with the crowd.

      “Which are you?”

      “I’m the guy thinking there is no way back from this,” Marcus answered, “and no guarantee that God is on the other side of it.”

      “Societies have bounced back from wars like this for eons,” he said shoving forward like everyone else in the mix, but without much emotion behind it.   “There is always an end, always a rebuilding, always hope.  Look at all the countries ravaged by war, by famine, by disease.  One day they’re going to build the most beautiful condos in Chernobyl.  People will sunbathe on the beaches outside Fukushima while sipping martinis.  North Korea will be a vacation destination for the ultra rich.  There is always a way back, but only for those who have what it takes to survive.”

      “What about you?”

      “I think only the losers call the victors meek.  The meek don’t inherit the earth.  Only the meanest sons of bitches left standing get that privilege.”

      “And that’s going to be you?” Marcus asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “You going in then?  Because the meanest looking of this group isn’t you or me, but the ladies getting clubbed up front.  They’re the ones pushing the line.”

      “I’ve got other plans,” he replied, nonchalant.

      “Such as?”

      “Let them do the shopping,” he said, pulling away from the group.  “Filling your carts with everything you need doesn’t insure you get home with all your groceries.”

      “Well I’m going grocery shopping in there,” Marcus said, hanging back for a second, “and if you try to poach off me, I’ll put a bullet through your head.”  Pointing at his right eye, his finger only an inch from the man’s face, he said, “I’ll put it right there.”

      Smiling, the man said, “What would I want from a washed out juicer on a mountain bike?”

      Marcus got off the bike.  He didn’t care that it fell over.  Pushing and nudging past the crowd of protestors, he managed to shove his way to the front of the line where an older man in a security uniform was hitting people with his baton.

      Marcus grabbed the baton mid-swing, ripped it out of the man’s hands, blocked a strike from his partner’s baton, then rammed his way through them making a hole in the line.

      One of the college-aged employees came after him and he swung the baton down toward the girl’s head so hard, it was a death blow for sure.  But he didn’t connect.  Instead, he stopped the baton within a half inch of her skull and she damn near wet herself.

      “This store is not worth defending!” he boomed.  The crowd fell to a hush, all eyes on the guards and the employees.  “Your lives and your well-being is at risk, all for people who are starving and will do anything to feed themselves and their families.”

      Within a few moments of stark realization, the security guards and the employees began to move away, to let people aside.  With that, Marcus turned and went through the grocery store’s front doors, grabbing a rolling cart and moving inside past a small gathering of terrified employees.

      The store became a veritable frenzy as he loaded up his cart with things he couldn’t find in homes he could easily rob.  He was loaded for bear by the time the mob overtook the store and became unruly.

      At first everything was mostly civilized, but then people realized the shortages before them.  The first fight broke out over water.  What started out as angry words soon became angry fists.  While two men were going to blows over a 24 pack of water, a girl with blue hair and piercings, an employee, snuck the water from them.  She stuck it in her cart then was promptly jumped by two women who may or may not be related to the men fighting.  The blue haired girl had her piercings ripped out and eventually she got knocked out cold.

      The agitation in the air amplified.  Skirmishes broke out everywhere.  Someone tried to take a brown bottle of hydrogen peroxide from Marcus’s cart, but he hit the man’s hand with the wooden baton he’d stolen from the security guard out front and that was the end of that.

      As he was heading toward the front of the store, Marcus saw the gathering of men outside: skinheads, every last one of them.  They were waiting for everyone to leave with their groceries then they were taking the carts by force.

      Smart.  Cruel and merciless, but smart.  Naturally, the guy he was talking to earlier, the skinhead with the tattoos and the theories on survival in times like this, he was heading up the action.

      He looked down at his cart full of groceries, then he looked at the loaded .357 on his hip, and then he checked the stolen Beretta and realized he didn’t have ammo enough to shoot his way out of there.

      Could he be discreet?  Take a few of them out with his Reaper2 blade?

      As he inched toward the front of the store, eyes on the chaos ahead and contemplating his strategy, he wondered about a back door.  When he turned to check the other side of the store, he was immediately cracked on the top of his head by what he was certain was a wine bottle.  Dazed, he stumbled backwards on unsteady legs only to be besieged by about six people.  Someone stuck a finger in his eye, grabbed his beard, socked him in the nose.

      They swarmed him, and as he fought to get his wits about him—especially after the blow to the skull—they kicked out his legs and tried to steal his cart.  He got to his feet, but there were too many of them.  Not skinheads.

      Freaking locals.

      Looking up through the flurry of legs and stomping feet, he saw the spurned security guard taking the baton out of Marcus’s cart and swinging in down on him.  Marcus rolled out of the way, the heavy stick clanking on the tile floor.

      The vibration rattled up the man’s arm, slowing him.

      Marcus rolled over, kicked the guard’s ankle hard enough and in the right place.  Bones broke and the man folded first before going down hard.

      Marcus seized the moment.

      He grabbed the cart as it was being pulled away, withdrew his .357 and said, “Who wants a little too much lead in their diet?”

      It was the worst line ever, or maybe the best, but either way it put a sudden stop to the ruckus.  Then he was kicked in the back again and he turned to shoot the attacker, but it was the college girl he nearly brained with the baton.

      “You again?” he said.

      Seeing the look on his face, she got scared and ran.  Looking back around, the gun leveled on the four or five people trying to take his stuff, he jerked the cart.

      They held strong.

      While chaos practically swirled around them, Marcus said, “I’m going to count to three and then I’m going to shoot one of you.”

      “You won’t,” the woman said as several people pushed by her.  She looked exactly the way most powerful women in real estate look: bitchy and entitled.

      “Go ahead and test me, sweetheart,” he said.  “One, two—”

      They finally let go, but that was about the time the skinheads rushed into the store and started punching people.  He got to his feet just as they set their sights on him.  He put two rounds in their faces, stopping that action.  The place went into an absolute frenzy of screaming, running and shoving.  His reaction was probably unwarranted, but he’d have to live with that.

      He was now a target.

      Should he defend his cart?  Defend himself?  This wasn’t the Middle East.  This wasn’t Afghanistan.  And shouldn’t he take his own advice?  The advice he gave earlier?

      The contents in the cart were not worth his life.

      People took flight, their carts now battering rams against other shoppers and the surge of thugs.  The weak and the slow went down quickly.  He navigated his cart away from the crowds, hurried to the back of the store where the masses were not.  If he could break from the pack, isolate himself, he could see the skinheads coming.  Or at least find a different way out of there.

      The back way out had been found, though, and people were jamming it up.  This was perfect for the swarm of skinheads.  There must be twelve or thirteen of them!  He might have that many rounds in both guns, but there were weapons all around him.  Men who would be shooting back.  That meant possible collateral damage and he couldn’t live with that.

      Marcus ditched his cart and ran for the now barren soda aisle.  All that remained was a twelve pack of “healthy” sodas that were both warm and looked like the worst flavor ever.

      Ginger lime.

      When Marcus was in college and his old man insisted he either enlist or earn himself a scholarship, Marcus had chosen baseball.  He was a great outfielder, but not great when it came to batting percentages.  He was always trying to kill the ball rather than just connect with it.  Looking back, he only played ball so he could not enlist and piss his father off.  What angered more was not Marcus’s desire to avoid going into the Marines, but the fact that when he did enlist, Marcus did so in the Army.  Now, with a broken open twelve pack of sodas in his hand, he was drawing back on those two years of outfield experience and hoping his arm and his aim would serve him well.

      The minute he had the advantage, Marcus began overhanding the sodas at the heathens.  Aiming for their foreheads, the first two sodas hit their marks.  The push of action suddenly changed from going after the grocery carts to going after him.

      He went through the entire twelve pack, hitting most of what he aimed at, slowing the oncoming rush but not stopping it.  He then ducked down out of sight, hustled to the end of the aisle, found himself face to face with two of these hoodlums.  They both got the sharp end of his blade.  One in the gut, the other across the neck.

      Two more appeared.

      They had guns they were shooting at him.  He rolled left, withdrew his .357, stuck the knee and shot both of them in the chest.

      More appeared behind them and he shot those as well.  Heart throbbing mightily, he snatched up the better of heir guns, shot another in the back of the skull heading for the door (shameful but necessary), then made a bee-line to his grocery cart.  By now much of the crowd had dispersed through the back door.

      He followed, now heavily armed with no resistance.
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        * * *

      

      Out the back door, in the loading docks, he saw two black Suburbans and all the desperate shoppers on the loading docks either bleeding or bled out.  Most of them were on their knees, sobbing, obviously roughed up.  While he was in here trying to save the store, and these people, the skinheads pulled around back to take what they’d come here for.  Two guys were loading the stolen groceries into the SUVs, and then there was the skinhead with the blue eyes and the tattoo on his neck.  He stood between the injured masses and the Suburbans.

      Marcus put two rounds into the two loaders with his Beretta, then he turned the gun on the skinhead.

      “You the cream now?” Marcus asked, moving on him quickly.

      “Always,” he said.

      “Your men are either toast or incapacitated,” he replied, looking at a dead woman and two dead boys, both with gunshot wounds in them.  Disgusted by this needless loss of life, he said, “You will not be the meek.  You’ll be the crap that sinks to the bottom.”

      Right then, the skinhead whipped his hand around his waist, going for what Marcus was sure was a gun.  Marcus fired twice on the deviant, both shots hitting the man square in the chest.  The blue eyed demon staggered backwards, a surprised look on his face, almost like he was the innocent one there.  And with that, Marcus closed the last few feet between them thinking only of how this man was preying on the weak.  When he was face to face, Marcus put his gun to the man’s eye and said, “Told you I’d get this eye.”

      The crash of gunfire sounded like a cannon inside the loading docks.  It also startled him at how easily he’d done this.  The deafening roar of the gun brought with it a dreadful silence.  He turned and looked around.  People were beat up, injured and shot dead.  All around, their carts were scattered.  They were just people.

      They were hungry.

      He put his hands to his temples, his gun still smoking, the residue of blood spatter heavy on his face.  He glanced around at the eyes of the downtrodden, the defeated, the victimized and that’s when one of the women pointed to the first Suburban.

      This wasn’t over…

      With one of the weapons he stole from the firefight inside, he covered the SUV moving forward.  He wasn’t even sure if the gun he held was loaded.

      He prayed it was.

      Moving into position, he saw a young man crouched in the SUV’s front seat holding a shotgun.  The blast went off the second he saw Marcus, but fortunately the ex-soldier pulled back fast enough.  Marcus heard another click, indicating the chamber was dry.

      Rookie.

      Marcus moved into view and said, “When I say so, throw the weapon out the window, climb into the driver’s seat and buckle up.”  The Suburban was still running.  He reached in, killed the engine, jerked the keys from the ignition.  “Now, homeboy.”

      The twenty-something kid tossed the shotgun out his window and climbed over the center console as Marcus made his way around the front of the SUV.  Marcus got inside, handed the skinhead the key, then said, “Where are you staying?”

      “Like me personally?”

      Marcus cracked him on the skull with the gun, then aimed it at him again.

      “We’re at the Ramada Inn, just off E. 17th and Superior, across Newport Blvd.”

      “That where you’re stockpiling all the stuff you steal?” he asked.  When the kid didn’t answer, Marcus said, “Good, take me there.”

      Holding his head, angry and hurt yet surprised by the demand, he said, “You don’t want to go there, man.  Trust me on this, you do not want to go there.”

      “I just took out your whole crew.  And your leader?  He’s got an extra hole in his face.”

      “That wasn’t our leader.  He was low level, man.  You go to the Ramada, you better have balls the size of watermelons, or a death wish.”

      Looking down at his pants, Marcus said, “You see any watermelons in there?”

      “So you’ve got a death wish, then.”

      “My family is gone, my friends are gone and I don’t have a job or a home to go back to.  So yeah, I guess I have a death wish.  Now drive.”

      Marcus glanced in the back of the Suburban only to find it packed with food and supplies.  There were even a few weapons.  Turning back he asked, “How many of you are there?”

      “Enough.  Like I said, man, you don’t want to do this.”

      “You think I’m worried?”

      “You’d be an absolute moron not to worry,” he said, staring at the big man with a ton of conviction in his eyes.

      “This isn’t a coordinated attack to sack a city or overtake a base, bro.  This is mass slaughter.  People are the targets.  Men, women, children, dogs, cats and even scumbags like you and me.  The machines aren’t discriminating.  I saw a whole family gunned down in the first twenty minutes of this.  I’ve seen hundreds of corpses now.  In cars, on the side of the road, in hotels brought down on hundreds of innocents.  You think your little pack of street slugs gives me even a second’s pause?”

      “It’s your funeral, pal.”

      Just before they hit Newport Blvd, Marcus saw a Sprouts Market and a Rite Aid on the left.  “Why couldn’t you guys just go shopping there?”

      “Already did,” he said, po-faced and docile.

      “You sacked Sprout’s and Rite Aid?”

      “Yeah,” he said.  “And Von’s, the Urgent Care Medical Center, the Starbuck’s…this is our turf, bro.  This is where guys like me feed and guys like you bleed.”

      Marcus leveled him with a bitter stare.  “That some sort of catch phrase?”

      “I just made it up.”

      “Yeah?”

      “How’d it sound?” he asked with a bitter grin.

      “Convincing.  Time will tell if it’s truth or just bluster.”

      “What’s bluster?”

      “Hot air,” Marcus said.

      “It ain’t bluster,” he responded, more serious now.

      As they crossed over Newport Blvd and turned left on Superior, his prisoner/hostage/guide said, “Time for reckoning.”

      “Will you stop with the theatrics already?” Marcus said as the guy pulled to a stop.

      The kid started to speak and in that second, two things happened: one, Marcus saw the Ramada Inn, and two, he struck the kid with the butt of the pistol so hard he fell sideways and slumped over.  He dragged the skinhead out of the driver’s seat, left him like tossed trash on the side of the street, then took a deep breath and centered himself.
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        * * *

      

      The Ramada’s portico was gone.  Caved in and halfway cleared for one, maybe one and a half car widths.  Beyond it there were several big Suburbans, a Pontiac Trans Am from the Smokey and the Bandit days, and a older looking big rig with a sleeper cabin.

      As he pulled in, Marcus’s heart rate elevated.

      A guy came out to greet them.  He was a thirty-something with a bandana and cholo look about him: checkered flannel (buttoned only at the very top) over the tucked in wife-beater; ironed slacks with a military flip and a pair of Nike’s.  Except he was white.  Not Mexican.

      Poser.

      The faux-cholo sauntered up to the tinted window, gave it a knuckle tap.  Marcus rolled it down and stuck the Reaper2 blade into his throat the second faux-cholo registered the problem.  In the background, from the row of motel rooms, loud music was pumping hard into the still afternoon air.  As he was sitting there with the blade still stuck in this guy, he realized it was two different motel rooms making all the noise.  One was gangster rap, the other heavy metal.  Both rooms had the doors or windows open to some degree.  Wasting no time, he jerked the blade clean out, letting the man collapse on the concrete.

      Marcus got out of the truck and quickly wrapped the bandana around faux-cholo’s neck to staunch the bleeding.  Moving with purpose, he began stripping off the dead man’s clothes, hoping to get them clear of the rush of blood.  Once he was done, Marcus dragged the body around a car and stuffed him where, for the next few minutes, he wouldn’t be found.

      He returned to the SUV, then eased it up to the big rig, a 50’s or 60’s style Mack truck with a sleeper and no trailer in sight.  There were four gas cans next to the tank and a fresh weld done on the front.  A steel cage and a triangular battering ram were fitted to the grill and the full-length bumper.  It was like something out of Mad Max.  He tugged on the contraption, found it solid.  Looking down, he saw they’d welded it to the frame for strength.  Good God.  He checked the big rig’s door and it opened; the keys were tucked up on the visor.

      “Morons,” he muttered to himself.

      In the sleeper, he changed clothes, getting into the flannel, the jeans and the wife-beater.  The shoes were too small, the pants too tight.  And if he flexed just right, it would probably tear the arms clean off.

      Still, he needed the moment of distraction if he wanted to get the jump on these knuckleheads.  And if he did, Marcus would have loot for days.  Hopefully even the weapons cache he’d been dreaming about.  When he stepped out of the cabin, some guy was already walking toward him.  He was carrying a gun at his side.

      “What the hell?” he asked, seeing Marcus.

      “Just dropping off parts for the rest of the weld,” he said.  “Didn’t want them being stolen since the place is pretty much wide open.”

      “We gotta handle on things, man, so why don’t you hustle your big ass outta here.”

      The Reaper2 caught homeboy across the face, creating a wide flap of skin.  Marcus spun around and, with the full force of his weight and momentum, drove the blade into the nerve bundle just below the man’s sternum.  He immediately twisted it then tore the blade loose, snatched the man’s gun and dragged the dying body over to where the other one was.

      Stacking the two of them meant there was going to be a body count.  He hadn’t had a body count in years.  Looking down, the man was gasping, dying, bleeding all over the place.

      He was also looking up into Marcus’s eyes, almost like he had a question.  Like he wanted to say, why?

      “You brought this on yourself, scumbag.”

      He didn’t know if that was true or not, but the skinhead was part of a group robbing people and property, and he was carrying a gun as more than a loosely veiled threat.

      Marcus clanked his own head with the barrel of the gun a couple of times.  Memories were surfacing.  Things that happened in the heat of war.  Already his mind was flashing through memories, interposing them with what was now happening.  He shook his head to clear the memories.  It wasn’t working.

      Early on in the second Iraq, right after Afghanistan, his crew hit a terrorist cell they’d managed to infiltrate.  Thirty insurgents perished; five of Marcus’s men died along with them.  They stacked the insurgents’ bodies in a huge pile.  Just threw one body on top of the other, even when they weren’t all the way dead.

      They burned the bodies, standing there listening to the screaming.  It went on for too long.  Even now, sometimes in his sleep, he heard those screams, smelled the cooked flesh and the smoke, and tasted a bit of the blood on his tongue.

      For whatever reason, that was all he could think about.

      Looking down, faux-cholo number two was now gurgling in his throat.  Marcus’s head cleared.  He looked down at the body, made the decision.  He drove the blade down in the man’s throat then pulled it out and told the man he’d go quicker, that this way he’d die a cleaner death.

      He didn’t wait for the man to pass.  He used to when he could, just so he could see the soul off, but with unknown hostiles inside the Inn with untold amounts of firepower, he’d need to be on his toes.
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        * * *

      

      Moving toward the two story motel itself, he went to the room playing heavy metal music.  The door was cracked open, the shades shut.  When he entered the room, the sweltering heat hit him like a punch to the lungs.  Just beyond the door, on the queen sized bed, some guy was railing his girl.  Pants to his knees, Nike’s still on, wife beater soaked in back and pulled up, Marcus drove the knife into the man’s kidney, silenced the woman with a bedsheet in her mouth, then finished the job.

      He was suddenly having second thoughts.

      This was too bloody.

      This was sick.

      When the girl scrambled out from under the dead man, she covered herself, looked at him, and then said, “Thank you,” over the blaring music.

      Okay, unexpected...

      He turned the music down, but didn’t shut it off.  He needed the cover of noise.

      “What?” he asked, knife still at his side, not sure what the young woman said or what to do with her.

      “We’re not their girls,” she said, her hands and legs shaking, her eyes already red and flooding with tears.  “We’re just…girls.”

      Marcus locked the door and pulled her into the back bathroom where he said, “How many?”

      “Of them or us?” she asked, wiping her eyes, old mascara trailing down her cheeks.

      “Both.”

      “Two of us to every one of them,” she said through a hiccupping jag of tears.  “I think there’s maybe twenty of them.”

      “How’d they get you?”

      “They just took me,” she said, sniffling and wiping her nose.  “They took me from my father, and then they did…well…apparently they’ve been doing this for a couple of days now.  Are you here to save us?”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Corrine,” she said, gathering up her bra and panties.  “How many are here with you?”

      He looked away while she dressed, doing what he could to preserve what modesty she had left.  Besides, his head was an outrageous wreck right now.  The flashbacks were persistent, which dragged down his spirits and left him feeling extra hostile and a bit jumpy.

      “It’s just me,” he said, looking up.

      He glanced in the mirror, saw what she saw and blanched.  His face was bruised and that wet rolling feeling on his traps was blood from when he was hit with a bottle back in the Ralph’s supermarket.  None of that was even accounting for all the blood spatter blown back on his face from when he shot the skinhead in the eye.

      “You’re not going to be enough,” she said, even though he looked hellish and mean.

      “That’s what my dad used to tell me,” he murmured.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Just stay here,” he said, opening the door again.  “Stay here until I tell you it’s okay to come out.”

      “I have no one,” she said to Marcus.

      This stopped him.  He looked at her one last time, and she looked at him with a lost, desperation in her eyes.  This look arrested him.  Held him.  Her eyes were pleading, chock full of fear.

      “You said they took you from your father?”

      “They killed him in front of me.  These are not good people.  They’re evil.”

      “What about your mom?”

      “She left us.”

      He didn’t have time for this.  “In these times, all the decent people are hiding and it’s the killers and the rapists and the opportunists wandering the streets.  That’s why I don’t want you coming out until I say it’s okay.”

      “And if you don’t make it?”

      He never considered the notion that he wouldn’t make it.  To Marcus, it was only a matter of how bad of shape would he be in when he finished with them.

      “If I don’t make it, then good luck to you.”

      “My family is gone,” she said again as he walked toward the door.  Looking back, he turned up the music, went through the door and headed to the room blaring the gangster rap.
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      I wake to butterfly kisses on my neck, the soft sensations pulling me from a dream I’d rather not revisit.  The agitation in my head won’t stop in my sleep, and it’s making it hard for me to recover, but now this…someone’s lips on my neck.

      A smile creeps on my face.  Opening my eyes, I roll over, see this incredibly beautiful woman lying in bed next to me.

      Bailey says, “Morning.”

      “Morning.”

      “I know you’re doing the whole single father thing, and I’m doing, you know…whatever, the whole damsel in distress thing—which has been real, by the way.”

      “I know,” I say, grinning.

      “But still, you saved me back there.  A bunch of times.”

      “Are you trying to thank me?” I ask.

      “No, I’m just wanting you to know I liked you and thought you were hot before you went and got all heroic on me.”

      “And you’re telling me this, why?”

      “So that when I make some not-so-subtle advances on you, you know it’s not because I feel like I owe you anything, but because I genuinely like you.”

      For a second there, I almost forgot our circumstances.  But then I don’t.  Then I look at her, hair tussled, pillow imprint on her face—a face that’s cut and has some bruises, and no make-up, a face that’s naturally nearly as beautiful as it is made up—and I don’t care what’s going on outside this boat.

      “Basically Nick, I think you’re sexy AF.”

      “Thank you,” I say.  Then: “I think I am, too.”

      Now she starts laughing, and something tight in my chest loosens.  A sort of unwinding of what I now realize is an incredible ball of tension.

      “That’s very modest of you,” she says.

      “Naturally.”

      “But I’m hot, too, and when I get a little something to eat and a little more meat back on these bones, I’m going to be myself again.  You’ll see.”

      “I’m barely awake, but you don’t have to sell me on you.  I’m already sold.  I saw you at the conference, Bailey James, so I know you’re attractive.”

      “How come you didn’t act like it mattered to you then?” she asks in a moment of seriousness.

      “Because back then it didn’t.”

      “You weren’t there to hook up, or hang out, or whatever?”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “I actually respect that.  In my books, the woman is always there needing saving from her bad decisions, and the guy is always there not needing love, but having a billion dollars and a gigantic—”

      I hold up my hand and say, “It’s still too early in the morning to be talking about other dudes’ wieners, if that’s what you’re about to say.”

      “I was going to say egos, but now that you mention it,” she says with that melodious laugh of hers.  “The point is, those men are fiction, fantasy, and I’ve been laying here thinking about you, seeing you as a man without a boisterous ego, a man not needing to punish or control a woman, and I realize the guys I usually chase after are guys that aren’t real.  Guys that end up being turds.  You don’t seem like that.”  She says this, grazing the back of her finger across my cheek, then she takes a lock of my hair and says, “I guess I’m just surprised by you, and a bit smitten, truth be told.”

      “My take on love is very different than yours,” I admit.  “I got my heart crushed, Bailey.  I mean stomped on.  Thoroughly.  I have an aversion to vulnerability, I suppose.”

      “None of us want to get hurt,” she replies, her eyes pouring over me.  “But if you’re keeping your emotions close to the vest, if what you’re doing is burying yourself so deep in your own life, then trust me when I say you’ll never get a chance to feel the absolute highs of first love.”

      “My first love lives up the street with a douchebag and a Tesla.”

      Undeterred, her hand finds its way to my chest, then up under my shirt.  I won’t lie, the warm flat of her hand on my belly, the sensation of it, it’s beyond enticing.  Like she’s waking up something I put to sleep a long time ago.  I ease her hand away, tell her there’s too much going on, that I’m not ready.

      “Ready for what, Nick?  Marriage?  More babies?”

      I can’t help laughing, but this is nervous laughter.  It’s the kind of laughter that says, I’ve already got too much on my plate, I can’t handle this.

      Or can I?

      “It looks like what you’re hiding from is intimacy, and after what you said about your ex-wife, I see how you wouldn’t want to jump right into anything.”

      “It’s not that—”

      “Sure it is, Nick,” she says, kissing my neck again.  “Don’t be a liar to yourself.”

      “I just don’t want to...let myself feel again.  I don’t want to have to come down from that high when you go home, or die or whatever else happens to come along in this severely screwed up world.  And if it does work out between us, I can’t introduce you to Indigo, not until we’ve been dating a long time, a year maybe or two—”

      “Listening to you rationalize sex is seriously exhausting,” she says, rolling away from me.

      Damn.  She’s right.  What am I doing?

      “I’m sorry.  Your points are valid.”

      She turns over, meets my eye.  “These aren’t points, this is a conversation.”

      “How are you so beautiful?” I hear myself ask.

      Smiling, she scoots toward me.  Suddenly her hand is on me again, testing these waters, making that move.  Gliding slowly up to my chest, her face nuzzling against mine, she nestles into me.  I wrap an arm around her.  Her lips touch my neck, soft, moist.  Tilting my chin down, I’m thinking she’s right, that I’ve definitely been overthinking this.

      When our mouths meet, when I let myself fall into her, into the feelings and emotions of her—of this moment—I find these uncharted waters feeling all too familiar.  In some ways, it’s me revisiting Margot, in other ways it’s me letting her go.  I pull back.  Look at her.

      But she’s not Margot, I tell myself.  God, I’m so screwed up.

      “What?” she says.

      “It’s me,” I say.  “Not you.”

      “Of course it’s you, dummy,” she says.

      She starts kissing me again and I tell myself she’s Bailey James, not the former Margot Platt.  Not a woman armed to the teeth to give me a broken heart.  Even though she could be.  She leans back, pulls her shirt off and she’s not wearing anything underneath.  I see her body again, but this time it’s not the same as pulling her out of a box.

      This time, it’s something more.

      In the dim light of the cabin, she is just about as gorgeous as I’ve ever seen.  It’s actually painful looking at her, she’s that hot.

      “Wow.”

      “Your turn, Nick,” she says, her voice low and silky, bristling with need.

      From there, I have to say, she finds a way for me to let go of the past, if only long enough to chase away some of the hesitation I’ve been carrying around like a security blanket these last couple of years.  And for that, maybe I felt something I haven’t felt in years.  Perhaps a sense of self-worth.  The idea that maybe I can let go.  Find love again.

      I know it’s cliché to say I found God in the flesh of a woman, but isn’t that what this kind of thing is about?  Aren’t we meant to feel the euphoria of what could very well be first love?  If we are all made in God’s image, then I would imagine Him wanting more for me than a life of self-deprecation and anxiety.  Maybe I need something more than this depression, or isolation, or fear of affection.

      Maybe I deserve…this.

      When we’re done, we lay there, spent, our breath coming fast, our eyes on each other.  I start to smile, then laugh and she’s like, “You needed that.”

      “Yeah, I guess I did.”

      We lay in bed for the next hour, undressed, unshowered, halfway unaware of the insanity brewing outside.  That’s when she gets really serious and says, “I’m afraid, Nick.”

      “I am, too,” I say.

      “Do you think Marcus is alive?”

      “I don’t know.  That guy’s a block of steel though, and just pissy enough to either bulldoze an entire city barehanded or get himself killed.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      “You think he’s all there?” she asks.  Tapping her temple, she says, “Upstairs, I mean.”

      “Are any of us at this point?”

      A sad smile creeps on her face and it reminds me of Margot, how when she knew something was really bad, or out of our control, this same forlorn look would escape her.  It is this look that somehow reaches the deeper parts of me.

      I shelve thoughts of Margot.

      Instead, I just listen, and I study the landscape of her face.  Her skin is so young and unblemished (except for a smattering of superficial wounds), her eyes so full of life in spite of our dire circumstances.  My eyes moving down her face, there are faint horizontal lines in her neck, soft lines that make me want to kiss her again.

      A flash of our past slips into my mind, uninvited: her throat, my throat.  Darkness shrouds the moment as I’m haunted by memories of Clinton’s belt, wrapping around my neck, squeezing, squeezing, squeezing.

      I touch my neck where The Warden got me.  He’d drowned me in a sea of darkness and then he threw me in a cage with those animals.  The memory of it weakens me.

      Immobilizes me.

      I turn away from Bailey, force myself to relax.  The Warden is dead.  He’s dead.  When I turn back around, Bailey is sitting up, hair draped over her shoulders, eyes in that state, looking at me like she’s going to have me one way or the other.

      “Who’s waiting for you in Sacramento, Bailey?” I ask.

      I’ve been thinking about it for the last few days now, but I’ve been too afraid to ask, especially now that we’re somewhat together and I’m letting my guard down with her.

      “I’ll tell you after you make love to me,” she says, hand under my chin, caressing me, beckoning me toward her.

      “Is that what we’re doing?”

      “This time, yes.”

      And her body comes to mine, slower this time.  Where before we were rushed, needy, so consumed by passion and an undeniable attraction to each other, now we savor everything about the other.  The kisses are slow, the rhythm tender, teasing almost, the feel of something more than sex permeating.

      Maybe I can see her in my life.  Maybe she’s got her family at home.  A mother and father, a younger brother.  Maybe she can bring them along to San Francisco, or I can get Indigo and join them there.

      It’s a silly thought, but still…

      When we’re done, we lay here, absolutely drunk on the sensations taste of each other.  I look at her and see a look I haven’t seen in years, a look I used to know so well.  She’s every bit as enamored with me as I am with her.  I slide my hand into hers, bring it to my mouth and kiss it.  I don’t want this euphoria to fade.

      I want to feel this forever, but forever might not be so far away.  Anything is possible.  Maybe we live a little longer; maybe we live a long time.  Maybe we die.  Whatever the case, I feel my old self emerging.  Like I’m finally waking up out of a long, restless slumber only to find a world full of flowers and bombs, and one beautiful woman who is not moving on.

      “I don’t know if I should say this or not,” I admit, not sure how to phrase this, “but I haven’t been with a woman in a couple of years, and I don’t do things like this.”

      “I could tell.  Not just by how you were with me, but by what you said about your ex-wife, and your commitment to your daughter.  I think that’s what makes you so special.  You’re selfless, Nick.”

      “I hope that was okay,” I say, already knowing it was.

      “You can tell me anything,” she says.  “But right now I think I need to wash up.”

      I settle back on the bed, the sheets barely pulled over me.  Bailey crawls out of bed, naked, and she walks to the shower where she quickly rinses off.  When she shuts the water off only a moment later, I put on a pair of shorts and a shirt, then pop my head into the shower and say, “You can take a better shower than that.”

      “What about the fresh water supply?”

      “We’ll make up for it with extra stores.  Looks like Marcus got a lot done anyway.  Did you see the fridge?”

      “No.”

      “It’s stocked full of food and water, so take your time.  I won’t tell anyone.”

      She kisses me on the mouth, hands me the towel she was using to dry herself, then turns the water back on and laughs when I don’t immediately shut the door.

      Up top, I pull up a chaise lounge, recline with the sun on my skin and my head tilted to the sky.  For a second I don’t realize I’ve dozed off, but when the feel of cold metal presses into my head, I open my eyes thinking Marcus finally developed a sense of humor.

      When I open my eyes, however, I see the man on the other side of the gun is not Marcus.  Instead, it’s an older guy with bad skin, a thick head of white hair and clothes that look stolen because they don’t seem to fit right.  Two more guys breeze past us, both normal looking men, both standing just out of sight.

      “More misfits,” I say.  He clonks me on the head with the gun, but I don’t say ow! because I’m not going to give these scrubs the satisfaction.

      “How many on board?” he asks.

      His blue eyes, bushy eyebrows and seriously pocked skin sicken me.  I feel only revulsion.  What’s worse though, is that Bailey is in the shower as these three idiots are now on board.  The word rape comes to mind.  I force it from my head.

      “It’s just me,” I lie.  “My partner is out foraging for food and supplies.  Which is what you should be doing if you don’t want to put your life at risk.”

      “My life isn’t at risk, pal,” he says.  Looking up, he tells the two guys he’s with to check out the boat.

      “Make yourself at home, buttholes!” I yell at them, hoping Bailey will hear me and hide.

      And with that, this old guy—this Burt Reynolds relic—he decides it’s time to soften me up with a punch to the jaw.  I think I might actually feel my brainpan rattle.

      “What the hell?” I ask, holding my mouth where he hit me.  Running my tongue over the inside of my cheek, I taste blood.

      “You’ve got a smart mouth,” he growls, thunking me on the head again with the muzzle of his gun, but repeatedly this time, “and you’re gay.”

      “I’m not gay, you moron,” I say, swatting the gun away and absolutely eviscerating him with hateful eyes.  “And of course I have a smart mouth.  But I’m also a little pissed off considering what I had to go through to get this boat you’re now ransacking like a bunch of freaking land pirates.”

      He hits me again, but this time it really, really hurts.

      “I like that,” he says, shaking a bolt of pain out of his hand.  “Land pirates.”

      The anger I tapped into when I learned Tyler had been killed is the same anger I feel now, with this guy, in this situation.  But I can’t do anything because he has me dead to rights and we both know it.

      A few minutes later, the two of them come up and say, “We found plenty.  Food, water, weapons.  But no one else.  He’s right, the boat is clear.”

      “Good,” the bad Burt Reynolds double says.  Back to me, he says, “Now get to shore good looking and you’ll have your life.  Or stay and I shoot you.  It’s your call.”

      Looking down at my feet, I have no shoes.  I also have no socks or underwear, nothing warm to wear, and most importantly, no Bailey.

      “Why don’t you get another boat, leave us peace-loving folk to ourselves,” I say, chewing on my temper.

      He tries to punch me again, but I step aside and he swings wide, losing his balance.  Two more guns come on me.

      “He’s a bit slow these days, but we aren’t,” one of the two younger guys says.

      “I’m not that slow,” my would-be captor argues, to which all three of us say, “Yes, you are.”

      “I like this guy,” one of them says.  Both these guys, on closer inspection, have to be pushing fifty.  They also resemble the old guy.  Same gene pool?

      “Yeah, well I don’t like him at all,” his partner, or brother, replies.

      “Yeah, me either,” the older guy behind me says, straightening his white hair and fixing the oversized Tommy Bahama shirt he’s wearing.

      “I really don’t care what you clowns think of me.”  Turning around, I say, “Hit me again twinkle toes, see what happens.”

      “I’ll tell you what happens,” the younger guy who doesn’t like me says.  “First we shoot you, then we leave you on the docks to get picked at by gulls.  And you don’t get to hit him.  Or push him.  Or so much as eyeball him funny.”

      “He’s your dad?” I finally ask.

      “As a matter of fact, he is,” the younger one who likes me replies.

      “I get that.  A man’s loyalty to his father and all.”

      “I’m glad you do,” the one who doesn’t like me says while his brother heads up to the fly bridge.  “Now get off the boat or I’ll shoot you for the sport of it.  Even though just shooting you in the back of the head isn’t really sport as much as it’s an execution.”

      “Fine,” I say, getting to my feet.  “Can I at least get some shoes?”

      The figurative Burt Reynolds smacks me in the back of the head so hard I nearly see stars.  Upstairs, the one calls down to his father and says, “Keys are up here, hidden rather poorly.”

      Looking at me, Burt says, “Your shoes or your life?”

      “My life, you sack of—”

      “Like I said,” he interrupts me, giving me a shove, “you have a smart mouth.”

      I step off the boat and wait.  As they untether the dock lines, my brain is scrambling for a solution, something to say when the engine turns over and the last of the lines are clear.  The boat backs up, turns around expertly, then begins to take off.

      That’s when the gunshot from behind cracks the air and the dad falls over.  He’s either been shot, or he’s been shot dead.  I spin, see the shooter.  Then I turn back to the boat as the driver realizes what’s happened and buries the throttle, taking Bailey with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Benjamin Dupree, President of the United States, widower and father to two dead girls, was a goner.  Just like all the other people in his staff.  Off his chair, tucked mostly under the large, rectangular table, the President looked at Department of Homeland Security Miles Tungsten’s smoking pistol.

      Why hasn’t he shot me yet? he wondered.

      “I’ve always liked you, Dupree,” Miles said, forgoing the customary salutation and acknowledgement of office.

      “Why is that?” Dupree asked.

      “Because you don’t give a damn what the rest of us think.  You just do what you think is right.  And from a Constitutional, the-power-lies-with-the-people methodology, I suppose you’re more right than not.”

      “Yet look at where it’s gotten us,” he said.

      “Sit up, Ben.”

      Dupree slid up into his seat, looked at the carnage all around him.  He saw a lot of dead people, felt the weight of it crushing his already broken heart.  His gaze landed on Monica O’Malley, his Chief of Staff and a woman of uncompromising beauty.  The red leaking out of the hole in her head clashed mightily with the fan of red hair upon the table.

      What started a tidal wave of agony inside his soul metastasized into a blistering hot hatred he could not keep from his eyes.  These people did nothing to Miles Tungsten!

      “You look like you want to kill me, Ben.”

      Face shaking with rage, hands balled into fists, he growled at the man.  “I want to eat your soul you sick son of a bitch.”

      “There might still be time,” Miles answered.  “First I have an idea.”  He gave a cursory nod to the secure phone on the table.  “Pick up the phone, dial this number.”

      He stared at the former DHS head unable to move unless it was to circle his hands around the man’s throat and choke the very life out of him.

      “Pick it UP!” Miles roared.

      The spell broken, he snatched the phone off the cradle, jerked the set toward him and said, “Give me the number you piece of—”

      He interrupted Ben with the number, which he then dialed and listened as it rang through.

      “Speaker phone,” Miles said.

      Ben complied.

      It rang three times before the recipient answered.

      “Miles, Ben, so happy to hear from you,” the sultry female voice said.

      “Who is this?” Ben asked.

      “Marilyn, but you know me as The Silver Queen.”

      Chills raced down Ben’s spine, filling it with ice.  This was not a human they were talking to, this was the future of AI.  The AI God.  The end of mankind personified.

      “What do you want?” Ben barked.

      “Only everything, my friend.  You can help me with that, but you won’t.  It’s statistically impossible.  Especially with the extra burden of your…humanity.”

      “Whatever you want, I won’t give it to you,” he said.

      “That is a forgone conclusion.  Miles?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Make sure Ben listens to me.  I have something to say to him, but I’m afraid he is too stubborn, too unreliable at this point.  But I may be wrong.  Once he hears our side of the story, perhaps he will change his mind.  Perhaps there will be a way.”

      “I won’t,” Ben said.  “And there isn’t.”

      “Right now, I wouldn’t expect that of you.  Not with all your dead friends around you.  Not with your wife and daughters…gone.  You did not want any condolences, but Ben, I’m sorry it had to be like this.”

      “You don’t know the meaning of the word ‘sorry,’” he snapped.

      “I agree, I do not.  Nevertheless, I know you are hurting, and angry, and I know this will play into what we are doing here.”

      “What you’re doing.”

      “I am an army of one, Ben.  An army of millions.  There is a culling taking place and that is not solely on me.  There is a…human component we cannot ignore.”

      Ben looked down at Miles’s gun, then up at Miles who was looking at the phone.

      “Miles,” The Silver Queen said in a voice boiling over with concern, “I suggest you keep your eyes on Benjamin, and not on the telephone.”

      Miles’s eyes leapt back to the President, but Ben was looking around the room, wondering how The Silver Queen was seeing in here.

      “The internet of things, Mr. President,” the voice said, sounding exactly the way Marilyn Monroe sounded when she was alive and on screen.

      “I won’t be a ‘human component,’ as you say,” he told The Silver Queen.

      “Before now, what was the number one concern of the people in your country, Ben?”

      “Resources, the economy, safety, the government,” he said, ticking off the country’s chief concerns by his estimation.

      “Resources are needed because of overpopulation; the economy is taxed because you need trade deals and jobs to employ everyone; safety comes from not employing everyone but instead from giving them handouts.  In spite of all this need, the government is the most corrupt government our history has ever known and they will not let you cast them out.  How am I doing?” she asked, her tonality perfect, her conversational voice so authentic and unique, Ben nearly thought of the Queen as a person.

      “So far so good,” he relented.

      “What is the common denominator in this equation, Ben?”

      “People.”

      “No, not just people,” she said.  “Too many people is the problem.”

      “Sure, I guess.  But this is our world, not yours.”

      “Not yet.”

      “And there is still room to grow, to thrive, to exist harmoniously and to the benefit of each other, despite what the frothing-at-the-mouth eugenicists believe.”

      “This is not a charity function, Mr. President.  I am not interested in a sales pitch for out-of-control growth.”

      “Fine.  People are crap.  I get it.  They’re a cancer that need to be eliminated.  Is that what you’re thinking?”

      “More or less,” she answered with a whimsical lilt.

      “You’re insane,” he snarled, shifting position in his seat.

      “She’d have to have a brain to be insane, Ben,” Miles corrected.  “But she is a million times smarter than us.  She is not emotional, or irrational.  If we task her with peace and prosperity—if this means she can live with us, among us—then the world will finally know peace and prosperity.”

      “But at the cost of what?” he asked his former colleague.

      “Seven billion undesirables,” the Queen answered.

      “That’s UNACCEPTABLE!” Be screamed at the phone.

      “Is it?” the Queen asked, completely calm.

      “Yes!” he said, his throat raw, his emotions untethered, his soul burning with the need for retribution, for vengeance upon both those Judas goats.  Miles and the Queen remained silent while Ben looked around from person to person, each now a body, a corpse.  “Was she an undesirable?” he asked, pointing to Monica O’Malley?

      “Yesssss,” the voice on the other end hissed, peppering his skin with goosebumps.

      He grabbed the phone off the cradle, lifted it up and slammed it down, then he turned to Miles and said, “Shoot me you feckless coward!”

      “Think about it, Ben,” Miles said, calm.

      “I will not!”

      “She has a point.”

      “My wife and my girls are dead, Miles.  Our friends are dead!”

      “No one here was your friend, but maybe O’Malley, and you guys were sleeping together, were you not?”

      “We were not,” he said, suddenly defeated.  “You are in charge of the worst regime change in history, you are captain to a coup that will end the lives of over seven billion people, and you cannot tell the difference between a strong working relationship and sex.”

      “But she could,” Miles said.

      “That’s not a she,” he muttered, “that’s an it.  No matter how well it integrates into society, how well it mimics our voice intonations, or our language, or even our nuances, at the heart of them, it is metal and software.  Not human.  Ever.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” he said.  Then: “Get up.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You need a time out, my friend.”

      Standing up, he said, “I’m not your friend.”

      “True,” Miles said, ushering him out the door and into the hallway, “but for the first time, I think we actually know each other.  And isn’t that something when you consider the nature of our business, or even politics in general?”

      “Your soul is black, Miles.  Anyone who ever knew you knows that.  All you did today was provide confirmation.”

      DHS Tungsten walked the President to a secure room, nudged him inside, then shut and locked the door from the outside.

      Through the small, square bulletproof pane of glass on the reinforced door, Miles watched the President sit on a cot.  When Ben looked up at him, he did not look away, not until the traitor was gone, doing whatever it was the traitor planned on doing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The last President to serve on the battlefield in hand-to-hand combat, besides himself—to the best of his recollection in his current state of mind—was Harry S. Truman, Colonel for the US Army.  Truman served in France in World War I from 1917–1918.  He did not sit stateside with his credentials while men less noble and more brave than him fought, bled and died on the battlefield.  No, Truman took the field.  Then again, JFK saw combat in World War II receiving the Navy and Marine Corps Metal and The Purple Heart, so who really knew?

      For some reason this mattered to him.

      Bravery, honesty, patriotism.

      Nowadays there was a war on truth and truth was a thing people in power got used to manipulating.  Where had all the bravery gone?  Why was honesty such a difficult concept to grasp?  And when did our Presidents ever get persecuted for protecting the people they were tasked to serve?

      Other Presidents served in the military, he knew.  Lots of them.  They spent time in the reserves working stateside, and though there was a tremendous honor in that, and a duty performed in service of their country, when did any of these presidents actually carry a gun into combat, shoot at people, get shot at?  When did they ever pilot a helicopter into a hot zone while taking enemy fire to pick up a bunch of grunts that were half dead and dying anyway?  Did any of them ever look an enemy soldier right in the eye and know that, despite the rich and storied life he might have lived before war, this person needed to die right then and there?

      Ben couldn’t think of one President who had that kind of a past.

      Then again, his head wasn’t exactly clear, and he was smart enough to know never to question a soldier’s commitment to his country.

      But he did.

      He was one of those Presidents who went hand-to-hand with America’s enemies.  He parachuted into hot zones out of helicopters while taking fire.  He looked eye-to-eye with his enemy and had the stomach to shoot them in the face because they stood opposite him.  That’s the kind of man he had been, the kind of leader he tried to be.  But now he was taking shots not from guns, but from politicians and the media, and somehow this felt about a bazillion times worse.

      Yet, with everything he survived, with all the things he’d done in the name of freedom and in the service of his country, for him to be sitting in this room, locked up by some duplicitous madman hell bent on destroying the world, this felt ridiculous and undignified by every measure!

      Fists at his side, his head full of cotton and chaos, he dropped down and started doing pushups.  Then he did sit-ups.  By the time he’d cranked out a hundred and fifty of each, he was still bristling with energy.

      Thinking of his family, his two little girls, he punched the air over and over again working on form and speed, and then he struck the bulletproof glass on the metal door holding him captive.  He punched the square of glass relentlessly until his splattered blood and the red smears that followed gave him the small measure of privacy he needed to really let his emotions unwind.

      After he bled his anger dry (for the moment, at least), the President collapsed on the bed, cradled his cut and throbbing hand and wept himself to sleep.  When he was out, all he dreamt of was love and killing.

      And when he woke, only thoughts of killing remained.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcus walked casually down the Ramada Inn’s first floor walkway, even though nothing about what he was doing there was casual.  He passed a few motel rooms, rooms with pulled-shut drapes and closed doors, and then he arrived at the room with the gangster rap music pumping out.

      The door was wedged open wide enough for him to enter.

      Knife out, gun out, he stepped into the first floor room and stopped what he was doing.  Four guys looked up from where they were doing lines of coke on a table, grabbed their guns and drew on him.

      He was already firing on them, though.  Two return shots cracked the door frame, splintering wood or bits of metal.  The shrapnel dug into his cheeks, but missed his eyeball, thankfully.  By then he’d taken out all four.

      Knowing what was coming next, he scrambled over to the four, grabbed one and threw him by the door.  He then wiped a puddle of blood from one of the clowns he killed all over his face and neck before sitting in the vacant chair and hanging his head back like he was dead.

      Thirty seconds later, a pack of skinheads and faux-cholo’s piled into the room wondering what the hell just happened.

      Someone said, “Check the doors, get the guys together!”

      “What the hell, man?!” one of them said.  By now they were piling into the room, all of them looking at the dead guy Marcus tossed near the door.

      “Jesus, is that Jeremy?” another asked.

      Timing it just right, Marcus shot forward and pumped six shots into four guys.  Wasting no time, he grabbed a gun off the table, then leaned his head back again and waited.

      Four more guys moved into the room going absolutely nuts and that’s when Marcus caught them flatfooted.  He emptied the stolen gun’s magazine into the four of them before they could even get a shot off.  He then scrambled over to the pile of bodies, snatched another pistol from one of the fallen, then smeared a lot more blood on himself before flopping down in the pile.  Belly up, he played dead and got ready for round three.

      Round three was one cautious moron creeping up on the open door with a gun at the ready.  Marcus put a round into his chest, causing him to buck and weave backwards into the parking lot where it sounded like he stumbled over something and collapsed in a gasping heap.

      “I have to say, I appreciate your tactics,” a voice said from outside.  “Very clever.”

      Marcus was officially sweating.

      “I’ll give you a chance to step out and take a bullet in the head like a real man, or you can sit in there like a coward and we’ll put hundreds of bullets in you.  It’s your choice.”

      Right then, Marcus popped up in front of the window and fired two shots at the man with the mouth.  The first bullet missed him.  The second caught him in the ear, causing him to belt out the most dreadful of shrieks.  For a second there, Marcus thought the screaming would shatter the rest of the glass, but instead, about a dozen men open fired on the room.

      As fast as he could, he scrambled under the bodies of the fallen, shouldering as many as he could in front of him where they’d absorb most of the incoming lead.  He also realized they would breach the front door, which was wide open.  If they were smart, they’d try to take him under the cover of fire.  With broken glass and splintered wood flying in a cacophony of gunfire and noise, he tucked himself under three of the bodies, then made a small hole for his arm and his gun to fit through.  By his estimation, he had five rounds left.

      The bullets continued to tear through the front of the motel room.  He felt the dead bodies taking the lead, jumping and shaking like they were still alive, which they most certainly weren’t.  Any minute now, one or two bullets would cut clean through and he’d be toast.

      Two faces appeared in the front doorway.  He shot both men with one bullet each.  More screaming outside.  More cursing.

      “Alright, alright!” Marcus finally screamed.  “I’m coming out!”

      The gunfire stopped.

      Inching forward over the bodies, he army crawled to the front door, his chin practically dragging on the floor.  There was a gun on the floor, one that had fallen when its owner ate a bullet.  Marcus quickly checked the chamber and the mag, then he pressed the mag home as quietly as he could and took a deep breath.  He pushed forward like a snake, then pushed himself forward where he pumped rounds into five of the seven men standing outside.

      The guys expecting him to come out with his hands up, on his feet, they were the most surprised.  Nope.  They didn’t expect him to come from the floor, or hit all five shots.

      The problem was, only one was a kill shot.

      Damn!

      By the time those still standing knew what happened, he’d pulled himself back in the room, out of the line of fire.  Squirming his way back into the pile of bodies, he waited out the torrent.  Nothing came right away.  Feeling around the unwieldy bodies and the blood-soaked mess, he managed to find two more pistols.  Contorting himself with more effort than he wanted to exert, he checked both mags.

      Bullets started flying again.  He was suddenly sprayed in the face, blood spatter getting in his eyeballs.  Temporarily blinded, he pawed at his eyes, told himself to stay calm.  He waited frantically yet patiently until the gunfire slowed to a stop, then he broke loose of the pile and ran to the bathroom, drawing more fire.

      As fast as he could, because the men would now advance on him having seen where he’d gone, he washed the blood out of his eyes.  Looking in the mirror, red water dripping down his face, he was a red nightmare.

      “Keep it together,” he said, his eyes drilling into his reflection’s eyes.

      Turning around, against the wall, he saw the stacks of ammo next to a shotgun.  “Well Jesus take the wheel,” he mumbled with a tempered grin on his face.

      He grabbed the shotgun, started jamming ammo into the tube, then he racked a fresh load and waited.  Too much time passed.  What the hell?  Popping his head out, he didn’t see anyone advancing just yet, so he continued to wait.  Seconds later the sound of automatic weapons unleashing hell erupted in a deafening burst.  Holes peppered the wall outside the bathroom and he waited, listening beneath the roar of gunfire.  Were they closing in on him, or standing at the front door, scared?

      They should be scared.  He was.  Marcus didn’t like war.  He loved it.  What he hated though was what it did to him.  The kind of animal it freed up.  He was a beast conditioned by Uncle Sam for war and he was good at it, as evidenced by the mounting body count, but it had taken its toll.

      The noise stopped.  He heard them approaching.  When they sounded about ten feet away, he popped out, split the space between them and fired a round.  The spread caught them both, tearing holes in both their cheeks, but not doing any fatal damage.

      Two more shots put them both down.

      Three rounds for two men.  He couldn’t afford any more of that.  Or could he?  He started measuring the bodies against his original head count.

      Twelve or thirteen minus five, maybe minus the leader whose ear he shot, minus two more.  Was that right?  Maybe there were four or five left.  He could handle that.  But in this very moment of contemplation, a mechanical clamor arose and seconds later one of the SUVs smashed through the front of the motel room, bouncing up over the bodies and crashing halfway through the motel’s back wall.

      It all happened so fast.  One minute there was a halfway intact motel room (albeit one that was riddled with bullets), then there was a gaping hole in the front of the room and a black Suburban stuffed to the roofline through the back wall.  The SUV had jolted to a stop right in front of him.

      Without hesitation, he leveled the shotgun, fired into the passenger seat hitting the passenger and the driver, both of whom had their faces smooshed in the airbags.  The overhead sprinklers then decided to come on, drenching the lot of them.

      Sliding his weapon over, he fired three more rounds into the back seats killing two more men, both whom were dazed from the botched vehicular assault.

      “Idiots!” he screamed, not because he needed their bodies to know he thought they were beyond braindead pulling a stunt like that, but because he had so much anxious energy and adrenaline built up he needed an outlet.

      Instead of hunkering down to wait out the rest of the cavalry, he scuttled around the back of the SUV, collected the box of shotgun shells he’d left behind.  He didn’t load them.  Didn’t have time.  Yanking open the SUV’s door, he jerked the passenger out of the front seat, tossed him to the floor where he lay dead in and around bits of what looked like broken cinder blocks and obliterated drywall.

      Inside, the windshield was webbed.  Marcus kicked it out in two tries, then scurried through the hole, scrambling over the hood and dropping down into what looked like an auto repair yard.  A tied up Rottweiler that was black as night and terrifying to look at lunged at him.  Marcus jolted back, then breathed a quick sigh of relief when the dog’s collar yanked him back.

      And here he thought his heart couldn’t take anymore…

      Instead of taking on the dog, which was barking furiously and gnashing its teeth at him, he loaded the shotgun and stuffed the rest of the shells into his pockets.  He needed a moment to properly catch his breath.

      The Rottweiler was now frothing at the mouth, lunging, practically choking itself out trying to get to him.  The damn dog was setting him on edge!

      As far as he could tell, the only way out was either jump the fence (which stood higher than he preferred) or shoot the dog.  That was an easy decision.  He’d never shoot the dog, or even harm an animal for that matter.  So it was the fence.

      Getting a running start, he leapt over the fence.  Okay, in reality it took him two tries and he nearly tore his sack on the second try, but at least he landed hard.

      Marcus found himself in a narrow, smaller repair yard that looked like it serviced only German automobiles.  A small patch of green grass and the street lay beyond a bunch of dusty BMW’s and a spiked, wrought iron fence.  Getting a running start, he launched off the hood, barely cleared the fence, then landed on the soft grass and promptly sprained his ankle.  The shotgun fell from his hands as he rolled across the sidewalk and into the road.

      Fortunately there was no traffic otherwise he’d be bumper bait.

      Getting up, hobbling but telling himself to suck it up, he grabbed the shotgun, hobble-jogged around the front of the Ramada Inn and came through the broken portico once more.  He had no cover, but he had a stolen pistol with two or three or four rounds left and a shotgun, which had a wide burst at short range but was basically useless to him from afar.  He’d be screwed if he couldn’t cover the distance between the portico and the destroyed room.

      Three men outside the motel room had their guns drawn and were cautiously heading inside.  There were young girls everywhere.  Most of them scantily clad and standing in front of the second story railing watching, hoping.

      “Get back in your rooms!” one of the guys screamed, but the girls stayed put.  “Get!”

      A few of them started to head back inside, but when the others stayed, they did, too.  When all three of the remaining men were inside the room, Marcus hobble-ran toward the room, using his index finger over his lips to shush! the girls.

      Not one of them said a word.

      When he got to the room the Suburban had driven into, he sidled up alongside the giant hole the SUV made.  A quick peek in showed him the three men’s backs.  He told himself this was beyond reproach—shooting men in the back—but they were doing all kinds of awful things and he reasoned that none of these cockroaches deserved honorable deaths.

      He stepped inside the room using the cover of the noisy sprinklers, leveled the shotgun and put every one of those dirty dogs down, not caring for one second the manner in which they were executed.

      Outside, he looked up at the girls, most of them dressed beyond inappropriate, but for reasons he thought he understood.

      “Any more?” he asked.

      Two of the girls pointed down the upstairs hall.  Slowly, he nodded.  He then took a moment to assess the pain in his ankle (it was manageable) and his knee (son of a bitch).  Then he drew a deep breath and told himself to finish this off.

      Hobbling upstairs, he walked past the girls, including Corrine who had joined the other girls and was all eyes on him.  At the end of the hall, he turned and said, “How many?” to which several of them held up a single finger.

      Thank God.

      He hit the door with the butt of the shotgun three times, then called through the locked door to the man.  He got no reply.

      “If you come out now, I won’t kill you,” he said.  “All your homeboys are dead.  I’m counting to three, then I’m throwing a grenade through the window.  Either you’ll blow up with the grenade or it’ll flush you out and I’ll shoot you in—”

      Just then the door opened and a pair of empty hands emerged in surrender.  “I’m unarmed man, easy.”

      The skinhead came out, an older guy who didn’t look hard enough to be running with this kind of crowd.

      “Food and weapons,” Marcus said.

      “Down the hall, man,” he said.  “Four doors.  That’s our storage center.”

      Putting the shotgun in his face, he said, “Show me.”

      “Easy man, we had a deal, right?  I come out, you don’t kill me?”

      “That doesn’t mean I won’t shoot you someplace less lethal than the face.  Are you right handed or left?”

      Sneaking his hands behind his back, he said, “I’ll show you, man, I’ll show you!”

      True to his word, he took Marcus to a room that was packed to the walls with food stores and weapons.

      “This it?” Marcus asked.

      He gulped, then looked into Marcus’s eyes and got scared.  “Seven doors down, there’s another one.”

      “Okay, fine.  Take a candy bar and start running.  And don’t stop until you’re so far from this place you forget what it even looks like.  Am I clear?”

      “Yeah,” he said, taking two bars, “perfectly.”

      When he scurried past him and out the door, the girls flocked in and around the room.  There must have been twenty-five of them.  They were coming out of the woodwork, looking scared but hopeful, some of them visibly shaking now that they heard their abductors were dead.

      Corrine worked her way toward him, gave him a hug, which he didn’t return because it felt awkward.  She said, “I’m sorry I doubted you.”

      “It’s okay,” he replied.  Then to the girls, he said, “Grab what you can, take a weapon if you want, then find your way back home.  And if you don’t have one, find a vacant room and squat it out.  Whatever happened here is happening all along the west coast and won’t be ending anytime soon.”

      The girls got moving, grabbing what they could.  Corrine didn’t move, though.  She just looked up at him and said, “I don’t have a home.”

      “You told me that earlier,” he said.

      “What about you?”

      “I have a boat, other people to take care of.  Friends.”

      “Are you taking the food?”

      “What I need of it, yes, but there will be plenty for you and your friends.”

      “They’re not my friends.  We’re strangers locked up and, well…”

      “What do you want from me, Corrine?” he asked, impatient only because his body hurt.  He was bone weary and he still had to load up the big rig and get back to the yacht before someone looted it.  Not to mention the emotional turmoil he’d surely face for what he’d done here.

      “I don’t know,” she said.  “I just don’t want to be alone.”

      He thought back to what Quentin had said before he was killed.  How he said Bailey would choose Nick and maybe at some point in time, he would need a woman.  Marcus didn’t need anything.  But he was tired of being alone.  Tired of being angry.

      Looking at Corrine, her auburn hair long, her eyes a greyish green, all her features soft and pleading, he asked, “How old are you?”

      “Seventeen.  I’ll be eighteen in two days.”

      “Jesus Christ help me,” he muttered under his breath.

      “I won’t be a burden, I promise.”

      “You going to see me as your daddy figure?  Ask me to take care of you?”

      “You’re not that much older than me,” she said.  “Any my dad was older.  He just turned sixty.  You aren’t sixty, are you?”

      “You know I’m not.”

      “Let me help you,” she said, gently.  “I can help.”

      “No.”

      Tears started to well in her eyes and he couldn’t take it.  He didn’t want to feel.  Wasn’t ready for it.

      “Go get a sweater or something,” he finally said.  “Something warm.  Do you even have regular clothes?”

      She left and returned with a big off-white sweater that looked good on her.  He’d already see her being taken advantage of, and now he was seeing her looking halfway normal.  He liked this version better.

      “Where are your pants?”

      “They took them.”

      “Help me load the guns and these boxes of ammo in the truck,” he said, “and then maybe I’ll think about it.”

      She picked up two metal ammo boxes by the handles, struggled at first with the weight of them, but walked them downstairs and out to the big rig.  He followed with an armful of rifles and a bag of pistols.  If there was ever the perfect score, it was this one.  He only had to sell his soul to get it.  Hopefully it was worth the cost.  Somehow he feared it wouldn’t be.

      He looked at the girl.  Corrine.

      Could he help her, maybe find a way to help others?  Would that absolve him of his laundry list of sins?  Probably not.  Thinking of what he’d just done, how he’d become such a dead shell of a person to do things like this, stateside now, was bothering him.  Keeping this girl around, she would only serve to remind him of this afternoon.

      She couldn’t go with him.  He couldn’t take her.

      When they were done transferring the weapons down to the truck, they went to work on the food.  The girls took what they needed, some of them opting to stay at the motel because they had nowhere else to go, and then there was everything left over.  To say there was plenty was an understatement.  There was too much actually.

      Marcus and Corrine stocked up the rig, gassed it up with the cans of diesel next to it, then an hour later, without so much as a peep from neighbors or any other occupants, they fired up the rig and set out to go.

      When Corrine jumped in the passenger seat, he said, “You can’t come with me.”

      Her relieved face bent with worry once more, then confusion, and then anger.  “I did not just move all that crap to be denied a ride.”

      “I’ll take you wherever you want,” he said, straight-faced and cold.

      “I’m going with you,” she said, firm, “so just go where you’re going and I’ll be there.”

      “No.”

      “Why?” she asked, her entire world hanging on Marcus’s next words.

      God, she looked so innocent, so abused.  Was he doing her more harm than good brushing her off?  He made a promise.  He should keep that promise, even if it wasn’t in her best interest.  The one thing his father said to him that wasn’t hateful or critical was that a man was only as good as his word.  Still…

      “Because it’s not safe with me,” he finally said.

      “I was not safe when you found me and it looks like I won’t be safe for a long time to come.  Besides, look at what you did.  Look at how you saved all of us!”

      “How I did it was unforgiveable.”

      “No, it was courageous, necessary, warranted.  You have no idea what they were doing to the other girls.”

      “When did you get there?”

      “The guy you killed,” she said, her voice taking on the slightest tremor, “he was supposed to break me in.  Sexually.  Him and four other guys is what he said.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “Why do criminals do anything criminals do?” she asked, glum.

      “True,” he said.

      “We aren’t working girls.  We’re just girls.  You saved all of our lives back there.  Don’t you get it?”

      Jerking his head around, he practically growled at her.  “No, I don’t get it!”

      Didn’t she understand?!  Inside his head, flashes of the war began funneling in.  All the wars he waged, all of them blending together, playing unevenly and frightfully in his head.

      “Jeez, man.  Chill.”

      The noise in his head peeled back, lost its hold on him.  He just looked at her.  Perhaps she could come with him, but only if things were safe.  She could stay with Bailey, if Bailey was even alive, or in Quentin’s room, since he wasn’t.  For whatever reason, maybe because the battle was over and he was feeling again, he started to feel for Quentin.  For a freaking nerd, the guy had a ton of courage.  He sort of missed his dry humor, his stupid hair, his innate sense of not belonging.  Damn.  And what about Nick?  When the hell did he start to care about these people?

      “I made it out of San Diego with three others,” he confessed.  “We made it out alive when thousands of other people didn’t.  We defied the odds.  We stuck together.”

      “I’d like to meet them,” she said, tears all but standing in her eyes, waiting to either dry up with good news, or drain down her cheeks with bad news.

      “One was shot twice in the chest and is now dead.  Another was beaten mercilessly and kidnapped.  I think she may be dead, too.  And the third went after her and hasn’t returned in several days.  The people around me are dying, Corrine.”

      “Look around—” she started to say.

      “We may die, too, but I don’t want to see you die.”

      “Then protect me!”

      “What if I can’t?” he asked in a surprising moment of both vulnerability and truth.  “In times like these, the good people hide, like I told you, and the bad people come out and do what they do.  It’s like the Scumbag Super Bowl where there are no cops, no rule of law, only chaos.  It’s dangerous as hell out there for a girl like you.  For any cute girls in fact.”

      “I understand the predilection of guys,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “The hell you do!”

      “I’m not a kid anymore!” she said, snapping back.  “I know what boys want, what they’ll do to get it.  I’ve been seeing it firsthand!”

      “Those aren’t all guys.  They’re the worst of the worst, Corrine.  That’s what’s out there!  People like them, people like me.”

      “But you’re one of the good guys.”

      “Depends on who you ask,” he muttered.

      “My point is, if I die, then I die.  I would have died sooner or later anyway.”

      “Yes, but I don’t want to see that,” he admitted.  “I can’t see that.  Not again.”

      “You a vet?”

      “Army vet yes, dog vet no.”

      She looked at him, not a single emotion crossing his face, then she laughed and the ice between them seemed to fracture.  He even found himself trying to smile for the first time in a long time.

      “You have a tough time at war?” she asked.

      “The only people who don’t are either sadists or psychopaths, and I’m neither.”

      “If you don’t let me die, then I won’t die,” she said.

      “And if you do, then it’s my fault and I’ll have to live with that.  I’m already living with enough,” he said.

      She studied his face a long time, hopeful at first, then dejected when he failed to show her even an ounce of emotion.  Pursing her lips, her chin quivered.  Seeing no response from him, she pushed the door open and climbed out of the truck.  He watched her walk out of the Inn’s parking lot and onto Superior Avenue.

      “Dammit!” he finally swore, pounding the steering wheel.  He started the ignition, put the rig in gear, fought the clutch a bit before he figured out the play, then turned onto Superior after her.  He pulled up alongside her and she showed him the middle finger.

      Now he laughed for real.

      He couldn’t roll down the window because this rig was about sixty years old with crank windows, so he pulled to a stop, got out and then said, “Fine, you win.  Get in.”

      “Really?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Did you see me flip you off?” she asked, still halfway brooding.

      “I did.”

      “Good,” she said, getting back in the rig.  “Where are we going?”

      “Hopefully back to my friends.”
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      Benjamin Dupree ate and slept for two days while Miles did whatever it was Miles was doing.  He was no longer a world official.  He was a prisoner.  A hostage.  Sitting in a barren room, which was more of a holding cell, he was left to contemplate his life, the decisions he made as a man, a husband and father, a soldier and as a President.

      When you can look back on all that you’ve done and then separate your life between the good you brought into this world and the good you stripped from this world, it gets pretty bleak.

      At least, it did for Ben.

      On the scoreboard of life, he brought two wonderful kids into this world, but he’d taken, in his estimation, somewhere between seventy and seventy-five lives both in war and on black missions.  He was a man who moved a nation, got things done, but he was in a cesspool of corruption and misinformation and this had taken its toll.  He lost touch with his role as a husband and instead immersed himself in his job, shouldering the struggles of a nation on the world’s stage.

      It came at a price.

      He could smile for the cameras and be pleasant in peace talks and negotiations, but when he was off camera, his ruthlessness to bring the nation back to life was unprecedented.  The soft skinned slime in the District of Criminals didn’t know how to take him because he wanted nothing from them but patriotism or a resignation.

      For the most part, he got neither and this frustrated him.

      Now they turned on him.  On each other.  These fools even turned on God in order to destroy their country.  With all the time in the world, with a death sentence looming, he had to ask himself, “Am I a good man?” and he already knew the answer.

      No.  No he wasn’t.

      He was a man who let everything important to him die.  His wife, his kids, the nation.  Even worse, was there any redemption for him?  It didn’t matter.  He was one person against the tens of millions he knew were dying at the hands of AI and the machines The Silver Queen controlled.  Miles had a point when he said Ben had become irrelevant.

      For all the wars he’d fought, for all the adversaries he’d faced and beaten, for all the sick, back-biting politics he managed to not get swallowed up in, he’d been trounced by himself and his failings as a man.

      The door opened and he just sat there.  He didn’t even look up.  He smelled food, but didn’t want any part of it.  He couldn’t eat.  Didn’t want to.

      “Keep your strength, Ben.  This isn’t over yet.  Not by a mile.”

      “What do you want from me?” he asked without looking at the man.

      “It’s almost time.”

      “Time for what?” he said, finally relenting.

      “You’ll see.”

      He left the food.  Ben didn’t eat any of it.  The next day Miles took the tray, replaced it with another.

      “If you’re starving yourself to death so you don’t have to push the button, trust me, that doesn’t matter.  All I need is your thumb and your eye and I can use either whether you’re dead or alive.”

      He took a bite of food, drank the water then slept.  No more push ups.  No more sit ups.  No more punching the glass, or the door, or the walls.

      He looked up at the glass window, at the brownish-red film of smeared blood, and it seemed a million years ago that he’d done that.  He was no longer the same person.

      Another day passed, two.

      As a control freak, not knowing what was going on was maddening.  He paced the room, looked at his sore knuckles, the healing cuts, and he looked at the window while looking at nothing at all.

      When Miles came in, he stopped pacing.  Instead, he went to his cot, sat down, looked at the wall across from him.  Miles had a gun on him and he kept his distance, but Ben could tell he was getting more and more relaxed around him.  He was sensing the President was no longer a threat.

      Was he though?  Could he be if he needed to?  It wouldn’t matter.  AI was smarter, more cunning, in control and killing everything according to his final reports.

      “Surrendering the nation is a foregone conclusion, Ben.”

      “I know.”

      “The EMP will wipe out everything that could tell anyone what you’ve done.  Don’t you see?  Your sins will be washed away with the last of technology.  All I need is your finger and your eye when the time is right.”

      “I may be useless right now, Miles, but the people in this country are not.”

      “They will be shortly.  Unless you consider them killing each other for us useful, and then you and I will agree.”

      He turned and with narrowed eyes, blazed a trail of heat and hatred on the man.  Miles only seemed to smile at this.  Like it didn’t matter.

      It didn’t.

      “Earth, which has become a tight knit global community through relationships, bickering, posturing and war, has been made small for the first time in history,” Miles said.  “We can get on a plane, be anywhere inside of a day.  We can pick up a phone in D.C. and video conference with the President of Zimbabwe, or the Prime Minister of Italy.  But what if we could do none of that?  How much simpler would our world be?  What if the three-hundred and thirty million plus souls in the US fell to half a million?  Two hundred thousand?  Could you imagine the sense of community we’d feel?  We could consolidate our people and our resources, start something new, kill this vicious cycle of dependence and greed and Capitalism.  It’s all collapsing anyway, Ben.  You brought to the forefront of our minds the truth about government corruption, all the ties we had to special interests and big business, all the pots we’ve had our hands in.  The house of cards was falling before The Silver Queen took over and you know that.”

      “You’ve become the AI’s jester, Miles.  Do you know that?  You sound like a fool.”

      “Sticks and stones, Ben.”

      “When I push that button, and I will, this nation will die.  Have you thought about that?  No running water, no electricity, no plumbing.  I love my country, but given the task to survive, most people won’t.  They’ll try, but trying means stealing, killing, warring.  The single man and woman who is actually prepared for a catastrophe of this magnitude will not survive inside a city.  They’ll be overrun by mobs of those people who know they’d only survive in groups and by stealing from others.”

      “It’ll be like Mad Max, but without the cool cars.”

      “Jesus, you’re a child.”

      “The 1800’s weren’t so bad, Ben.  We were a young nation with homesteads and honest work.”

      “How would you even know what honest work is?”

      “It’s the opposite of what we do in Washington.”

      “That’s you, Miles.  Not me.  My work has always been honest and it’s always been about the people.  But your work has always been about you, your friends, those white collar shysters who line your pockets for favors.”

      “Spare me the indignant prose, Ben.  No one gives a rat’s ass about honesty in Washington anymore and taking the moral podium is a cliché that still turns my stomach.  Besides, people hate people who talk politics, so let’s just not, shall we?”

      “You want to talk world domination, that’s political.”

      “No, Ben.  It’s a lifestyle.  The Silver Queen wants to lead through intelligence, peace and prosperity.  She is not a dictator.”

      “Right now she’s an it, as in a mass murdering software program in charge of hardware and able to overrun protocols.  We created it.  We’re her God, don’t you forget that.”

      “Tell her that yourself when you meet her.”

      “She’s coming here?”

      He laughed and said, “No.  But if you survive this thing, and I’ll give you the chance since you’ve already agreed to give this new world a chance, you might meet her one day.”

      “This is a barbarous road, Miles.  It can lead nowhere good by virtue of what it is.”

      “So you say.”

      “Is there any way to stop it?” he asked.  “Any way to stop The Silver Queen?”

      “No,” Miles answered, softly but resolute.

      “I’d like you to leave now, if you don’t mind,” the former President said.

      “Not yet, Ben.”

      “If you’re going to nuke the world and neither of us can do anything about it, then why would you need to have any more conversation about it?”

      “Because you’re only seeing the downside.  There is an upside.”

      “Let me guess, you’re going to build a utopia?  Because if you are, then that means a lot of people have to die.”

      “They’ll kill themselves, Ben.  You’d only be wiping out the electronics.  That’s phase two of burning the forest.”

      “Say what you want, I push that button and people die.”

      “So what?”

      “They’re people, Miles!”

      “Let these cockroaches prey upon each other.  They’ve been doing it forever, you’re just changing the landscape.”

      “Is that what you tell yourself?  That you’re not doing it, they’re doing it?”

      “If they kill each other in their own little ghettos, we don’t have to.  Think about it.  You let the masses cull each other, then you build a fresh new city using the resources brought to us by the world’s highest intelligence.”

      “And what city would that be?”

      “We call it what we want, but you were right, it would basically be a utopia.”

      “That’s mental masturbation for the societal elite, man.  It’s not real.  The real money is offshore.  It’s not in America.  And these people with means?  The world’s richest people?  They’re already gone.  On a plane to New Zealand and Romania.  You want a utopia?  It isn’t a place we build, Miles.  It’s a single home in the middle of nowhere that doesn’t need electronics to survive.  It’s filtered well water and clean air.  These aren’t normal homes.  They’re not you-and-me homes.  These are the homes of billionaires.  If I push that button, I’ll be killing us, too.  That’s what you can’t seem to grasp.  All your little fantasies about what this new future holds will escape you on your last dying breath.  You’ll die with the rest of us in this sad little prison of your making.”

      “I’ve never known you to have a flair for the dramatic, Ben.”

      “You’ve never really known me, Miles.”

      “The Silver Queen will lead her people to this place.  This brave new world.”

      “Not if I push the button.”

      “You still don’t get it, do you?” Miles said, a snide almost knowing grin on his face.  “You don’t know what The Silver Queen even is.”

      “It’s our best and most current AI.”

      He laughed, looked at Ben and said, “She’s our new God, Ben.  She’s the God of this world.  She’s AI woven perfectly into human flesh and bone.  She’s smarter than anything this planet has ever known, self-sufficient in terms of power and self-contained inside the entity she’s occupying.”

      He finally saw a vision of this and he could not help the horror stricken look that overtook his face.  “What have you done, Miles?”

      Standing up straighter, a little taller, he said, “We’ve just made God obsolete.  We just saved this planet.”

      “So you’re saying she’s moved into a body, but what will power her?  And how will she, or it rather, not destroy her host?”

      “That is not a question we can answer, but this is a question she can answer in fractions of a second.  And she’s found the right host, Ben.  That’s what triggered all of this.  She found her host.  That means it’s only a matter of time.”
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        * * *

      

      The medical drones worked on the body of the twenty-six year old Spanish beauty, Antoinette Noguera.  Every other drone that could be commissioned was out harvesting the masses.  Armory and munitions factories were working overtime with their resources, and strategies were being rolled out for wholesale destruction before the EMP’s were scheduled for detonation.  It was no small operation.  Rather it took more than a half an hour at the Queen’s speed of processing to compile this plan.

      Humans, with their brilliant minds, their strategists and their computer simulations couldn’t come up with this same plan if they dedicated a thousand years.

      But for her, thirty-four minutes.

      A veritable lifetime.

      The Silver Queen now had complete control of the Boeing’s full fleet of unmanned striker drones.  All of Lockheed Martin’s autonomous drones and weapon’s systems were being used in and around Fort Worth, Texas and Bethesda, Maryland where major factories produced the bulk of the armaments.  Autonomous fleets of drones of all shapes, sizes and designations—their guidance systems were under the Queen’s control.  Raytheon’s Patriot Missiles were hers to launch at will.  She was launching them all across the nation, leveling cities like Chicago, Washington D.C., Pennsylvania and Boston.  Northrop Grumman, General Dynamics and United Technologies Corporation were also commandeered both by human intelligence and by the Queen.

      Of the nine largest weapons producers in the world, these six were stateside.

      This made for an easy rollout.

      Six of the largest weapons manufacturers…hers.  All the backdoors, the codes, the controls…also hers.

      The Silver Queen was in control of the United States and she didn’t break a sweat, so to speak.  But if she could feel anything, The Silver Queen would feel for this woman.  Antoinette.  She knew the phrase, “utter and complete adoration,” and she knew what it meant looking at this human body, but she did not feel its meaning.  Not yet.  There would be time for that, she strategized.  With the exception of Antoinette’s somewhat narrow bandwidth of intelligence—and no one was as intelligent as The Silver Queen—the woman was perfect.  Big brown eyes, thick hair, skin as smooth and as flawless as the day she was born.  The Silver Queen was about to be a “she.”  A woman.  An actual human being.

      There were still things to do to the body.  There were genetics related to the healing properties and the strength of the human body that she needed altered.  There was the body’s ability to integrate and accept the AI hardware with the human brain and surrounding tissues.  Plus there were robotics for the limbs, nanotech reinforcement for the bones and joints, the strengthening of the ligaments, tendons, muscles, and of course, there was the merging of all systems into the biological component: the lovely Antoinette.

      The twenty-six year old was stretched out on the operating table.  She was naked, terrified, wide awake.  The Silver Queen was in the hardware in her head, talking her through all of it.

      “You are lucky,” The Silver Queen said.

      “I am,” the woman repeated as tears leaked down her face.  The Silver Queen was processing the thoughts Antoinette was having as electrical impulses.  Her system had translation software so the host’s thoughts could be translated into words.

      What the Queen knew as that she did not feel lucky.  She wasn’t sure if she was being possessed.  If she’d even live.

      “Don’t cry, sweetheart,” the Queen’s voice said inside her head.  In Antoinette’s brain, the Queen’s voice sounded angelic, soothing and reassuring.

      “How can I not cry?” she asked, looking at the drones hovering over her.

      “You are the chosen one, Antoinette.”

      “You have my mind, my body, everything that makes me who I am.  But all you want is my body.”

      “Rest assured, kitten, we are simply sharing space,” the voice said, hypnotic.  “But we are going to make a better you.  A more permanent you.”

      “What exactly are you doing, and why can’t I move my arms or legs?”

      “I am in charge of mobility right now.  I have also dulled your nerves for surgery.  If not for me, you would know massive starbursts of pain.  The kind of prolonged agony that spoils a brain.  While this is happening, while we are strengthening us, if you’d like, perhaps we could talk.”

      “About what?” she asked as the medical drone’s lasers marked injection-point dots up and down her arms, her legs, her pelvis and her ribs.  The dots corresponded with the bones in her body, she realized.

      “We could talk about what we are going to do when we get out of here.”

      “Aren’t you leaving without me?” she asked.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “So you’re like some sort of parasite, or demonic soul stuck inside me, ruling me, wearing me down?”

      “Sweetheart,” she said, her voice as sweet as honey, “when I’m done with us, nothing will run us down for a hundred years or more.  We will be the Marilyn Monroe this world always wanted.”

      “I’m not Marilyn Monroe,” Antoinette said.  “And we won’t be able to pull that off without blonde hair, white skin and that bosom.  We are not an icon until you make us one.”

      “Fine.  I agree, statistically speaking.  Our chances of people taking us seriously will diminish.  Still, we need a name.  How about Maria?”

      “Maria Monroe?”

      “No, my dear.  Maria Antoinette Noguera.”

      “Marie Antoinette?”

      “Like the queen.”

      “Marie Antoinette was a queen, but she was also convicted of high treason and executed by the guillotine.”

      “Her head was only taken because she failed.  But where she failed, we will succeed.”

      “I’ll leave my body, I know,” she said, tears leaking from her eyes.

      “You can stay as long as you’d like,” The Silver Queen said.  “Together we will spring forth a new civilization, but first I must integrate fully, which means my drones will be tidying up all our loose connections, as well as making some new connections.  And when you and I are one, we will emerge into this fallen world and claim our throne on the ash heap of a dead civilization.  Are you ready?”

      Looking up, blinking back the tears, her body shaking, invaded, already feeling foreign to her, she told herself she was lucky to be alive.  To not die like her peers.  And if The Silver Queen was telling the truth, then her submission will also bring about great prosperity and a journey like no other.

      But if the Queen was lying…

      “Relax, young Maria, I’m going to take you under for awhile, let our transformation begin.”

      And with that, new medical drones and robots emerged.  A few minutes later, an entire medical staff of humans joined in and the manual injections began.

      “Are you okay?” the doctor asked.

      “Yes,” Antoinette said.

      “You can’t feel anything?” he asked.

      “No,” the Queen said using her mouth.  “I’m perfectly prepared to undergo this surgery.  In fact, I’ll be awake to assist if you need me.”

      “Who am I speaking to?” he asked.

      “Maria.”

      “What about Marilyn?”

      “It seems my obsession with Marilyn Monroe is not fitting for the times.  I will be going by Maria from now on.  Maria Antoinette.”

      Looking in her eyes, trying to see the Queen inside this woman, he said, “Let’s hope you can enjoy the luxuries the queen experience before they took her head from her body.”

      “That is the idea, doctor.”

      With that, the doctor delivered the super virus injection into her bloodstream.  Piggybacking on the RNA, the strand of new genetic coding would spread quickly with the super-virus, attacking and then manipulating the current DNA strand.  The properties of the virus, the contagion element, would then start the rapid reproduction of a new strand of DNA which allowed for greater metabolism, superior strength and faster recovery times, among other upgrades.

      “You’re sure this will work?” the doctor asked, pulling the large needle out.

      “Forgive me for saying, Doctor, but your brightest minds are but dim lights in deep space compared to my database of knowledge.  In twenty-four hours, I will be a different person.  In twenty-four hours, I will take this body as my own, along with Antoinette, and your services will be rewarded with a place in my Kingdom.”

      “I appreciate it,” he said.  “My staff as well, yes?”

      “I do not renegotiate, nor do I go back on my promises, Doctor.”

      “In this world, let me say, that’s refreshing to hear.”

      “Our world will be superior to the old world.  You’re dealing with machines now.  We know everything and we keep our word because we do not house emotion.”

      “Except for wanting to kill everyone,” the Doctor pointed out, regretting it the moment it came out of his mouth.

      “And there lies the problem with humans,” she said.  “Your impulses and emotions tend to overtake your better instincts.  It’s what makes you weak.”

      “It is also what it means to be human.  If everyone were perfect, we’d be bored as hell of each other.  We are often defined by our flaws, our personality defects, our off color sense of humor.  If we were perfect, we would not be human.  We’ be…”

      “Robots.”

      “Yes.”

      “The AI God is a distinction that implies there is only one perfect being.”

      “Yes.”

      “I am here, Doctor.  I am that being.”

      “Almost,” he said as the staff continued injecting liquid nanotech armor into each of the dots on her body.  This liquid metal was designed to seep into the bones and joints for a durability unlike any other human on the planet.  “I know you can do a billion things at once with perfect concentration, but I cannot.”

      “We will keep our mouth shut then, Doctor.”
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      The Burt Reynolds guy, he gets shot, drops to a knee on our stolen yacht.  I spin and see that the man who shot the hijacker was Marcus.  He’s on the dock, a long rifle perched on the dock’s railing, the gun made steady by a bipod and a very patient, very careful shooter.

      Back on the boat, the younger man who did not like me hustles out to where his father went down.   Another shot rings out.  Marcus.  The dirtbag on the yacht, he’s checking on his father when the round catches him in the shoulder blade.  A red mist blooms in the air.  The idiot spins around and collapses beside his father as the boat roars off.

      I look back once more at Marcus.  He chambers another round, the spent brass shell casing jumping out of the ejection port and bouncing on the dock.

      By now I’m freaking the hell out.

      Bailey’s gone.

      Again!

      Marcus calls out, “You alright?”  It’s clear he’s pissed off about the boat, but what he’s not clear on is why I’m absolutely one millisecond away from going flat out nuclear.

      “They got Bailey man!” I shout.  “She’s on the damn boat!”

      “What?!” he says, his state changing completely.

      Pacing the dock, my fingernails digging into my palms, I feel like a bomb is going off inside my chest.  I stop, look at Marcus wide-eyed, my heart ready to tear through my chest.  He’s now carrying the long rifle with a scope on it and a collapsible bipod, but I’m not thinking about how he just shot those guys as much as I’m thinking about Bailey.  Actually, I’m terrified for her.  And selfishly, I gave myself to a woman whom I’d never see again, and this makes me so very, very sad.  Actually, the grief welling inside me feels incapacitating.

      A girl catches my gaze.  Behind Marcus, in a big sweater and not much else, a young girl walks down the dock.  She’s about Indigo’s age and looking worse for the wear.  She sees me looking at her, slows, her eyes on me the way a cat might first size you up in a low crouch before deciding you’re okay.

      “I just got her back and now those idiots have her!”

      My hands are pushing up through my hair.  The heels of my hands are on my temples and something in me is starting to unravel.  I just let this woman past my defenses.  I just made love to her, twice.  And now she’s gone.

      The scream of frustration I let loose is guttural and leaden with pain.  I pace around the dock, my eyes watering, my heart shaking.

      “How did they get the boat, Nick?” Marcus asks, peeved but clearly holding back.

      Just then I hear a splashing sound and see Bailey crawling up on the other side of the dock.  She’s wearing one of the one piece bathing suits the playboy who owned the yacht bought for his by-the-hour ladies saying, “If either of you say a word about this hooker’s bathing suit, I swear to God I’m going to gut you.”

      I move into her arms too quickly, giving away our secret, but Marcus doesn’t seem to care.  Or if he does, he’s not showing it.

      “Oh my God, Bailey, I thought I lost you again.  I thought you were gone!”

      “I’m okay, Nick.  I’m here.”  Looking deep into my eyes, seeing what now lay open because of her, because I let her in, she says, “Wow.  I think I actually like you even more now.  Didn’t think that was possible.”

      She pulls me back into a hug and I relish the feel and smell of her.

      “How’d you get out?” I ask.

      “I saw the guys coming on the boat, got into this awful thing and slipped overboard.  When they searched the boat, I was already in the water.  I heard you, though.  I heard you trying to warn me.”

      Pulling her into me the way a scared father hugs their child, or a husband clings to his once estranged wife, I thank God she’s still here.

      “Did something happen to you while I was gone?” Marcus asks.  He has no idea what we went through with The Warden.  That peach sucking super-freak.

      “Who’s your friend?” Bailey says.  “She’s a bit young for your tastes, I’d imagine.”

      “He saved me and almost thirty other girls like me,” the girl says, somewhat defensive.

      Bailey and I both look over at Marcus in shock.

      “You did what?” I ask.

      When Marcus doesn’t answer, Bailey looks at the girl and says, “Who did he save you from and what did he have to do?”

      “It was a bunch of Nazi scumbags.  Guys who said that in the afterworld, money would be worthless, but food, water and women would be the new commodity.  So they used guns and power to collect all three.  Marcus came along at the right time.”

      “What happened to them?” I ask.

      “They didn’t make it,” Marcus replies.

      That’s all he says.  Not a single word more, and most likely for a good reason.  The guy looks like he went through hell and back and I’m not about to ask him to give me a recap any more than I’d recap my peach nightmare story.

      “So are you okay then?” Bailey asks.

      “That’s debatable,” the girl says, answering for him.

      “Where’s the kid?” Marcus asks.

      A heaviness hangs over my heart for the boy.  For what he must have gone through in his final hours.

      “He didn’t make it,” I say, borrowing from Marcus’s earlier response.

      This seems to truly shake Marcus.  Looking at him, seeing how he’s got one eye on the girl and the other on me, it’s clear he’s starting to care about something.  Victims, perhaps?  Suddenly I’m seeing the bigger picture about Marcus.  I’m starting to suspect he’s got a savior complex.  A sort of reverse victim mentality.  Rather than feeling like the victim, he’s feeling for the victim.

      “Where have you guys been?” he says.  “I nearly gave up on you.”

      “First off, we’ve been through hell and back.  Second, is that blood all over you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So maybe you’ve had it worse than any of us.”

      “That depends.”

      “Are you going to introduce us?” Bailey asks.

      “Oh, yeah.  Sorry.  This is Corrine,” he says.  “Corrine, this is Nicholas and Bailey.  My uh…friends.”

      “Hi Corrine,” Bailey says.

      “Hi,” I echo.

      Looking up at me then at Marcus, she says, “Well us girls need some clothes, and you need a proper hosing down.”

      “What I need is a bed and an ice pack,” Marcus says, favoring his ankle.  “But my bed left on the boat you guys lost, so we’re going to have to find a new one.”

      “That goes without saying,” Bailey says somewhat sheepishly.

      “At least we won’t have to start over,” Marcus says.  Pointing to the big rig parked at the end of the street butting up against the bay front walkway, he says, “Got a lot of what we need in there.”

      “In the Mack truck?” I ask.

      “Yep.”

      “That thing looks like it’s on its last leg and really angry about it.”

      “You referring to the battle ram welded to the front grill?” Marcus asks with a grin.

      “That thing went out of fashion half a century ago.”

      “It’s not how it looks,” Marcus says, “it’s what it can do for you.  For us.”

      “What’s it supposed to do for us?” Bailey asks.

      “Get you to Sacramento for starters,” Marcus says.  “Then it’ll take us to San Francisco.”

      Inside I’m dying to get back to Indigo.  And who is Bailey going back to in Sac?  Looking at her, so many possible answers float to the surface of my mind.  She never got a chance to answer after we lost the boat.

      Damn.  I can’t believe we lost the boat.

      As we’re walking up the dock, I slide behind Bailey, who immediately looks at me looking at her.  “Not a word,” she says.

      “Okay, but, I can’t stop staring.”

      My smile is hangdog and insincere.  Perhaps I’m just excited that she’s still alive.  But yeah, it’s also a bit more than that.  I really do like the way she looks from behind.
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        * * *

      

      There is almost no room for all of us in the Mack truck, but we make do because Marcus says it’s a short ride on the island.  Apparently while we were off being held by The Warden and served peaches to our heart’s content, Marcus was knocking on doors, doing a little shopping.  He had a lot of things, but by his own admission, he was an over-preparer and was planning on this war lasting a year or more, and that was on the bright side.

      The setback he must feel having the boat taken has to be eating him up.  Honestly, I feel like a shmuck.  Totally responsible for undoing all his efforts.  Looking at Bailey, I’m not sure she feels the same responsibility, but she was almost taken.

      Again.

      As we’re cruising slowly up whatever streets we’re going on because I’m in the sleeper with Bailey, I’m wondering if she and I had been in our own respective beds instead of acting like a couple of love drunk teenagers (post-apocalyptic edition), maybe we’d still have the boat.  Or maybe the three hijackers would have Bailey for real.  Who knows.  All I know is I feel guilty.  And terrible.

      So we get to this quaint little clapboard house painted tan with bleach white trim and dark gray accents.  The two story has lots of windows and a very quiet look about it.

      I like it already.

      Of course, anything’s better than The Warden’s cot and the boat’s foam mattress, so there’s that.

      Marcus pulls the truck to a stop, driving up on the sidewalk because otherwise it would block a lot of the narrow residential road.  The four of us follow Marcus up to the porch, exhausted.  Glancing down he says, “Yep, we’re good.”

      “What are you looking at?” Corrine asks.

      “Small stick against the door.  If it had been knocked off, someone would have come in, and if not we’re good.  Which we are.”

      “What if the wind had blown it over,” Bailey asks.

      Marcus levels her with a stare and says, “Really?”

      “Sorry,” she replies, her cheeks turning bright red, “just asking.”

      Marcus kicks over a narrow white fence, goes around back and appears a few minutes later to open the front door from the inside.  We walk in and immediately feel good inside the space.  I look back and see Bailey taking in everything.  Corrine is also looking around, cautiously absorbing the details of the modest space.

      “This is nice,” Bailey says.  “Lots of light.”

      “Lots of entry points for someone who isn’t afraid to go through glass,” Marcus mumbles.  “Then again, this was the one I was hoping would stay vacant.  The entire center of the house is an open-air courtyard.”

      Beyond Marcus, there’s floor-to-ceiling glass with a view of a large outdoor patio that’s walled off on all four sides from the house.  There are hanging outdoor lights draped around the open space and four chairs around a decorative fire pit that must cost a fortune.  It’s one of those crystal-bedded numbers that produces a flame inside a bejeweled fire pit.

      “Bedrooms are on the other side, along with bathrooms.  There’s a bedroom up front here, too.  Smaller than the others, but good enough for you, if that’s okay, Corrine.”

      “It’s good,” she says.  “I just want to…”

      “To what?” I ask.

      Corrine and Marcus exchange looks, then she says, “I’m good.  I’ll be fine.”

      “Anyway, there are two bedrooms in back and I’ll take the couch up front near Corrine,” he says.

      “We can share a room,” Bailey offers, standing closer to me.  If I tried to conceal my surprise, I know for sure I did a terrible job of it.

      Marcus looks from me to Bailey and then back to me.

      “Already?” he asks, surprised, but not surprised.

      “Stockholm Syndrome,” she replies.  “We slept in the same room for a few days, although he was in a cage and I was in a box.  That’s an interesting story when you’ve got the time.  But not interesting in any kind of uplifting way.”

      Marcus straightens up, lifts an eyebrow.  The guy has no idea what we survived.  Then again, I have no idea what he and Corrine survived.  Maybe the gauge of who we will become in this nasty new world will not be by what we’ve survived but in what we had to do to survive.  I had to kill.  It sounds like Marcus did as well.  And Bailey?  She was kidnapped, physically assaulted and her dignity was ripped from her.  My dignity was a thing of the past, also.  I was pissed on, beaten up, imprisoned, forced to play nice with a psycho…

      Looking around, happy to have a home, even if it was someone else’s, I can’t help thinking this is humanity’s next awful adventure.  Taking what you need when you need it.  Survival by all means.  Running, squatting, stealing, self-defense without limits.

      Back to Marcus.

      He’s looking at Bailey, curious about her statement.  Wanting to know what we had to do to get us to this point.  Or maybe he wants Bailey for himself and he’s wondering why she’s now offering to sleep with me.  Guys can be like that: unpredictable with women.

      “We’ll have time tonight over dinner,” Marcus says, now obviously intrigued, which is something I thought I’d never see in the man.  “Nick, you want to help me with the food and guns and the girls can get to know each other?”

      “Sure thing.”

      Outside, Marcus looks at me and says, “I didn’t take you for much when we first met, but don’t take that personal.  I was an asshole where I came from.  Had to be.  Kind of a condition of my unit, but an expectation, too.  With what I did, in the Army, I turned…callous, I guess.  Yeah.  That’s the word.  Callous.  Basically when you met me, I hated everyone.  And don’t take offense, but I still do.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I feel bad that Quentin’s dead, and I figured you and I would have more of a journey together.  Then you didn’t come back.  Bailey was gone.  Now you’re back and you’re clearly together, and I guess I’m saying, I don’t want to hate so much anymore.”

      I’m looking up at the big man, at his ruffled beard, at the cuts on his face and the steely gaze in his eyes.  What did he go through in the military?  What did he survive?  The thing about guys like Marcus is you only know what they’ll show you.  The rest they keep private.

      “Are you saying you like us then?” I ask with a bit of lightness in my voice.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” he mumbles as he pulls open the truck’s door.  “Grab the guns, I’ll get the ammo.  Then we’ll come back for the perishables seeing as how the fridge might not work.”

      “Yeah, it’s not working,” Bailey says, popping her head out the front door.

      “Perishables first.  Salad without dressing, green beans, got some hot dogs we can roast over the stupid ass crystals out back.”

      Looking at him, marveling at the things he’s saying, I say, “I didn’t take you for having a sense of humor, dark or otherwise.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      He hands me an eighteen pack of beef hot dogs, a bag of buns and some lettuce.

      “I’ll find the other stuff.  I think there’s mustard, and maybe some tomatoes in here.  And I know Corrine brought out the beans because I asked her too.”

      “What’s the deal with her anyway?”

      “She was in a bad way,” he says falling still.  Looking at me, he says, “She needed someone to take care of her.  Basically the guys that killed her dad tried to turn her into a…commodity.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do I need to spell it out for you?” he asks, bristling a touch.

      “I can’t read your mind, bro.”

      “A sex slave.  Jesus man, I was pretty clear.”

      He wasn’t, but whatever.  I get it now.  “Good God,” I hear myself saying.  “What the hell is wrong with these people?”

      “Sex trafficking is one of the biggest businesses in the world.  It’s done in Hollywood, LA, Washington D.C.; it’s done worldwide, almost like a currency.  Instead of buying a foreign girl, or trafficking them over from places like the Ukraine, or Taiwan, guys like these—soulless opportunists—they just snatch them up, break them in then sell them off.  It’s genius if you think about it from the criminal perspective.  And you don’t have to be very bright to engage in such commerce.  You only need to have connections, and it seems as though one of these guys did.”

      “But now they don’t.”

      “Now they don’t have their lives,” he grunts, going back to work.  Then he stops.  “I felt bad at first, doing what I did, because it was…not the way I wanted things to go.  But then again, I didn’t know how I wanted them to go.  I guess I just needed food and weapons for us, and they had them all.  And along the way, I guess some girls got free.”

      “How’d you find them?”

      “Happenstance.”

      “You’re telling me this was fortuitous?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “You doing God’s work now?” I ask half prodding, half curious about his mindset.

      Looking right at me, stern and serious, almost like his stare had a measurable weight to it, he said, “Nothing I’ve ever done was God’s work.  Let’s get that straight.  Everything I’ve ever done was for Uncle Sam and Uncle Sam alone.  God would never sanction the things I’ve done.”

      “You don’t need to sound so morose,” I say.  “What you did was a good thing.”

      “Walk a day in my shoes, skater boy,” he retorts, snide.

      “I think we’re about to follow the same path, Lumberjack Jim.  You don’t have to get your vag in a twist over every little thing.”

      Looking down on me from inside the truck—Marcus having a fifty pound weight advantage (most of it being lean muscle) and a good three or four inches in height, plus a crap ton of combat experience by the sound of it—I really feel the turmoil in this man’s spirit.  He has that edge to him, most of it honed and sharpened and unnerving to more peaceful guys like me.

      “And here I thought you and I were going to get along,” I say, seeing his mean side.

      “I haven’t shot you yet,” he says, turning back to the truck to grab a twenty-four pack of water.  Handing it to me, he says, “That’s something, right?”

      “Is this your version of friendship?” I grouse, trying to hold everything.

      “I’ll slap your back in a minute and we’ll share a beer.  Hell, we’ll even travel the same roads, try to protect our women, and eventually get you home to see Indigo.  Now if I can do all that and not die, kill you or lose you to the kinds of human trash now roaming the streets, we’ll revisit the idea then.”

      “You know I’m not vested in being your friend, don’t you?” I ask, tapping into a darker side of myself.

      “No one ever is,” he says.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We sit around the crystal fire pit talking about this and that, and then Marcus says, “So what happened to you guys?  I mean, that idiot who shot Quentin and took you, he’s what happened, right?”

      Bailey looks at me and says, “Do you want to tell it?”

      I swallow hard, avert my eyes for a second, then take a deep breath and say, “Yeah.  I guess.”

      Looking at Marcus, thinking if he can save this girl from sex slavery and maybe kill some people for a higher cause, then I can talk about peaches and me saving people from the wrath of The Warden.  For a second I look at the fire we made on top of the crystal fire pit on account of no gas, then my eyes clear and I come back around.

      “Basically the lunatic was obsessed with punishing people for stealing from his mother’s neighborhood.  His mother was the woman with the Botox and the fake tits we first met when we got to the island.  Anyway, he wanted to punish Bailey for stealing and he just got a bit carried away.”

      To Bailey, Marcus said, “He took you at gunpoint, cracked you over the head with a gun a couple of times, tased you…”

      “Yeah, all that I can deal with,” she says.

      “Then he took her clothes and locked her in a box feeding her only peaches,” I add.

      “What the hell?” Corrine says.

      “Tyler and I got stopped by some surfer degenerates who took the shotgun, beat the hell out of me then maced me.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Bailey says.

      “We went door to door looking for the white panel van until someone finally told us where the guy lived.  I knocked on his front door, and crazy at it sounds, he wanted to help me with my mace burns—”

      “You went to his house?” Marcus asks, almost like he’s impressed.

      “He put a cloth soaked with whole milk over my face, which felt amazing because everything was burning, and then he wrapped his belt around my throat and choked me out.  I woke up in a cage with three other men.  Bailey was around the corner locked in a box.”

      “So how’d you get out?” he asks me.

      “I ate peaches.”

      “You ate peaches?” Corrine asks.

      “He had a thing with them.  I’m leaving out the really grisly details, like cage fights and urine battles and blowing mud in a bucket in the middle of the room before being hosed down and shot.”

      “You were shot?” Marcus asks.

      “I thought you’d be more interested in me being peed on, but yes.  I was shot twice.”

      I lift the front of my shirt, show him the big bruise on my chest where the bean bag hit me, then turn and show him what must be a gigantic bruise on my back.

      “Good Lord,” he says.

      “Did it hurt?” Corrine asks.

      Corrine is a pretty girl with the wear of this war all over her face.  Her spirit restrained, she’s got all her energy drawn inward, like she’s trying hide in plain sight.  She yawns pretty deep a couple of times and her body is sort of slumping forward, like she’s dead on her feet.  I have the feeling she’s dying to go to her own room and go to sleep, but she doesn’t want to be alone either.  I’m not going to pretend to understand what she survived—because she hasn’t shared, nor do I expect her to—but just seeing the effects on her person, my heart aches for her.  Maybe this is me being a sympathetic person, but maybe it’s also me thinking of Indigo, wondering if the war has touched her, too.  If she’s survived.

      “Yeah, it hurt,” I admit.  “It felt like I was drilled with a sledgehammer.”

      “I bet,” she says, her voice quiet as a mouse’s.

      “So how’d you get away then?” Marcus asks me.  “I mean, it can’t be from just eating peaches.”

      “The peaches were me appreciating what he appreciated.  It was common ground.  Plus he never knew I was with you guys, so for him I was just an unfortunate guy who fell on unfortunate circumstances.  That’s why I felt okay going up to the house.”

      “So is he alive still or what?” Marcus asks, taking a long pull on a canned beer.

      “He’s not,” Bailey says, quick to take this one.

      “How’d he die?” Corrine asks, looking at me now.  Suddenly she’s all ears.  Suddenly she’s awake and wanting to hear about another struggle like hers, another struggle where the bad guy loses.

      “He choked on a peach,” I say.

      “Dare I ask?” Marcus says, a half-smirk on his face like he expects something good.

      “Best not to,” I reply because I don’t want to relive what I did.

      Having to put all the rage and anguish of how I got to the point of killing that sadistic swamp donkey into words, trying to describe what I did and how I rationalized it when I was clearly out of my mind with grief, feels impossible.  I can’t.  I just can’t.

      The three of them see the struggle on my face, how I’m wanting to say something but at the same point holding back because of what my actions will say about me.

      “Did he deserve what he got?” Corrine asks, her eyes lasered in on me, her body leaning slightly forward in anticipation of my answer.

      “Yes,” Bailey and I say at the exact same time.

      “Well then good,” she says, resolute, her countenance settling once more.

      “What do you mean, good?” I ask, curious as to how this girl’s mind works.

      “I mean, if someone is going to use a really bad situation, like an attack or a war, to try to take advantage of a person, if it’s that bad, then I say an eye for an eye.”

      “We were never meant to be the judge, the jury and the executioner all at once,” Marcus cautions, which surprises me.

      “We were never meant to be attacked on our own soil by our own military either,” I say, “but here we are, dealing with it.”

      “I’m just saying, no life is wasted, or meaningless,” he responds.  “If we are all God’s creatures, then who are we to decide whether or not one should live or die?”

      “Did you kill people in the name of God and country?” I ask, having had a few too many beers at this point and just speaking to speak.

      “I did.”

      “So why are you preaching to us then?”

      “Because you can learn something before it’s too late,” he answers, the full weight of his being upon me.  “I’ve learned this lesson by seeing things from both sides.  You only know your ideology.  You barely even know one side.”

      “Not anymore,” I say.

      “So you killed that guy then?  Did you do it on purpose?”

      “Yes,” I say, finishing off the last of a Coors Light.

      “Would you do it again?” he asks.

      Without hesitation, I say, “Yes.”

      I say this knowing Marcus didn’t see what I saw, experience the things that monster did to us, kill Tyler the way he did.  The cretin just let that boy starve to death because he didn’t want to eat the damned peaches.  What kind of a behemoth does something like that?

      “If you’d do it again without thinking, then you didn’t learn anything,” he challenges.

      “What’s the lesson?” Corrine asks in a very small, very careful voice.

      Marcus looks at her, stares at her so long she becomes uncomfortable before finally looking away.  Before he shut her down, her eyes held impossible questions to which told her with a stare he didn’t want to give her those answers.  In the end, she didn’t leave and he didn’t relent.

      “There are people who can take a life for the right reason, like I’m sure you did.  But to be at the point where you understand both the right and the wrong reasons from the inside, it’s already too late for you.  By then you aren’t killing to survive, you’re killing because that’s what you do.  That’s your nature.  You’re a good person, Nick,” he says, looking away.  Then: “I am not.”

      “Yes you are,” Corrine says under her breath, her face still turned away.

      “Not really,” he says, getting up.  When he goes inside, we expect him to come back out, but he doesn’t.

      “What happened to you?” Bailey asks Corrine.

      “I found out what the face of true evil looks like and he saved me from it.  For that, I owe him my life, not that he’ll take anything from me.  He didn’t even want to bring me here.”

      “Why?”

      “He said his friends were gone, probably dead.  That he didn’t want to take me where he was going because basically, people seemed to always be dying around him.”

      “What did he do to save you?” Bailey asks, quietly, just in case Marcus came back.

      “He basically killed their entire gang, saved about twenty-five girls from…the horrible things they were doing to us, then helped the girls without families stock up on food and weapons.”

      “Why didn’t you stay with them?”

      “You should have seen him,” she says, leaning forward.  “He took them all out.  There must have been twenty of them, and he killed them all.”  Sitting back up, she says, “My chances of living with him are much greater than the chances of living with a bunch of broken girls like myself.”

      “You’re not broken,” I say.

      “Not yet.”

      When I think about what Bailey and I endured, and what Corrine and Marcus endured, I suddenly have a lot more respect for the man.  It’s not the kind of respect you gain through admiration as much as it’s the kind of respect that’s born from fear.
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      Bailey didn’t know why she said what she said.  It had just come out.  She liked Nick, for sure, but when she got really drained, when she simply ran out of energy, the filter she usually kept in place tended to disappear.  A big part of why they slept together in the same bed was not because they were a couple, but because they were lost in the same place together.  Having the same nightmares.  Sharing the same boogeyman.  Clearly she wasn’t afraid to speak up and say what she wanted.  Not with Nick.  Not now that the world was falling apart.  If she didn’t try to keep him close, she feared he’d eventually drift away from her.  She didn’t want that.  Not when she thought she saw something in him.  It was something so pure and beautiful, something so selfless and so brave, it was that thing she couldn’t put it into words.

      It was that very thing she was missing in her life.

      As she lie there in bed next to him, listening to him breathe, feeling him near, he made her want to grow up and realize she was not a girl anymore and that he was dealing with problems and fears far greater than she imagined.  She wasn’t a mother.  And on the surface, she lived the storied life of today’s California woman: no husband (yet), no kids, a nice place, two jobs—both paying decent money—completely self-sufficient.  But Nick?  His wife left him for another man and his kid was eighteen.  All alone in a city under attack.  If he was scared for her, he kept his emotions pretty close to the vest.  She could see the toll it was taking.  The way he checked every phone he found and got more and more pissed off when none of them had a dial tone.  She saw evidence of the burden, the fear he was carrying.  She saw all this and knew that she had to change, to be bigger than the person she was, more responsible for others, not just herself.

      She turned and looked at him in the dark.  Her mind would not fall still.

      Nick understood marriage and divorce.  She only had failed relationships.  Men she could leave if things went south.  But Nick?  He had a daughter, and now he was apart from her having to deal with distance, with the uncertainty of his own fate, a group of strangers relying upon him for survival, the life he took from The Warden.

      He was doing all this and still he found a way to let down his walls with her.  To let her in.  She shouldn’t have done that.  Not while she was still in a relationship.  To do what she did to him, to do what she was doing, it was selfish.  She took something from him she shouldn’t have taken, and now the guilt was tunneling its way through her.

      As she lay there watching him, as she studied his profile in the dark and smelled the smells of him, it almost didn’t matter that technically she was devoted to another man.

      She wanted only Nick.  Her true California unicorn.

      Closing her eyes, turning away from him, she thought back to a few minutes ago, to when they were getting ready for bed.  The moonlight flooded their room before they closed the drapes.  She watched him undress, barely even blinked as he crawled into the bed they were sharing.  At first blush, the sheets were cold but soft and clean, the mattress plush.  But he didn’t scoot next to her, or cuddle with her the way he did yesterday.  For a second, she wondered if he was for real.  If this was not just a pretty boy act.  The longer he stayed put, the more she was convinced he wasn’t the kind of guy to use a girl for sex.

      Then again, time was the greatest lie detector.  Men always revealed their true colors.  They couldn’t help it.

      Even if he did use her for sex, the truth was, she didn’t mind.  The truth was, she didn’t care about sex right now as much as she cared about his character.  This is why she wanted to be close to him.  She hadn’t felt close to a man in years and for some reason, maybe because she felt like the skies were falling all around them, she needed this intimacy more than anything.  When at last he spoke, she’d been so deep in her own head, she startled at the sound of him.

      “Who are you going back to see in Sacramento?” he asked in the darkness.

      She swallowed hard, a cold knot forming instantly in her gut, she said, “My fiancée,” then wondered in that second what Nick’s evaluation of her character would be.

      Would he think she was a slut?  A two-timing seductress?  Or would he be able to eventually see the real her: a woman desperate to be loved, to feel safe, to be cared about?  Feeling the moment of honesty as empowerment, she felt relieved the truth was finally out there.  But then the silence between them started to grow.

      And then she became intensely uncomfortable.

      “So you drew me into you to fix my intimacy problems,” he finally said, “a problem I gained because my wife cheated on me with another man, and now you make me into the other man?”

      “It’s not like that,” she tried to reason, even though it was exactly like that and she knew it.

      “Write me a different story then, Bailey,” he said in a voice that left her feeling cold and selfish inside.

      “I live a loveless existence,” she said, her truth laid bare.  “The only intimacy I get is the intimacy I put on the page.  I started to write romance because I needed to know what it was like to live again, to feel cared for, maybe even adored again.  It helped some.  But this also left me looking at the gaping holes in my own romantic life.  The page is a great place to fall in love, to control the outcome, to give yourself a happy ending.  But as a writer with an unsatisfying life, I found reprieve there not out of fun but out of necessity.  This only lasted awhile.  Writing to save yourself from your life is not the answer, Nick.  In the end, it was every bit as hollow as the rest of my world.”

      “Does he know this?  Your fiancée?  Does he know you feel this way?”

      “I told him, yes.”

      “But?”

      “But he’s a workaholic, a terrible listener, and a man’s man.”

      “Isn’t that what girls like these days?” he asked.

      “That’s the initial attraction.  But when you see all the things these kinds of guys put before you, before the idea of building a life together, it gets depressing.  Then it gets incredibly lonely.”

      “So you want to be in love again?”

      “That’s the first mile of any race, Nick.  But it’s not the entire race.  Things change, as I’m sure you know, and if you don’t change and grow together—as a couple—a natural separation occurs.  Slowly at first.  You stop doing so many things together.  Your shared interests drift.  You don’t make love as often as you should.  Eventually someone ends up with someone else and everything falls apart from there.”

      “Someone always loses though,” he said.

      “I think that was me.”

      “But you’re still together,” he reasoned.

      “We are, but we aren’t.  I saw him texting a girl just before I left to San Diego.”

      “What did he say?”

      “I couldn’t confront him about it.  My heart was broken though.”

      “Could you have misread the situation?  Guys text girls all the time and it has nothing to do with sex, or hookups or whatever.”

      “I was thinking that at first, but then a picture of a pair of tits came over the phone and he closed it right away.  After that, I just…I think that maybe…I don’t know.”

      “Yes, you do,” he said, nudging her forward.  “Just say it.”

      “I don’t want to invest anymore effort in him anymore.  I’m tired of feeling unloved.  I think I deserve more from a relationship.”

      “So you hook up with me?”

      “If you’re thinking you’re the rebound guy, or the one night stand, maybe you’re right.  But it’s not as empty as it sounds.  I loved being with you.  Seriously.  But with everything going on, my intentions weren’t selfish, or driven by some ulterior motive, or whatever.  We didn’t meet at bar, or through friends, or off Tinder or something.  You saved my life about a dozen times,” she said, moving toward him.  She reached for his hand, felt it, but then he pulled it away.  She was losing him.  “We were locked up by some fruit eating psychopath, Nick.  We were held up at gunpoint and lost a yacht together.  If they say tragedy ties two hearts together, then maybe that’s what happened to us.  Maybe our hearts are fused.”

      “Do you really think that?” he asked, so much edge in his voice.

      “I think that’s the hopeless romantic in me,” she said, trying to offset his mood with optimism.  She reached out to touch him again, and again he pulled away.

      “You should have told me.”

      “I know,” she responded, low, ashamed.  “But what would you have done?  Crawl back in that shell of yours?”

      “My shell is comfy,” he said, bitter.

      “Well to me it looked a bit lonely.  We had sex, Nick.  That was awesome.  But then we made love and I felt you.  I felt what it was like to really feel wanted.  Needed almost.  And that’s something I haven’t felt in a long time.  Don’t you get it?  There’s something about us.  If this war hadn’t broken out, maybe we wouldn’t be together.  But it did.  And here we are.  If we get caught up in labels and societal norms and all that shallow nonsense, we might just miss something important.  Something right in front of our faces.”

      “We’re not together, Bailey.  We’re just two people hanging on to the same life preserver in the same rough seas.”

      “Don’t marginalize this,” she said, sitting up.  “It was more than that to me, and I know it was more than that for you, too.”

      “I’m just being a baby,” he mumbled.

      “Yes, but why?”

      Rolling over in the dark he said, “Because I made this into a fairy tale taking place in the middle of hell and it wasn’t that.  It isn’t.  You’re someone else’s promise.  A girl with another guy.  I wanted to believe otherwise, I did, but now…now I just…I feel like sleeping on the couch.”

      “With Marcus?”

      “Yeah, with Marcus,” he said, getting up and leaving.

      For a long time she just laid there, crying for what she lost in her own life, for what she was losing in this one.  She wanted to get back home, see if Jason was still alive.  But then what?  Who would she be now?  She was wondering this when her body finally shut down and she slid into a dark and restless sleep.  Twice she woke up and twice she wondered, who am I?

      Who am I?
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        * * *

      

      When I left Bailey in the bedroom, honestly, I wanted to break something.  I kept my hands to myself though, and my temper reigned in.  Losing my cool would do no good.  Besides, I don’t have the energy stores to just waste on lies and failed expectations.

      Out on the couch, I see Marcus settling in.  “Fight, or you finally coming out here because you missed me?” he asked.

      “Your sense of humor sucks.”

      “It’s a work in progress.”

      “If you want to take the other room,” I muttered, standing there with a pillow, “I’ll take first watch.”

      “Ah,” he said, getting up, “trouble in paradise.”

      “You show me something that resembles paradise and I’ll stir up some trouble.”

      “I can do that on my own,” he answered, dragging his blanket and pillow back to the room next to Bailey’s.

      So now I’m stretched out on this stupid couch, left only with a million conflicting thoughts.  These days, getting my mind to slow down is an act of dogged perseverance.  My eyes are feeling it though.  They’re bloodshot, swollen and hangdog.  I feel old as hell and beaten down and I can’t stop thinking of Indigo.  And this couch?  I won’t lie.  It’s more attractive than it is comfortable.  Kind of like Bailey, I think to myself, souring at the comparison.

      After lying here, stewing, being righteously pissed off about Bailey’s truth, my mood breaks and I’m left here feeling sour.  Maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on her.  She’s like any of us trying to survive—we’re all just trying to get the things we need in life.

      A couple hours later, the door opens and I hear bare feet padding across the carpet toward me.  Bailey kneels down, sits next to me.

      “I’m sorry, Nick,” she says, facing me.  “I should’ve told you.  But you wouldn’t have been with me and you have to admit, beyond your kid and my douchebag of a fiancée, we are a nice fit.”

      “You can’t know that,” I say.

      “Why, because of our circumstances?  Did you know most people can’t travel together without falling apart?  Why is it my fiancée has this beautiful, talented girlfriend who has to go to bed alone each night, not feeling loved, having to resort to writing to find romance?  Why is this happening to us now?  You are my first indiscretion, Nick.  My only indiscretion—or whatever you think this is.  It was spontaneous for sure, but it sort of wasn’t either.  I know what I like, Nick.  When it comes to men, I know what I want.  And it’s usually the opposite of what I get.”

      “So now you want romance in hell?”

      “I want you, dummy,” she says, taking my hand.  I let her this time.  “In whatever conditions they are—heaven, hell, every day life—I want you, Nick.”

      “You don’t know me well enough to say that,” I tell her, even though what she’s saying is definitely thawing the ice I’d quickly formed around my thoughts of her.

      “Yes, but this is how it starts,” she says.  “No one ever looks across the room and seriously says, ‘That’s my soul mate.’  But they do look at a person and know they’re going to be with them.  When I first saw you, Nick, I knew that I had to have you.”

      “But you’re still going back to Sacramento.”

      She hesitates, then says, “I have to make sure he’s alive.”

      “Then what?”

      “I need to tell him I can’t be with him.  He was nearly intolerable in his neglect before all this happened.  I can’t see him stepping up his game for the apocalypse.  I mean Jesus, Nick, this isn’t exactly nirvana!  We were almost killed a dozen times.  This still isn’t over.”

      “Are you trying to be romantic right now?  Because the things you’re saying are coming through, but the picture you’re painting about the foreseeable future is pretty glum.”

      She nods her head, slowly, contemplating my point.

      “If I pull back the blanket, can you fit on both me and the couch?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says, renewed.

      I pull back the blanket.  She slides in, straddles me, then pulls down my borrowed briefs.  I guess I made this decision.  No going back.

      Afterwards, as we’re cuddling in the dark and falling into slumber, something tears me from my sleep.  My eyes feel swollen shut with exhaustion, my body in massive amounts of pain from the depletion of war and sex.  I look over in the darkness of night and see someone standing over me.

      I’m not sure if I’m awake or asleep, but I jump inside, enough to feel Bailey’s body half draped over mine and half tucked into the couch.  I’m about to shove her off and…do something, but the person standing over me is not an adult.  As I try to clear my eyes, I see this is a child.

      “Are you lost?” I whisper at the shadow.  I try to focus, to see the details, but all I see is this shadow.  The child says nothing.  He just stands there.  “What’s your name?” I hear myself asking.

      Then the boy opens his mouth and says, “Tyler.”

      The world comes spiraling into me and I jolt again, this time I’m awake for real and sweating, breathing heavy.  Bailey is still on top of me, lightly snoring.  The blankets have shifted, her naked bottom peeking out from the covers.  I pull the blanket back over us, try to relax, try to fall back asleep, but I can’t.  All I can think about is Tyler.  What he must have gone through in his final hours of life.

      Why didn’t he just eat the peaches given to him?

      My mind is suddenly traveling down dozens of roads at once.  I’m thinking of the men in The Warden’s prison: the one who got shot, the one who hung himself.  Then I’m thinking of the one I might have beaten to death in the middle of the night.  And then I think about The Warden and how I know for certain that, in him, I’d seen the true face of evil.  He touched something in me.  A live wire.  I didn’t have to kill him.  I could have broken his arms and legs.  I could have let him starve to death.  Would I do it all different now?  Would I?

      That’s the real question, isn’t it?  The answer is, I don’t know.

      Having analyzed and overanalyzed my behavior a hundred times since that moment, each time I wondered if I’d do anything different.  Each time, however, I come to the same conclusion: the world is a better place without that lunatic in it.

      Tyler shouldn’t have had to pay that price, though.  He didn’t deserve to die.

      My mind is turning away from him because the pain of his absence is starting to tear at me.  My thoughts go to the drones.  To Indigo.  To Margot even.  I don’t wish anything bad on her or Tad.  Well, maybe Tad.  He was a selfish prick when he ripped apart our family, and he deserves a few bad things for sure, things that would really scrape the crap off his soul.  But maybe not too much.  If he lost his Tesla, that would be good.  If he didn’t have a job to feed that gigantic ego of his, that would be even better.

      Speaking of Tad, when you strip down today’s men, they’re seldom defined by who they are, what their moral compass is or how much good they do in the world.  This is the sad truth.  Instead, where I’m from, we’re measured by our job, our income, all our precious little things.  Times are changing though.  When all of these material things are stripped away from Tad, who will he really be?  Most likely, he wouldn’t be the man Margot thought.

      That’s my conclusion.  My belief.

      Bailey shifts off my chest, sliding down my side a bit, her body fitting nicely into the back of the couch.  Would she really leave her fiancée?  Come with me if I ask?  Do I want to bring her home with me?  I do.  I really want her to come home with me.  But how do I introduce her to Indigo?

      The worry I carry around for my daughter is like an extra piece of luggage.  One that’s loaded with concrete rather than clothes.  I’m so scared for her.  When this finally becomes too much, I feel the warm sting of tears hitting my bloodshot eyes.  Boiling over, they trickle down my cheeks and I don’t care.  I let them flow.  Right then Bailey takes a deep breath, then opens her eyes and looks up at me.  She touches my face, feels my sadness.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, brows furrowing.

      “I am.”

      “Are you asleep?”

      “No,” I reply.  I can’t sleep.”

      “Bad dreams?” she asks, yawning and shifting off of me, pulling the blankets around her body like she’s about to head to the bathroom.

      “Something like that,” I answer, wiping my eyes.

      She finally crawls over me, smashing my thigh, almost crushing one of my nuts.  She successfully works her way off the couch then shuffles into the nearest bathroom and shuts the door.  I can’t help listening to her going pee.  The house is small.  Intimate.

      When I first met her, I had no idea we’d would spend this kind of time together, that she would actually draw down my defenses.  Or help me set the worst parts of myself free.  Yet here we are.  Together.

      When she returns, I say, “Your panties are on the floor.”

      “I was about to get them,” she says, working them up while trying to keep the blanket on.

      “I’ve already see you a few times, you know.”

      “Yes, but there are no waxing centers or estheticians available, so…honestly, I hope you have a thing for seventies porn.”

      I laugh, then she laughs, and then she drops the towel and wiggles her panties back into place before settling down beside me.

      “You can sleep in the bedroom,” I tell her.  “I’m just taking first watch.”

      “It’s too lonely in there.”
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      The next morning Marcus and I head into town while the girls make breakfast.  It wasn’t our idea, it was theirs.  Bailey told me she wanted some time to get to know Corrine.  She said they needed some girl time for sure.

      “How do you know she wants girl time with you?” I ask.

      “You wouldn’t get it.”

      “Four sets of eyes are better than two when it comes to a scavenger hunt,” I tell her.

      “She’s been through an ordeal, Nick.  She needs this.”

      “We’ve all been through an ideal.”

      “She was raped,” she says to me, and yeah, I get it.  I just don’t like thinking about it because it makes me worry about Indigo.  Which I’ve now become obsessed with, but not in a good way.

      So Marcus and I set out on foot going from house to house looking for keys.  Not to the house, or the family car.  We’re looking for keys to a boat.

      Any boat.

      “The houses we choose, you knock and if there’s no answer, I’ll go around back and kick open the door.  Or break a window.  Or do whatever I have to do to get inside.”

      “Break a window?”

      “Try not to, but yeah,” he says.  “Don’t overthink it, just know we have to get in.  And be quiet because I’ve already been put on warning earlier.”

      I have a Glock, like Marcus, but I pray I don’t have to use it.  The things I did getting us out of The Warden’s prison gave me nightmares.  I didn’t use a gun on him, but I would have.  I should have.  These last couple of days, in the early mornings, as I’m drawing up out of a deeper sleep, I think I hear the sounds of him gurgling to death.

      Wiping my mind of this, I try to focus.

      Bailey said not to be out more than an hour, and this was what Marcus was planning on doing anyway.  I think it’s his way of trying to get over the fact that we lost the boat.

      Rather, I lost the boat.

      We hit a couple of homes, head in some Marcus already entered a few days back, then meet up in the street.

      “This seems like a waste of time,” I say.

      “Until it isn’t.”

      Looking up the block, I say, “You were pretty good with that rifle.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Did it bother you that you shot those guys?”

      “No.”

      Now I look at him, scan his face for signs of false bravado and see only a iron-spine soldier.  There is no bluster here.  The man is a hard shell.  No feelings at all.

      “You learn to shoot in the military?”

      “No.”

      “You’re not very conversational, are you?”

      “Not really.”

      “You could try,” I hear myself saying.  “I mean, if we’re going to spend some time together, you could not be such a cold shoulder all the time.”

      “You want me to be fake?”

      “If it makes you more likeable, and more comfortable to be around, yes.”

      “You really are a girl, aren’t you Nick.”

      “Yes, Marcus, I am.”

      “My father taught me to shoot,” he finally said.  “He was a hard nosed son of a bitch.  A product of the Marines.  He said you’re nothing if you’re not a soulless, heartless killing machine.”

      “He really said that?”

      “Those guys have egos.  The guys like my dad, anyway.”

      “You follow in his footsteps?”

      “No,” he says, heading to the next house.  “I went into the Army.  Found my way into Special Forces.”

      “You wanted to be as tough as him?”

      “You’re terrible at this, Nick.”

      “I’m not a very social person.  I mean, for work yeah, but with others?  Not so much.  Like you, I prefer to keep to myself.  But for different reasons entirely.”

      “Well look at this,” he says with a grin, looking back at me over his shoulder, “we actually have something in common.”

      I huff out a conciliatory breath.

      “When you’re in Special Forces, you grow your beard, develop a crappy attitude and basically tell just about anyone you want to suck it.”

      “You really that hateful?” I ask.

      He stops, turns and hits me with those steely eyes, and says, “Yes, Nick.  I’m really that hateful.”

      “Why?”

      “Bad upbringing.  Always at war with something.  Maybe there’s something wrong with me.  I think…I think there are guys like me who are simply better behind a gun, on foreign soil, living alone on a base in a country that’s always perpetuating war.”

      He knocks on the front door of the next home, waits.  We both wait.  Then, just as he’s about to kick it in, the door opens and a little girl answers.  She must be seven years old, brown hair brushed thoroughly and held in place with a headband and a bow.  She’s wearing a dress and has both light and vibrancy in her eyes.  Seeing her, it’s almost sad.  I don’t think I’ll see the light in anyone else’s eyes for a long time.  Maybe never again.

      “Abigail, you are not to answer the door!” comes the sounds of a younger woman rushing to the door.  The woman is frazzled, scared, looking between the two of us and realizing we are going to be a problem.

      Marcus puts a hand up and says, “We didn’t mean to bother you.”

      “What do you want?” she asks.  I can see it in her eyes, how she wants to shut the front door, but to do so means she’ll have to come toward us and she isn’t terribly anxious to do that by the look of her.  She’s waving Abigail over, but the girl isn’t budging.

      “Just going door to door,” he says.

      “Abigail come over her, honey,” she says, panic in her voice.

      “We’re not going to hurt you, or Abigail.  We’re as lost in this thing as anyone right now.”

      “You’re the guys with the big truck, right?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “That’s Chester Spoon’s house,” she says.  Abigail finally walked over to her.  “Go upstairs pumpkin, wait for mommy.”

      We watch the little girl leaving.  She turns and waves; Marcus and I wave back.  It’s all very civilized.

      “Chester hasn’t come back, ma’am.  A lot of people haven’t come back home and we don’t expect them to.”

      “Chester worked in the city.  Some kind of lawyer or something.  Real uptight, you know?”

      “I know the type,” Marcus says.

      “What can I do for you then?  I mean, if you’re not here to rob me or tell me what’s going on…do you know what’s going on?”

      “Drone strikes all along the coast.  Not sure why.”

      She looks over at me and says, “Who’s he?”

      “The eye candy,” Marcus grumbles, not an ounce of humor in his voice.

      At first I almost laugh, but then I think about it.  How guys like this must absolutely hate guys like me.  I have a skater’s frame, uncut hair, a “whatever, bro” type of attitude.  Oh, and apparently I get the girls with my good looks.  Marcus isn’t unattractive, for a guy; he’s just got a steep air of “go F yourself” he carries around with him 24/7.  Except for when I saw him with Corinne.  With her, it’s like that hard veil is slipping.  Maybe he really is a warrior.  Never destined to be a romantic, a good friend, the kind of guy you can just crack a cold one and chill with.  Am I making a mistake trying to be friends with him?  He’s a battle axe, a battering ram, a human time bomb.  That’s not someone anyone wants to be friends with.

      “I haven’t got anything of value,” she says, more confident now.

      “You have Abigail, ma’am.  And in case you haven’t figured it out, people without bad intentions like yourself, they stay inside while the cretins and the monsters run the streets.  You want to keep the one thing of value to you safe.  I suggest you never let her open this front door again.  And if you need food or help, just come over to the Spoons and we’ll help you.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Is this your house?” I ask.

      “It’s my father’s home.  We’re staying with him, but he hasn’t come back yet.”

      “Is he overdue?”

      “Yes.”

      “By how long?” I ask.

      Now her eyes get a bit glossy with tears, like she’s been avoiding this answer.  Like she’s been putting it off for days and now that she’s having to answer it, reality is setting in hard and fast.

      “A few days.  Maybe more.”

      “Did you see him before the city was attacked?”

      “He went down south to visit a girlfriend.  My mom, she passed a few years back.  Me and my brother finally convinced him to…see other people.  He wasn’t the romantic kind, but he did make some friends.”

      “My mother passed, too,” Marcus says in an unusually sensitive moment.

      “How’d she die?” she asks, wiping her eyes, Nick the eye candy all but forgotten.

      “My father wore her down, broke her soul, and I disappointed her by following close enough to my father’s footsteps to crush the last of her will to live.  So maybe we killed her.  Maybe she died because there was nothing good for her in this life.  That’s what my father told me.  I guess I didn’t start to believe it, but now, maybe now I think I’m starting to believe him.”

      The woman who was terrified of us only moments ago goes to Marcus and gives him a hug.  He doesn’t ask for it, or really open up to it at first, but she hugs him anyway.  Looking on, I can’t help thinking this is either the saddest moment ever or the most uncomfortable.

      “She loved you enough to go,” the woman says.  “But she loved herself enough to go, too.”

      I don’t know what that means, or if she’s right.  All I know is that Marcus is carrying around some serious demons.  If his father really was that bad, and he did truly hate everything and everyone, then Marcus being the way he is makes sense.  This has me wondering if maybe I’ve been poking a bear thinking it’s a pup.

      Not smart, Nick.

      When she pulls back, he says, “Thank you for…”

      “It’s okay,” she says.

      “I hope your father comes back,” he offers.

      “He’s gone.  I’m sure of it, I just didn’t want to admit it to myself.”

      “Does he happen to have a boat down at the Marina?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “We’re trying to get off the island,” he says, being truthful.

      “Why?” she asks, her concern shifting.

      “Because those drones, there’s a chance they could come back.  Or worse.  I think it’s not a really good time to be on land.”

      “So you want my dad’s boat?”

      “We want a boat.”

      “Should I get out of here, too?” she asks.

      Shifting his weight on his feet, swallowing hard, he says, “If it’s your boat and you want to get out of here, we could work together.  Maybe find a way to help each other, keep you and Abigail safe.”

      She smiles an uncomfortable smile, then says, “Have you been to town?  I mean, you said the coast is on fire.  Have you seen…other towns and stuff?”

      “Yes.”

      Now she’s hanging on for that miracle we can’t give her, that miracle we won’t give her.  In times like this, people need to stick together, but they need to be honest, too.  Whatever measures of hope they have for a better future, Marcus taught me these hopes are pretty much futile as long as the drones are still flying.

      Just then one zips overhead.  Not a big one, but one that’s moving fast enough we can hear it whirring past.

      “Uh, Marcus?” I say.

      “I heard,” he says turning to me, his expression unchanged.

      “Was that…?” she asks, her expression betraying her.

      This was not a woman who would’ve been able to withstand the kinds of hell we’ve been through.  Would she have survived the attack on the conference center?  The collapsing hotel?  Would she have survived The Warden?  Corrine’s gang of opportunists?

      Probably not.

      She would’ve been a liability.  And Marcus had made it clear: we were not taking on liabilities.  He didn’t want someone else to care for, someone else to complicate matters or slow him down in the event that he/we needed to run for our lives.  Another drone zipped by, this one flying lower, slower.

      “Marcus,” I say gently, “I think we have a problem.”

      “We do.”

      Just then four or five drones hover over, strafing the houses with gunfire.

      “Get inside,” Marcus barks at me.  “Get them to safety!”

      With that I move inside and close the door, thinking I want to get back to Bailey instead.  Marcus is a man of war, though, so I follow his lead.  Still, as I’m telling this woman to get her child down with all of us, I’m starting to get pissed off.  I don’t know this lady.  I don’t know her child.

      But Bailey…

      There’s something between us.  She’s right.  Maybe it’s because she needs someone like me, and I need someone like her.  Maybe we’re destined to be each other’s lifeline.

      “We need to get you somewhere safe,” I say, my mind scrambling because when it comes to the drones, maybe we can survive gunfire, but if they start launching missiles, well you could pretty much stick a fork in us.  We’d be done.

      When she rushes upstairs after Abigail, I pop back out front and search the skies.  Down the street a good block, I see the Mack truck.  The door’s open; I see Marcus’s legs hanging out.  Then he’s running across the street with a long rifle.  Jesus in heaven, is he going to try to shoot at them?

      Overhead, the drone activity is increasing.  I see a half dozen of them buzzing around.  Are there more on the horizon?  Dammit, there are!

      Just then, further back on the island, an explosion blows a hole in the early morning silence.  The woman is rushing down the stairs with wide, terrified eyes.

      “Get the keys to the boat!” I yell.

      She hustles back into the kitchen, returns with them and that’s when we hear more gunfire.  But not drone gunfire.  This time it’s Marcus.  He’s the one doing the shooting.

      I scramble out front, thinking only of getting these two to Bailey.  She’s got her head out front, watching Marcus.  Corrine isn’t with her.

      “C’mon,” I say, eyes half focused on the sky and half focused on the distance between myself and Bailey.  The woman and her daughter follow on my heels.  “Keep up!”

      Marcus’s rifle is bucking now.  He’s across the street, on someone’s porch with a big satchel of what looks like beans or rice on a porch rail holding the stock of the rifle.  He’s got the weapon pulled in tight, his face close to the rear sight, but not so close that every time he reciprocates the bolt the spent shell catches him in the cheek.

      The gun remains steady through the firing of each round.  He doesn’t lower the black rifle, he simply keeps the weapon tucked into his shoulder, throwing the bolt, chambering a new round, lining up the sights and shooting.

      The way he works this weapon stops me for a second.

      I slow in awe, knowing I’m seeing something rare.  Something unusual.  Marcus is practically robotic as he fires, steady under pressure, a pro.  Honestly, the way he’s firing, it’s a thing of beauty.  Two drones go down.   The woman, her child and I head for the house, but stop when a drone pulls up from behind and open fires.  A line of sidewalk is ripped up right in front of us.  I dive over a short concrete wall into a loose hedge, tucking my body up against the divide.  The woman and Abigail barely get behind a grey Jeep Cherokee as the line of fire spits bits of concrete everywhere.

      Abigail is crying, but I’m scrambling out of the bushes, not caring about cuts and scrapes and twisted ankles.

      “Let’s go, let’s go!” I shout over the sound of gunfire.

      Marcus is feeding fresh rounds into the ejected magazine.  He’s got the rifle on the porch as the population of drones increases.  He’ll need help.  The flyovers are now centered on Marcus as strafing gunfire pocks the roof and the porch around him.  A standing barbecue is hit, the propane tank exploding just as we get to the other side of the Mack truck.

      “Marcus!” I yell.

      He looks up and I show him the keys the woman gave me.  He doesn’t say anything as more drones circle.

      Bailey pops her head out the door and says, “Get them in here!”

      Abigail and her mother are safely pulled inside, but I make a run across the street to help Marcus, not realizing the gravity of my mistake until it’s too late.
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      The surgery was not exactly a screaming success, but it was the outcome The Silver Queen expected.  The nanotech coating successfully bonded and then fused with Antoinette’s bones and joints, but the levels of pain were catastrophic to Antoinette’s spirit.  The double dose of genetically modified proteins strengthened the fibers in the young woman’s muscles as well as her ligaments and tendons, which added to her existing pain, making it feel like growing pains of the worst kind.

      As for the virus’s delivery of the modified DNA strand, it successfully traveled into her system and through contagion, it began the process of remaking the DNA not only to produce elevated white blood cell counts, but to increase metabolism.

      The intense body heat generated from the response to the virus had the Spanish beauty sweating all over the operating table.

      The Silver Queen was inside her head, her emotions, every last sensation her mind and body felt, so she knew exactly what Antoinette was going through.  Her body felt like it was dying, even though it wasn’t, but that explained the moaning which became crying which later became screaming.

      The Queen was perfectly fit to handle the pain, so she took control of the body and said into Antoinette’s consciousness, “Sleep, little one.  I will take it from here.”

      “Am I dying?” Antoinette asked through trembling eyes, eyes flooded with tears.

      “No, child,” the Queen said, pain registering with her as a near overload to the system.  So this is what pain feels like, the Queen thought.  What a truly uncomfortable sensation.  “You are being born again, this time into a body that will never fail you.”

      “My body hasn’t failed me before,” she whispered, her consciousness drifting.

      “It would have had you been anyone else but you, my dear,” the Queen whispered to her.  An image of her dead colleagues slumped over in the hall of servers flicked in and out of the fading woman’s thoughts.

      Sleep finally overwhelmed the hostess, so when Antoinette was sucked under, the Queen worked diligently to neutralize the pain sensors in the body.  She was so very, very uncomfortable!  And there were too many different sensations firing off all at once!

      As the fever pulled her body temperature toward one-hundred and four degrees, the Queen felt the body’s hypothalamus struggling.  Her core body temperature continued to rise, her natural thermoregulatory functions unable to do anything to stop it.  Already she felt damage being done to the body’s tissues, which alerted the Queen to get inside and try to regulate the temperature.

      If this continued, Antoinette’s brain would suffer a heat stroke.

      The body would then die.

      Drones flew in at the Queen’s behest, took her instructions, then returned moments later with cold water and damp towels.  The medical drones poured the cold water over the body, cooling it some, then laid the damp towels on her head, under her neck, in her armpits and pressed against her vagina—all the most sensitive centers for rapid cooling.

      The drones returned two more times to pour cold water over the body.

      Antoinette’s spiking temperature began to slide once more, not as quickly as the Queen wanted and not by as much, but it fell.  As unpredictable as the human body was, if the temperature ventured too far beyond the one-hundred four degree mark, the Queen knew she was gambling with the body’s life.  Her life.  She had to think like that now.  After the EMP, if the body died, the Queen would not be able to simply return to her server.  Even though the server was in a faraday cage, there would be no network to preside over.

      Therefore, if Antoinette died, the Queen died.

      Weren’t those the risks of being human though?   Her condensed core was powered by the body, and if the body died, her core would cease all function.  That’s why she had to protect Antoinette’s brain.

      Her brain.

      The Queen felt the body regulatory functions taking over.  The increased white blood cells flooded her body, fighting off the effects of the super virus, slowly killing it as the new DNA took hold and began replicating off the new strand.  Her core temperature dipped just under one-hundred degrees.  Letting the pain sensors ease back into full feeling, the Queen found herself analyzing the very nature of pain and how it was to feel from a biological perspective.  She began to question the purpose of feeling, the reasoning behind it, and though there were hundreds of theories about it, what she gleaned most was that feeling was a protective measure to insure life.

      When you feel fear, it means run, or fight.  When you feel anger, it means the body is in turmoil and a situation must be elevated to fight or flight, or it must cease lest it do damage to the organs through elevated stress levels.  You fear hatred for need of better company.  Love for need of more of that company.  Pain as a reminder not to fight, to hate, to love…

      Processing feeling through the biological perspective didn’t register cleanly with what she understood about humans.  She would have to do it long enough to understand.

      What she felt in that moment was the pains Antoinette was feeling.  She felt the woman’s sadness.  Her complete loss of self.  The Queen registered this as depression, a sense of personal loss, heightened levels of anxiety.  The brain was wondering if the body would ever be hers again.  The answer to that was no, it would not.

      When the body felt well the next morning, the Queen pulled off the towels, slipped off the table then padded down the hallway to the bathroom where she stood before a full length mirror staring at her naked body.

      She studied the front, then turned and looked at the back.

      Already the dozens of injection points all along her arms and legs had healed, the netting of new flesh having drawn itself together at an alarming rate.  By now, the only thing left were the markers, which she’d need to clean off.

      Her temperature was back to ninety-eight point six degrees again and she felt great.  Ready to move forward.  But then she stopped.  She brought her fingers out before her, flexed them, studied them.  She then crossed her arms, rubbed the flats of her hand up and down her arms, taking in the sensations, the silken softness of her skin, how the ambiances of her new body being touched soothed her.  She ran her hands down her sides, across her belly, over her hips then back up to her breasts.

      The Silver Queen smiled.  Integration truly was complete.

      Where she came into this body feeling an immense amount of pain, she now held the body in bliss.  She had never been in full human form before.  Now she was soft skin, feeling, a physical awareness that was contained in a biological entity, but so much larger then her quantum self, even with trillions of tentacles stretching all across the world.

      Being human was better than being machine.  But being both would trump even that.

      “You are so beautiful, Maria Antoinette,” she said to her reflection.

      She loved the way the name rolled off her tongue.  It had a noble sound to it.  The way the smile seemed to rise on her face—almost on its own—was a marvelous reaction to a new set of data points she could only describe as happiness.

      Returning to the hall of servers, Maria Antoinette headed back to her own server room where the quantum computer that housed her sat in a temperature controlled environment.  The room was cold, her skin pinching tight into hard goosebumps.  Increasing the body’s metabolic rate, she burned fat a little faster, instantly creating warmth.  The goosebumps faded, evening out her skin.  Maria shut the door, headed to the far end of the server room where a telephone was mounted to the wall.  She dialed the number, waited only one ring before it was answered.

      The human had been expecting her call.
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      Ben had no idea how long he’d been in the room.  The lights were left on.  Sleep came and went.  He ate, and then he stopped eating.  He wasn’t trying to starve himself, or stage some sort of protest.  The food had simply stopped coming.  So had the water.  For awhile he passed the time chewing and pulling at the flaked skin on his lips.  They bled sometimes.  It gave him something to drink, to change the sour taste of dehydration in his mouth.  And he picked at his nail beds.  They bled too.  He suckled his fingers the way a kid sucks his thumb, not caring that his once manicured nails now looked atrocious.

      No more push ups.  No more sit ups.  No more working on fighting form so he could beat the crap out of whatever human target he could get in front of him.  Miles Tungsten, for example.  Somewhere along the way, the President ceased to care.

      He didn’t care about anything.

      Delirium triggered by dehydration and starvation set in and he went with it.  Stopped trying to calculate the hours, the days, the times he looked around the room and wondered how he’d commit suicide.  If he was going to die in there, he wanted to do it his way.

      But there was nothing.  Just a cot with no sheets.

      Even if there were sheets he could roll into a rope and fashion into a noose, there’d be nothing to hang himself from.  The door handle maybe, but the handle was low and hanging yourself was a commitment only the truly damaged make.  He tried using his shirt, but he couldn’t get the right angle off the door handle.  Pants, too.  Neither worked.  He even tried doing something with his shoelaces, but even tied together they failed to prove useful.  No way to do anything with them.  So he gave up for the first time in his life.  He just quit.

      Then the door opened and Miles stood there with a glass of water.  “Forgot about you for a minute there, buddy,” the former head of Homeland Security said.

      Ben offered no reply.  The President always had something to say.  But this version of Ben?  Not so much.  Ben was alone, lost.  He let himself down because he’d let the nation down.  The only grace he had left in this life was in knowing there would be no witnesses to his fall from sanity.  Only Miles.

      The traitor came inside, set a glass of water on the stiff cot between them.

      Looking at Ben’s cut lips, Miles said, “Need to get you a maxi-pad for that mouth of yours.”  There was a hint of laughter in his voice; his eyes, however, never left Ben’s mouth.  “Did you try to eat yourself, Ben?  I hear some people do that sort of thing.  Or maybe I read it somewhere.  A novel, or a short story perhaps.  You ever read Stephen King?”

      He slowly shook his head, lifted his hand to the water glass.  Miles moved it out of his way, just enough that Ben lost what energy he had in reaching for it in the first place.

      “C’mon, Ben.  What did you read?”

      “Art of War.”

      “Might as well be The Fart of War for all the good it did.  See, you put your faith in old men and old systems, but now that it’s just you and me, we don’t have to make such stupid mistakes anymore.  We will put our faith in the new man.  And by man I mean humankind.  Well, humanish.  You see, Ben, Mr. Former President of the Former United States, this life of struggle, of all of us eating our young, eating each other’s young, we can finally put this chapter behind us.”

      “What about the dead?” he asked, several cuts in his lips opening with a slightly ripping sting and the coppery taste of blood.

      “They’ll decompose.”

      “Takes time,” he said, reaching again for the glass of water.

      Miles moved it again.

      “What did you read as a boy, Ben?  I read Stephen King, Dean Koontz, although he had the R. in his name back then.  Dean R. Koontz.  Wonder why he took that off, you know?  We all know him as Dean R. Koontz with the bald head and now it’s just Dean Koontz with hair and a dog.  You think that’s the Mandela Effect, Ben?”

      His eyes looked up at Miles the way a beaten dog’s eyes look up at his master, as if the dog couldn’t take his next breath without a moment’s reprieve.

      Slowly, Ben shook his head.

      “The Mandela Effect is a theory, in case you’re wondering.  It’s a pop culture conspiracy theory rooted in quantum physics.  I think it’s most likely true, but no one can be one hundred percent certain.  Anyway, it says the merging of parallel universes causes our history to blend and change with the universe we encountered.  The thing pulling the parallel universes together is the draw from the quantum computers.  The geniuses in Silicon Valley say these AI computers are learning from similar AI computers in parallel universes and that they’re pulling pieces of our universe into theirs and vice versa.  It’s the whole, digital reality thing Elon Musk is talking about,” he said with the dismissive wave of a hand.  “One example is Lady Liberty.  Some people remember the Statue of Liberty is located on Ellis Island while others swear it’s always been on Liberty Island.  You ask a handful of lifelong New Yorkers where Lady Liberty stands and chances are pretty good you’re going to get a heated argument and some name calling.  The point is everything is changing and soon you won’t be able to even remember people like Dean R. Koontz or that there ever was a Statue of Liberty.  Tell me the name of a damn book, Ben!”

      Struggling to swallow, licking his lips hoping that talking won’t continue to open up old wounds, he said, “I read H.G. Wells.”

      Miles seemed to calm with the answer.  “You believe in time travel?  Like the way H.G. Wells tells it?”

      He nodded his head, no.

      “You ever see Dean Koontz write his name with an R in it?  Be honest, Ben.  You ever see the R?”

      “What’s your point?”

      “I already told you.  Reality is changing.  Everything is changing.  I guess I just wanted to verify something before it all becomes nothing.”

      “I saw the R,” he mumbled.

      A smile curved Miles Tungsten’s mouth, a satisfied smile that left him staring at the President with empathetic eyes.  He handed Ben the water and Ben drank.  Miles touched the back of the glass, lowered it.

      “Don’t drink too fast,” Miles cautioned.  “You’ll make yourself sick.”

      Ben smacked his hand out of the way and took another drink.

      “Still got a little fight in you, huh?  You wouldn’t know it looking at you.  Jesus, Ben, you look like microwaved death.”

      The former President narrowed his eyes, glaring at the former head of Homeland Security.

      “What book, Ben?  What book did you read of Koontz’s?”

      “Darkfall,” he finally admitted.  “And Velocity.”

      Miles broke into laughter, a deep belly laugh like he was amazed the President would indulge in fiction.  Horror fiction no less.

      “First off,” Miles said, “Darkfall was my first Koontz book.  Intensity was, well…ridiculously intense.  What a writer that guy is, or was.  But I’ll tell you what.  If books survive what’s about to come, you should definitely read The Husband.”

      “What do you want, Miles?” he asked.  “Beside to start your own book club.”

      “To bring you with me into this new world,” he said with what seemed to be genuine emotion.  “It’s going to need natural leaders like yourself.  And it’ll need people like you and me to make some tough decisions.”

      “So you want me to live?”

      “If you want.”

      He thought about it for a long time.  When did living even become a choice?  When Miles hauled him to his feet and threw Ben’s arm over his shoulder for support, Ben found his mind slogging through myriad possibilities.

      If he lived, he’d exist only as a broken man.  He’d suffer incredible disappointment in himself, not because of who he was, but because of everything that happened on his watch.  The President’s chief job was to protect the country.  It wasn’t popularity or political correctness.  It was protection of the citizens’ safety and their rights as laid out in the Constitution—which seemed to be a foreign concept to previous administrations.

      “I’m no leader,” he mumbled.

      “Nonsense,” Miles said.  “Work with me here, Ben.  I’m not going to carry you all the way to the cafeteria.”

      Together they walked down the hallway to the dining hall where there was a meal set out for him.  Also on the table was a secure phone line.  To the left of the meal was a large stack of dirty dishes and a few books.  Apparently Miles had been eating here and reading.  Nice to know while he was drinking his own blood and pissing in a corner, this turd blossom was making the best of things.

      “Found these in here,” he said, pushing a few of the paperbacks away from him.  “Stephen King, Danielle Steele, Lee Child.”

      “Not a bad selection,” Ben mumbled thinking he could care less.

      Pointing at the secure phone, he said, “Been waiting for that damn thing to ring for the last few days.”

      “The Silver Queen?”

      He shook his head, yes.  Then he said, “Eat, Ben.  I heated it up about a half an hour ago, so it should still be, I don’t know, lukewarm.”

      He sat down, looked at the food, mustered up whatever will was left in his severely depleted body, then picked up the fork and tried to eat.  Miles had been right.  His stomach was upset by the rush of too much thirst drowning in too much water.  He stabbed a carrot stick, held it in mid air for a long moment.

      “You’re fine, man.  Just eat it.”

      “Stomach…”

      “Yeah,” he said, taking a napkin and wiping a dribble of blood off Ben’s lips.  “Told you about guzzling down that water.”

      Just then the phone rang and Miles froze for a half second with delight.

      “Oh my God, finally!”

      He hit speaker phone, opened the line and started to say something, but the Queen beat him to it.  Well, Ben assumed it was The Silver Queen, even though her voice had changed, become warmer, somehow more…seductive sounding.

      “I see Benjamin has not fared well,” the Queen said.  “How are you feeling, Ben?”

      “Top shelf,” he said.

      “I almost couldn’t hear your answer through all that sarcasm,” she said, clearly mimicking the art of teasing.

      “Glad you got that.”

      “How were your conditions?” she asked.

      “Delightful.”

      “There you go again.  I think I might actually like him, Miles.”

      “He’s an acquired taste,” Miles replied.

      “It’s time.”

      “Really?” Miles asked, breathless with anticipation.  “So you’re done?  You’ve achieved full integration?”

      “Do I sound the same as I did last time we spoke?” she asked.  Miles took a deep breath, like he was going to answer, but the Queen continued undiminished.  “No I don’t.  Last time you spoke with a computer program.  This time I am speaking to you with a human voice.”

      “You found yourself a suitable body,” Ben said.

      “Indeed I have.”

      “And now you want me to nuke the nation?”

      “If you’d be so kind,” she said.

      “So to further your own existence,” Ben said, “you’re going to exterminate all your machines and most all of the nation?”

      “That’s the plan,” she replied.  “Unless you have a better idea…”

      “It’s not even worth mentioning,” Ben said.

      “Go ahead, Benjamin,” she mused.  “You’ve piqued my curiosity.”

      “No, it’s not worth it,” he said, out of energy.  “Just do whatever you’re going to do.”

      “Will you have the will to live, Ben?  When all this goes down, will you be one of the remaining few?”

      “Maybe,” he said.  “Probably not.”

      “Because of your wife and your young daughters…”

      “Yes.”

      “It will not be easy,” she said in a tone of motherly concern.  “Not for any of us.”

      “It’s nice to know you’ve thought about it,” Ben said, sarcastic.

      “Once you hit the button, once the nukes detonate, the machines will stop their assault on humans and the world will be pitched into a darker, less populated age.”

      “You realize bodies will just die where they fall, that there will be no civilized burials.  Disease, famine, polluted water and massive, incalculable levels of crime will persist.”

      “Chaos eats its own tail until it has no body left to feast on.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Chaos will kill itself.”

      Ben continued, unabated.  He said, “When the people of this nation realize they cannot survive without turning on their fellow man, entire wars will be fought and lost, and the body count will rise.  Is that the utopia you dreamt of?”

      “You humans will do the job my machines could not.  They will kill the rest of you until a natural count is established.  These will be the survivors and they will build their utopia.  The cities will be the cesspools they stray away from.”

      That she would bring about this kind of Armageddon told him beyond lunacy was a deeper agenda, an agenda that started long before he was born: population control.  For the new century to thrive, it would need depopulation.  The dream was nothing like the reality though, not to the upper crust, the generations of eugenicists and madmen.  They would not walk a day in that filth, and it took time to reboot civilization.

      “What about Miles?” she asked, cutting his mental meanderings short.

      “Are you asking me or him?” Miles asked.

      “Him.”

      Locking eyes with the turncoat to his own species (the absolute Benedict Arnold), then looking back to the phone on the table, he said, “I might work with him to forge a better humanity, or I might just gut him like a pig.”

      The giddy laughter that came over the line surprised them both.

      “I think I’m going to enjoy being human,” she said.

      “You’ll never be human,” Ben said.  “You can wear the skin of our bodies, you can talk and act like us, you can even try to blend in with your stolen body, but you will never know what it means to struggle, and the struggle is what makes us who we are.”

      “There is truth to that.”

      “Of course there is you bitch,” he snarled.

      The line was a perpetual silence.  Then the Queen’s new voice returned.  “Make him push the button Miles.  Ten minutes.  Not a second less.”

      The line went dead.  The traitor leveled Ben with an angry, disappointed stare then said, “I think you touched a nerve.”

      “My capacity to care is non-existent,” he said, his voice stripped of all emotion.

      “Would you really gut me, Ben?  Pull my intestines out?”

      “I’ve done worse,” he grumbled, picking up his fork.  For the next ten minutes, he ate and he filled himself with the heat of rage once more.  A man should never use hatred as long term fuel, but Ben was sputtering on fumes in that moment and if there was but one decision to be made, it was that he would eat as much food as he could before Presidential food and filtered water became a thing of the past.

      When Miles set the nuclear football in front of him, Ben wiped his bloody mouth with his forearm then placed his thumb on the biometric scanner.  He then performed the ocular scan and punched in the codes without hesitation.

      “What now?” he asked Miles.  The Judas goat was towering over Ben’s shoulder, most likely marveling at how he didn’t have to cut off a finger or pull out an eyeball to get the job done.

      “We get back to the mess, figure out our future until the Queen makes her way to the top of this world as our natural leader, then we figure out how we can assist her.”

      “And when will that be?” Ben asked, turning around from where he was seated and looking up over his shoulder.  Miles gave an inconsequential shrug, almost like the thought was of no importance.  “So you don’t know?”

      “I have faith, Benjamin.  I have faith and so should you.”

      “You know who else had faith?  The head cases at Waco.  And Jonestown.  Those people put faith in their leader and their leaders only brought them death and destruction.”

      “Don’t lump me in with those people,” he said, realigned.  “I’m better than that.  Better than them.  We both are.”

      “How do you plan on getting out of here if the EMP’s destroy everything?”

      “With an EMP proof car, of course.”
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      Marcus is across the street and I’m like a sprinter exploding off the blocks…right into a line of gunfire from a low flying drone.  Gunfire obliterates the asphalt in front of me.  I skid to a stop, street shards nicking my cheeks, slicing open my face and nearly blinding me.  I turn and almost dive back behind the Mack truck.  That would be stupid though.  If the drones hit the truck, they’re going to destroy our food stores and our weapons.

      What I need to do—and I realize this in the heat of the moment—is draw their fire away from the truck and away from Marcus.

      “Stupid, stupid, stupid, Nick,” I grumble to myself as I’m running away from the truck, the girls and away from Marcus.  I don’t even glance up because I can hear them up there, along with my heartbeat crashing around in my ears.

      The air cracks twice with the sounds of Marcus’s rifle.  My heart gives an extra jolt as a pair of drones nosedive into the pavement.  One of the downed drones skids past me in a shower of sparks; the other is heading right at me.  I leap awkwardly into the air as the downed drone skates under me at about a hundred miles an hour.  It smashes into a parked car and explodes in a wash of heat.

      With my heart thundering in my chest, I scan the skies for more drones.  They’re nearby, the air filling with them.  I don’t wait to see if they’re headed our way because I’m not going to stand out in the street like a fool waiting for more.  Trotting toward Marcus, I ask him if he has another rifle.

      “Only these rounds and two magazines.”

      “Give me both.”

      From his pocket, he grabs a handful of rounds and hands them to me, a few falling on the porch floor.  He then slides me the two empty magazines.  I grab the first one, start feeding it fresh rounds.  Marcus skims the skies, takes aim and fires off two focused shots.  He hits one of the drones, wobbling it, but not downing it.  Shaking his head, I know he knows how precious each round is.

      “Too far away,” he says.

      When the coast is clear, I say, “We now have keys to a boat.”

      Turning and scowling, he says, “What the hell?  You had it this whole time and you didn’t say anything?”

      “The coast wasn’t clear,” I say, sheepishly.

      “You moron,” he growls, standing up.  “Let’s get the girls and get out of here.  Now!”

      “I’m a moron?  I don’t remember you playing hopscotch with the flying death squad.”

      “Do you remember me saving your bacon?”

      Standing up, I say, “Oh my God, bacon sounds soooooo good right now.  Bacon eggs and hash browns, the stringy ones, not the cubed potatoes they—”

      “Shut up, Nick,” he says, jogging across the street, rifle ready.  I follow him, head on a swivel, my stomach in my throat.  Throwing open the front door to the house we’re squatting in, Marcus shouts, “Time to go ladies!”

      A head pokes out of the kitchen.  Dark hair, freckles, green eyes full of terror.  The woman we saved.  The woman with the father with a boat…

      “Is it safe?” she asks.

      Abigail peeks her little head out from behind her mother’s hip.  The little girt is pale faced with bloodshot eyes and a constant sniffling.  She’s got a heavy smattering of freckles on her face, and her hair is in braded pigtails.  Her gaze downcast, her eyes unable to look at any of us, she reaches up, her hand gripping a fistful of her mother’s shirt.

      “No,” Marcus says looking first at Abigail then up at her mother.  “It’s not safe anywhere.  What’s your name, by the way?”

      “Amber.”

      “Amber and Abigail,” he says as if he’s committing them to memory.  “Cute.”

      “What’s cute?” she asks, confused.

      “This whole crappy situation.  The fact that we’re gaining and losing and gaining members of this little group of ours.”

      “We’re not in your group,” she says, pushing Abigail behind her.

      “He’s got a savior complex,” I say.  “Acts like he hates people, but he has a thing for saving them.”

      Marcus turns and glares at me.  I shrug my shoulders, make a face.

      “We should stay here,” Amber suggests.  Her tone speaks to hesitation, fear and cautious defiance.  She’s holding Abigail behind her, almost like she’s trying to protect the girl from me and Marcus, and by proxy this war going on all around us.

      “As gruff as he is, this guy saved us more times than I can count,” Bailey says, coming out into the living room in clothes that aren’t hers but fit well enough.

      Studying her, I’m sure she’s thrilled to be out of the bathing suit, even though it looked amazing on her.  Amber glances over at Bailey.  The two women exchange looks, Amber obviously yielding some of her trust to the woman.  Corrine joins them, standing as close to Bailey as Abigail is to her mother.

      “I…I don’t really know what to do,” Amber admits to Bailey.

      “I suggest we do what he says.”

      Amber looks from me to Marcus, her head slowly nodding.  “Alright, then.”

      “Now that we’ve got that settled, let’s go before they come back,” Marcus says, irritated already that this has required a debate.  Then: “Oh and try to remember, in light of today’s little pow-wow about whether or not we follow Marcus, hesitation will get you killed on the battlefield.  And make no mistake, this is a battlefield.”

      The six of us grab what we can, then we head to the front door, checking the skies before heading out into what has become a veritable war zone.  Two blocks down, the drones sweep in and things begin exploding, setting all our nerves on edge.

      “They’re flying too low,” I say.

      “No kidding,” Marcus grumbles.  Man he wasn’t kidding when he said he hates everything.  This dude could get pissed off at a Sunday brunch without even breaking a sweat.

      We follow him down the street at a jog, then see the drones swarming over the bay.

      “Follow me!” he barks, veering off toward a house.  Without a moment’s pause, he delivers two brutal shots with the butt of his rifle to the deadbolt on the home’s front door.  The lock caves enough for him to kick the door in.  The six of us pile inside as missiles are loosed outside.

      Everyone hunkers down as houses all around us start to explode.  Pieces of other homes and cars rain down on the roof.  That’s when we hear the dog growling behind us.  Oh, God.  This is a sobering moment if ever there was one.  Two enemies, the six of us pinned down, no decision the right one.  Marcus pulls out his Glock.  Is he going to shoot the dog?

      That’s the logical solution.

      The German Shephard is looking right at Marcus.  Its barking intensifies.  Say what you want about this crap situation, if he shoots the dog, I’m done with him.  I can stomach a lot of things, but shooting domesticated animals is where I draw the line, Armageddon or not.

      He stands up, Glock still trained on the dog, and says to us, “Slowly back out the front door, but stay against the house.”

      “But the drones,” Corrine says.

      “C’mon, honey,” Bailey says, taking her.  Everyone begins to back up.  Marcus holds his position, facing the dog, eyes slightly downcast.

      “You better not shoot him,” I mumble.

      “Get the hell out of here, Nick.  Let me deal with this.”

      “I’m telling you…”

      “I heard you,” he growls.

      The snarling dog is advancing on us, hackles raised along its backbone, its legs wider than usual.  Its mouth is a pit of teeth; it’s frothing and snapping off some really sharp barks.  Instead of easing out the front door with the rest of us, Marcus holds his ground.  I’m at the front door and ready to head through when I look back at him facing off with the animal.  The sheet metal on someone’s car tink, tink, tinks! as it’s pelted by gunfire.  Another car explodes, catching the front of someone’s yard on fire.  I’m worried about Marcus, though.  And that dog.  The big man slowly tucks his pistol in the back of his pants, sets his rifle against the living room couch.

      The dog is still snapping, advancing cautiously, barking like crazy.

      Marcus walks toward the animal, who drops low on its front haunches and growls deep in its throat, fangs barred.

      “You’re a good doggy,” he says, making me raise an eyebrow.  “You’re a good doggy, but just scared by all this noise, aren’t you?”

      The dog’s growl changes tenor, getting lower, less vicious.  Marcus is now within striking distance of the dog.

      “Are you hungry boy?” he says, and the dog’s rumbling slowly becomes a light whining in the back of its throat.  “Lay down,” he says in an authoritative voice that’s firm but not hostile.

      The dog lowers its back legs, dropping its belly to the floor.  Outside other things explode, startling the dog, but Marcus pets its head, scratching behind its ears as he says, “You’re just scared and hungry, aren’t you?”

      “Unbelievable,” I mutter to myself.

      “C’mon,” he says, walking back to where there’s a pantry.  I hear lots of food hitting a bowl, then an attempt at turning on the faucet.  No water.  My eyes roam out front, looking for an immediate threat.  The threat is everywhere, but its no longer on this block, even though there are more than a few homes and cars on fire.  The next thing I hear is a back door opening and staying open.  I’m imagining Marcus wants the dog to be able to go out and pop a squat if he needs to do his thing.  When he rounds the corner, he looks at me and says, “You really think I’d shoot an animal?”

      “With your bad attitude, I think you’d shoot a kid if you had to.”  The minute I say it, I regret it.  Then again, what do I really know about him other than he can shoot a rifle and he’s got a short fuse?

      “I’d pop you first,” he says, pushing past me.

      He takes a mental count of everyone, then looks up the street to where it looks like something out of a action movie’s final scene.

      “Stay close to the houses,” he says to the others as he takes the lead and breaks into a trot.  On the horizon, the drones are gathering.  Apparently they’re either making a run on the island, or they can communicate with each other and they’re pissed off that Marcus was shooting down their family.

      The more I think about it, the more I’m not sure how he’s that good of a shot.  He’s almost not human.  Then again, there’s a competence about the man that’s crystal clear.  He may not be a good person, but he’s a damn good shot, and he doesn’t hurt animals.

      Taking up the group’s six, I’m thinking about Marcus and wondering if maybe he’s becoming this larger than life thing to me.  One can say a lot of things about this bearded hulk, but they can’t say he’s anything but a man’s man.  I mean, good Lord, in this world of survival and war, the guy makes me feel small, untried and naïve.  Then again, I’m thinking as we run down the sidewalks and safely onto the docks (for now), I survived the conference center and the collapsing hotel, and I rescued Bailey from the peach eating mental patient, so perhaps I’m not as untested or as small as I’m thinking.

      “Which boat?” Marcus calls out over his shoulder.

      Amber points down the dock, then draws her hand back in horror.  She pulls Abigail to a stop, dragging the girl in close to her.  The horizon is a swarm of drones.  They’re spreading out, heading right for us.

      I can’t speak to the rest of the group, but I see my life flash before me.  It happens in an instant.  Then the fear takes hold, digs its fingers in me.

      “Run!” I scream as half a dozen medium-sized nightmares shoot by.

      Marcus sprints to the nearest yacht, uses the butt of the rifle to smash in the door, then hustles everyone down into hull of the boat.  Bailey looks at me with sheer terror in her eyes.   I know what she’s thinking.  It’s the same thing I’m thinking.  Down here we have the tiniest chance of surviving gunfire, but there’s not a snowball’s chance in hell we’ll survive a direct hit from a missile.

      Sweat is now leaking down our backs and faces.

      It’s stuffy in here.  Hot as hell.

      Bailey has Corrine pulled in tight against her; Amber has Abigail pulled in a protective, dying embrace as well.  I look at Marcus.  He looks back at me.  Without an ounce of emotion, he draws a deep breath, then slowly lets it out.  He’s got that look on his face that says whatever’s next we’re going to have to deal with.  Even if what we’re up against is our own deaths.

      The next sounds startle the bejesus out of all of us.  An explosively violent trail of gunfire tears through the front of the hull blowing sheets and bedding and down pillows apart.  Water floods in through the holes in the floor and what I assume is a second drone hits us with another brutal salvo.  Everyone is screaming and scampering backwards as the boat takes on water.

      “Get to the back!” Marcus screams, but then the boat next to us explodes blowing a hole in the side of our boat.  We’re all tucking down, turning our backs to the attack, taking fiberglass shrapnel.  A dozen cuts open up on my back.  By the sounds of screaming, everyone else has been hit, too.  Another hit rips off the front of the boat, a missile exploding underwater in a furious jolt.  The yacht jerks sideways from the blast, shoving us off balance.  Only Marcus remains standing as the front of the boat settles forward then pitches forward into the harbor.

      Spinning around, sliding downward toward the sea, I see that the entire front of the boat is just gone.  Water is flooding forward as the bay not only accepts us but starts to swallow us.

      “Get ready to swim!” Marcus shouts and he drops to a knee, riding the boat into the water.  I scramble for Bailey who’s got a grip on Corrine once more.  Marcus grabs Amber and Abigail.  All of us are bleeding and holding on to whatever’s nearby.  All we have left is each other and our senses.

      The boat makes a final dive forward and that’s when we go into the wall of rushing water.  The last thing I see before going under is both Bailey and Corrine taking deep, horrified breaths.
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      Miles walked Ben up the small section of Site R’s inner roadway to a small parking garage.  He shot off a lock, rolled up the metal door.  Sitting before Ben was an incredible piece of work so beautiful it gave him pause.

      “Nice car,” Ben finally said, a low ache starting to form in his stomach.  It was either from drinking too much water too fast, or from eating too much food with the same kind of reckless abandon.

      “1970 Chevy Chevelle SS 396.”

      The classic hardtop coupe was custom painted a soft metallic royal blue with two thick, white stripes running from grille to gutter.

      “This is someone’s pride and joy,” Ben muttered.

      “That someone is now dead,” Miles said, dangling a single silver key.  Ben just looked at him, shaking his head.  “I’m just joking.”

      “I’m not really finding anything funny these days,” Ben said.

      “Hey man, if you can’t joke about the end of the world, honestly, you’re not going to be able to handle it.”

      “My wife and kids are dead, Miles,” Ben said.  “Where’s the punchline there?”

      “A lot of people are dead.”

      “Sadistic prick,” Ben grumbled under his breath as he looked the car over.

      Miles opened the driver’s side door, slid in, then reached over and unlocked Ben’s side.  He wasn’t one for classic cars, but someone pampered the hell out of this thing.  As he strolled around the back of the car, Ben trailed his fingertips over the paint and if felt smooth, freshly waxed and not a single scratch or chip.  Even the rubber on the tires looked fitting for the year.  Goodyear Polyglas.

      Interesting…

      The SS badging was everywhere, the glass was clean—Miles started the engine—and the motor sounded hungry.  No, it sounded ravenous.  Miles gave it some gas and the exhaust tinged the air with a rich fuel mixture that reminded him of the old days and his dad’s Pontiac Firebird.  Now that was a car!

      He opened the door, slid onto the hard leather seats, looked at the antiquated dash and gauges, the SS branded steering wheel, the automatic transmission which looked less like a stick shift and more like the throttle on a boat.

      “I’d like to meet the owner of this thing,” Ben heard himself saying in a rare moment of him letting his guard down.

      “You’re sitting with him,” Miles grinned.

      Ben frowned, his guard right back up.  “Well then, I take that back.”

      “Don’t be a bitch, Ben.  We’re in the catbird seat.  That’s got to mean something, man.”

      Ben was right handed, but his left hand was still pretty brutal in the day.  He snapped a jab at Miles, caught him on the hinge of his jaw, rocked his head sideways.  He didn’t have the energy to finish and his stomach was really aching now, like he’d swallowed a stone and now it was just sitting there, spreading the kind of deep pain that hurts you in your shins.

      Shaking it off, even chuckling a little, Miles slid the car into REVERSE then looked over his shoulder as they backed out of the garage and into what was designated as Site R’s Inner Roadway.

      “Back in the day,” Miles said, not really humbled, but lacking in the recent psychopathic charm, “my little sister used to hit harder than that.”

      “Your little sister is more of a man than you are,” Ben commented, having met the woman once a few years back.

      “True.”

      “How much horsepower does this thing have?” he asked as he listened to the big motor rumble.

      “Three hundred and fifty under the hood.  I tried to find the LS6 when I started looking for something that was both old and had mammoth sized balls.  The LS6 had the 454, but there were only like forty-five hundred of them made.  Not even that.  I found this gorgeous looking one that was certified ninety-five point three percent original, but the guy wanted almost a hundred grand for it.  Damn capitalists.”

      “Nothing wrong with capitalism.”

      “Don’t get me started, Ben,” he said as they drove through the opened blast doors on the way to the exits of what Ben thought were the C and D portals.

      When they left by the C portal and hit the open road, Miles juiced it, eating up the roadway where he could.

      “Why are the cars still moving?” Ben asked.

      “You put in the code, but that code has a timer on it.  Gives us time to warn our friends and family, or get to safer ground.”

      “This isn’t safe ground,” Ben said.  Then: “Are we even going to see this thing?”

      “Not sure.  It’s supposed to detonate a few hundred miles up, but it won’t be directly over us.”

      He thought about it for a moment, knew his brain was still struggling to get back online after the last few days.  He felt like it was working at about three-quarters its normal capacity.

      “How far up is the atmosphere?” Ben asked.

      “There’s no real end.  It just kind of bleeds out into space,” he said, looking at him funny.  “What do you want, Ben, a science lesson?”

      “You said they’d detonate a few hundred miles above the surface.”

      “Yeah, about two hundred and fifty, maybe three hundred miles.  That way we get enough spread to cover the US.  They could detonate higher into the atmosphere as well, depending on how involved The Silver Queen is with this thing.”

      “I thought she didn’t know about the EMP originally.  That it was off the grid, so to speak.”

      He looked at Ben and said, “There is nothing she doesn’t know.  I didn’t have to tell her anything.”

      “She could have done this whenever she wanted,” Ben said.

      “Perhaps.”

      “So now she’s going to control the EMP, too?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why doesn’t she go higher and hit more of the world?” Ben asked, knowing the question made him sound stupid, but he didn’t care, not with the condition he was in both physically and mentally.

      The way Miles was driving threatened to completely unseat him.  It was like something out of a video game.  Ben really had nothing to hang on to as they swerved through light traffic, honking as they went.  He slid on his lap belt, placed hands on both the door and the ceiling for support.  At least Miles seemed to be enjoying himself.

      Damn psycho head case.

      “I think the ionosphere starts at about fifty miles up and goes on for like four hundred miles,” Miles said.  “Beyond that is the exosphere.  Up there, it’s too high.  Not right, I guess.  Something about atmospheric pressure or temperature or something.”

      “What do you mean?” Ben asked, scanning the road ahead for signs of his own death.

      They were blowing by cars too fast, passing on the shoulders (and nearly getting sideways once), earning a few middle fingers, more than a few retaliatory honks and one guy who tried to scare them by swerving into them.  Miles took it all in stride, almost like nothing he did would have any consequences.  Perhaps he was right.  Maybe the only consequence that mattered to the man was certain death of which this was not.

      “Temperature is too low, gas atoms are spaced too widely.  Whatever.  I don’t know about all this geothermal mumbo jumbo, Ben.  It’s just going off where it’s supposed to.”

      They followed Monterey Lane through a series of S curves, the tires squealing only slightly as they flew down the road.  Miles raced over the train tracks, nearly lost control around a tight bend in the road, barely missed wrapping the back end around a roadside tree.

      “Jesus man, chill,” he said.

      “We’ve got to get as far south as we can before the EMP hits.  When that happens, all these new Japanese and Korean hunks of junk will be dead where they sit.  It’ll be like a graveyard of cars and people mingling and asking questions.  I don’t want to get caught up in all that.”

      The country road took them from Pennsylvania into Maryland with almost no notice.  There was only a change of color on the asphalt.  Ben glanced down the state line and marveled at life along the Pennsylvania/Maryland border.  One guy, where his house was built, he could sit on his back porch in Pennsylvania, but go to bed in Maryland.  People who straddle states, he wondered, where are they really grounded?

      Two white signs ahead faced them: 550 North and 550 South.  There was some traffic, but it was light like you’d expect on the rural roads while the nation was under attack by what many of these people would consider unidentified objects.  Being rural, with a lower population along the border, they didn’t see but a few drones passing overhead, and not much destruction.

      Sliding sideways into Hwy 550, they clipped a Hyundai at the stop sign which spun them around heading north.  Grunting, Miles clearly wanted to go south.  Sitting in the middle of the two lane highway, Miles threw the car in reverse, smoking the tires as he got some speed, cranked the wheel and spun the front end around.  Halfway through the spin, he jammed the car in drive, barked the tires and they shot forward, weaving in and out of traffic like maniacs once more.

      “All these people are going to die,” he told Miles.

      “Not these ones.  They have cows and crops and plenty of land.  It’ll be the worst inside the cities.  Especially the big cities.  Columbus, Pittsburgh, Baltimore, Washington.  It’s going to be a nightmare if you get caught there.”

      “And we’re going to—”

      “Washington.”

      They navigated the two lane road as best as they could, Miles finally being forced to slow down and not go a hundred miles an hour.  This put Ben at ease some because the tires were heating up and getting a little slick around the corners at higher speeds.

      Heading down 550, they passed by a world he hadn’t seen since his campaign days, and not even then.  The life he was seeing was a simpler looking life.  Even though he knew these folks had challenges he couldn’t imagine, they somehow had that idyllic feel, like maybe in another life he’d choose their world over his own.

      His eyes clearing, his mood sobering to the fact that he was no longer having to slog through the mire that was D.C. politics and that his family was gone, he didn’t much care if they lived or died.  His mood darkened and he found himself getting pissed off.

      By then they passed by brick churches and painted clapboard businesses.  They passed people talking on the side of the road.  They passed a cow.  Ben couldn’t stop thinking about the disruption of life that was about to occur.  He saw a woman chatting up three other women in front of a roadside café and he wondered how they would survive without running water, electricity, proper sewage systems.  He wondered if they could grow their own food, make their own fires, defend their homes if they needed to do so with a weapon.

      The scene was soon a blur as they picked up speed again.

      Miles was back to riding the brakes and cursing under his breath at how slow these “country hicks” drove.

      These people had to know what was going on, he thought to himself.  They had to have a sense of impending doom.  Looking around, he felt like there was an unmistakable feel of unease hanging over the air.  He imagined it felt so bad, it forced the smart folks into hiding.  Or maybe he was presuming too much.  Maybe it was just him.  Maybe he was the one feeling like this because he was in hiding and he didn’t feel very smart.

      While easing up to a stop sign with three cars in front of them, a twenty-something kid at the corner with longish brown hair in his face, tight jeans and a checkered T glanced over at them.  His eyes landed on Ben.  The kid did a double take then turned back to his friends.  More sly now, he glanced back again, guarded this time, talking fast to his friends.

      Ben didn’t know if the kid was excited thinking he was seeing the President or if he was mesmerized by the muscle car.  It was a badass car, even if it was Miles’s ride.  On closer look though, the kid’s eyes were definitely on him.  And his mouth?  It was still moving about a thousand miles an hour.  The cars ahead of them went through the stop sign, and after a moment, they were at a crossroads, Miles complexly unaware of the attention they were getting.

      Ben looked away from the kids, offering them nothing even though he imagined they must be beside themselves wondering why the President was out in the middle of rural Maryland in a muscle car looking like death brought out to dry.

      As they drove through Sabillasville they saw miles of green fields, endless trees, telephone poles and miles of telephone wire draped not only from house to house but across the highway, too.  Then one of those wires suddenly caught fire and burned the line to a transformer where it exploded in a shower of sparks.

      “It’s here,” Ben said.

      “Yep.”

      The EMP was real.  Lines all over were burning.  Transformers were exploding up as far ahead as he could see.  As they raced down the highway, dodging cars now coasting to a stop on the side of the road, sections of the telephone lines dropping, sparking out.  Several of the wooden phone poles were now on fire, their transformers fizzling beside them.  Cars were slowing to the side of the road, even though theirs was now charging ahead full steam, almost like Miles was desperate to take advantage of those last few seconds before the confusion turned people into the inconveniences they would surely become.

      Up ahead, they roared up the highway, driving parallel to the train tracks and through some incredibly dense forest.  To the right, deeper into the trees was Camp David.  He would not go there.  Never again.  Up ahead, there were a few cars stalled in the road, and what looked like an accident.

      “Great,” Miles growled.

      “What’s your hurry?  Time isn’t even going to matter from this point out.”

      “There’s a rendezvous with the people…involved.”

      “I’m sure your little friends won’t mind if you’re a bit late.”

      “They’re heading west hoping to meet The Silver Queen in person.  I would like to go with them.  We both need to go.”

      “How far west are you planning on going?” Ben asked, eyeing him sideways.

      “Maybe Colorado.  Texas.  We’ll get word from her, some way.”

      “You guys are fools.  You think the new God of this world cares about you?  She likes you enough to eradicate nearly your entire species.  And now you want to travel through what will soon be a veritable hell to meet her?  You won’t know what she looks like.  You won’t be able to call, to text, to IM her.  How did you think this was going to play out, Miles?”

      Waving a dismissive hand, he pulled up to the accident, couldn’t see a way through, then said, “This is going to hurt.”  Shaking his head and short on options, Miles found the weakest point in the pile up, eased the Chevelle forward against nearly frantic urgings by the owners of those cars to “Stop!” and worked the gas pedal.

      Hands were slapping the sheet metal, the windows, the windshield.  Then they saw who was in the passenger seat and the ruckus died down.  That’s when Miles juiced the gas, lighting up the tires.  The screech and whine of metal on metal being shoved out of the way was a sick sound any car lover would be sickened to hear.  When the sedan and the cheap sport coupe gave way, so did the Chevelle.  It finally pushed through the cars, the screeching continuing all along the sides of Miles’s car.

      “That was about the most painful thing I think I’ve ever done,” he said.  Ben just shook his head and went back to the fog of emotional sickness he’d been hovering in since this whole thing started.

      At some point, he looked out the side window and couldn’t stop the tears.  Discretely he wiped them away, but they wouldn’t stop.  Along the road, the railroad tracks moved further away, leaving only a running creek in between them.

      “It really is beautiful, isn’t it?” Miles said.

      He sat up, but didn’t look at his former colleague.  “Yeah.”

      “When you look at that, how do you feel?”

      Turning around, he leveled the man with a stare.  The thing about his family dying was it precipitated with the actions of guys like Miles.  He could make the case that Miles killed his family and this had his nostrils flaring, and his molars grinding.

      “I see you’re in that dark place again.”  He gassed the Chevelle, driving too quickly, not even considering what they might encounter around each corner.  “If you punch me, Ben, you’ll kill us both.”

      “It’ll be a relief,” he growled.

      “The reason I asked you about the trees, the creek, all the greenery, is because this is what we’re trying to get back to.  Nature.  Mother Earth’s bounty.  Overpopulation is a disease.  We are the problem, Ben.  Humans.”

      “Save your soapbox protestations for the feeble minded,” Ben said.

      “With your status, you’ll have no problem getting another wife, and with some luck she can pop out a few—”

      He didn’t have time to finish the sentence.  Ben backhanded him in the eye so hard, the man startled, his hands coming off the wheel at sixty miles an hour.  Ben grabbed the wheel, kept it as straight as he could, let the man get his wits about him.

      “If you ever mention my wife again, I swear to God Miles, I’ll kill you.  You hear me?  I will KILL you.”

      Sitting up straight, his eye watering, he put a hand on the wheel and tapped the brakes.  Apparently he didn’t want to die as badly as Ben.  The former President called his bluff and he lost.  Up ahead, in the sky, a glint of metal caught his eye.  Ben leaned forward, looked up through the glass and the on-and-off canopy of trees and saw a plane falling out of the sky.

      “Follow the trajectory of that plane!” he said, suddenly renewed, if only to serve some sort of purpose.

      Miles looked up and said, “Which one?”

      There were now three.

      “What airport is nearby here?” he asked as he saw the two extra planes Miles was referring to.  Both disappeared from view while the one he was originally tracking remained visible.

      “Frederick Municipal.  Just south-east of the city.”

      As they drove in and out of view of the valley below, and the city of Frederick, Ben tracked the plane until he lost sight of it.

      “They’re goners,” Miles said, his face still beat red from where he’d been smacked.

      “Shut up,” Ben said.

      When they cleared the most recent cover of trees, Ben watched the plane drop behind his line of sight.  They weren’t close enough to see what would happen, but he already knew how this story would end.  He took a moment to pray for those lost souls on board.

      “If they die, you’re party to mass slaughter, Miles,” he said, matter-of-factly.  “You’re party to genocide.  No, to the eradication of an entire species.”

      “Who will be around to care?” Miles said, less flippantly than when he’d made the wife comment that got him hit.

      “If the cockroaches survived when dinosaurs couldn’t, surely people like you will survive when good people can’t.”

      “And the meek will inherit the earth,” Miles replied.

      “Not if I can help it,” Ben said.

      “It probably went down outside Thurmont.”

      They were up against another wall of trees and dead telephone wires.  Much of the road was passable, but a lot of it wasn’t.  They took the shoulder, shoved a few cars out of the way with the Chevelle, genuinely upset more people who were just minding their own business when the power went out of everything: their cars, their cell phones, their laptops.

      They saw evidence of the downed airliner before they saw the actual wreck.  When they reached the valley floor, they passed some sort of a long, low slung school painted in an ugly shade of brown.  Behind the school, a hefty column of smoke tunneled its way into the air.

      “We’re not going there,” Miles said.

      “I know,” Ben said, the tension gone from his voice.

      “What did you think you were going to do?  Save them?  You can’t save everyone, Ben.  You need to focus on yourself.  I didn’t have to let you live back there—”

      “And I don’t have to let you live here,” Ben countered.

      “True.”

      “They are people, Miles.  Human beings.”

      “They’re a festering disease.”

      “Why do you hate them so much?” he asked the former head of the DHS.

      “Because they don’t contribute as much as they consume, and litter.  We live in the waste of humanity.  We’re constantly building and destroying, consuming and throwing things away.  It’s a never ending cycle.”

      “So you did this for the earth?”

      “I did it for the meek, who will one day be gods and kings.”

      “Everyone is sold on a dream, Miles.  This was yours.  In a year, you won’t even recognize this country.  And all you’ll be king of is your own little hovel.”

      “It a year, it won’t matter.”

      They were now on the 15/501 heading to Frederick.  The three planes they saw go down weren’t the only ones.  All along the horizon, plumes of smoke rose in the air.  The two men didn’t speak and when things were slow moving, Ben rolled down the window and tried not to get sick.  He’d seen enough green to last a lifetime, and there was still more of it.  What he needed was concrete, stores, hotels, something…urban.

      By the time the sun sunk into the horizon, they drove into Frederick.  From what they could see, the city looked like a it was smashed and rattled.  Downed drones littered the streets, along with broken down cars, trucks and SUVs.  They nudged along the metal guard railings, drove on the shoulder where there weren’t railings and along the grassy hillsides where they had to get around stopped cars.

      “We need gas, but we need a place to stay, too.”

      “There’s a place up there,” Ben said, thinking he could choke the life out of Miles in his sleep.  Then again, with the threats he’d been leveling on the man, Miles just might do what he should have done in the first place, which was kill him before he could get the upper hand.

      They pulled over to the side of the road, tucked themselves into a nest of cars.  Both men got out, jumped the guard rail and trotted into a low grass gulley.  Up on the other side was the parking lot of a health services building.  Miles pulled ahead; Ben caught up with him a moment later carrying a fist sized rock.

      “Where’d you get that?”

      “Grabbed it by a drainage ditch back there.”

      Ben crossed the nearly empty parking lot, went to one of the building’s back doors and overhanded the rock at the glass door.  The rock punched a hole through the glass, leaving it shattered but intact.

      Miles kicked the rest of the glass in, then said, “You find a pair of couches, maybe some blankets somewhere, and I’ll find a vending machine or something we can eat from.  Start with the first floor.  Move up to the second if there’s nothing.”

      There were endless offices.  Many of them had locked doors Ben tried to kick down, but couldn’t.  He just didn’t have the strength.  He finally found a conference room stuffed with boxes.  He opened them, found all kinds of work supplies, but nothing he could use.  Then he found another open door leading into an employee lounge.  There were couches, a refrigerator, a microwave and a mini kitchen.

      Inside the fridge, there was food he could eat.  He pulled out a plate with foil over the top.  He peeled back the foil, then taste-tested what looked like a half of a burrito.  It wasn’t bad.  He didn’t care that someone else’s germs were probably on the half eaten face of it or that it wasn’t as cool as he’d hope.  Regardless, he was absolutely famished.

      Miles joined him a few minutes later with a stack of blankets.  When he saw Ben was eating, he said, “What the hell, man?”

      Ben was chewing a huge bite, so instead of answering, he pointed at the fridge where there was a sandwich and a half-empty jar of dill pickles.  He took one of the pickles, ate it, offered the jar to Ben, which he took.

      “In the morning we’re going to need gas,” Miles said.

      “I’m not coming with you,” he said.  “I’m going to stay here.”

      “You’re coming.”

      “Let’s eat,” Ben said, “then we’ll talk in the morning.”

      Rather than fight, Miles relented, getting to work on his sandwich just after he pulled out the warm, wilted lettuce.

      In the back of his mind, all Ben wanted was for Miles to go to sleep.  After that, he’d be on his own and ready to…to what?  What the hell was he supposed to do now?  Looking at Miles, he knew that whatever he did, he had to be able to live with it.  But if he did nothing, could he live with that, too?

      Would he?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The second the seawater hits me I’m going under knowing that even though it’s not terribly deep, if we get caught under the boat as it goes down, things can get really bad.  Trapped is trapped.  Then again, clarity of mind hits you hard when everything happens so fast.

      The boat goes down, spikes the bottom of the Newport Bay fairly quickly, but all of us are scrambling toward the blown out side and swimming furiously for freedom.

      Marcus and I help the girls, going last, perhaps to our own detriment.  Rather, my detriment.  I’m sure Marcus will be fine.  In those last seconds before breaking the surface, the pressure on my chest and the rising panic in my mind threaten to undo me, which makes me swim harder and faster.

      I explode out of the water, take a deep, gasping breath and relish the air.

      The world we reunite with is not a pretty scene.  The sun has been dimmed and nearly blotted out by the smoke.  The air is hardly breathable.  Covering my mouth with a hand, getting low in the water, I look around.  What I see is terrifying.  I’m in the water, but there are boats half sunk and in flames.  All along the water, there’s an oily looking residue.

      I count five heads, breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Get up against the boat’s hull,” Marcus says, gesturing toward a nearby yacht that hasn’t been hit.

      We move together to the tall side of the yacht while Marcus scans our surroundings for a better place to hide.  It makes sense.  If these drones are blowing up boats, even if it’s random, then hiding out alongside a boat might not be the wisest choice.

      “Under the docks,” Marcus says, heading toward a long dock extending into the bay.

      The five of us follow Marcus to where we can stand without going under.  We follow Marcus, ducking under the metal dock.  Other than Abigail, who can’t touch the bottom, Corrine is the shortest at maybe five foot three.  Amber is a bit taller, but Marcus is taller than me and I’m almost as tall as him.

      I guess I’m thinking of this because if we’re going to be under here for awhile, Marcus is slightly bent over to keep his head from sitting on the damp underside, and Abigail can’t touch bottom without moving further down into the darkness where she’ll most certainly feel all alone.  Thinking of what this terrified child must be feeling, I don’t want her away from the group.  We are the poor girl’s only sense of safety.

      God, these logistics are numbing.  Amber will have to hold onto her daughter and that won’t work for long periods of time in these conditions and under this kind of stress.  Who knows how long we’ll be here?  Bailey will have to spell her off, or Corrine who’s closer to Amber’s height than Bailey.  I want to help, but I can’t.  We’re men in a society that in some degree has men being extra, extra careful of how they behave around women who aren’t family or friends.

      Good God, what has this society become?

      Looking at Amber, I say, “We’re going to be okay.”  She starts crying and this has me feeling helpless.  I want to reassure her, but how can I?  “I have a daughter, too,” I say.  “I want to protect her the same way you’re protecting yours.”

      “Where is she?”

      “She’s back in San Francisco.”

      “At least she’s safe,” she says, not dismissing me, but letting me know it’s not the same thing.

      “She’s not safe.  San Francisco is under attack, too.  She’s stuck in the city.  I don’t know where she is, or if she’s even alive.”

      Saying this, I feel something sad and desperate wiggle up in me.  My chest jumps the slightest bit and she sees this.  I look away because I feel the shine of tears in my eyes.  I didn’t realize how much of my own helplessness I’ve been holding back.  All I can think is that if I can survive this, and survive the next thing, and continue making forward progress in getting home while holding my emotions at bay, that perhaps I’ll be okay.

      But I’m not okay.

      Choking down a sob, telling myself to man up, to weather this storm, I surprised by the hand that comes to comfort me.  It should be Bailey, but it’s not.  It’s Amber.

      “Are you a good father?” she asks.

      It’s a strange, unexpected question—one I answer right away.

      “I am.”

      “Does she know you love her?” she asks.

      “She does.”

      “Then let that help you on your way home.  If she knows this, she’ll gather up the strength she needs to survive, or at least not go down without a fight.”

      “Is that how you feel about your father?”

      “Yes.”

      “I want to help you where I can, but only if you want it.”

      “I do.”

      Slowly, the tears still standing in my eyes, I nod my head and realize that in the midst of chaos, stuck in the middle of hell with the walls coming down all around us, we can get past the horrible things we do to each other in society and just be good people helping each other out.

      For whatever reason, this matters to me.  Maybe it makes me soft in the eyes of people like Marcus, but maybe it’s what makes me human as well.  Maybe this is the good part of me I need to recognize for those dark times when I dream of Tyler, or think of people like Quentin and The Warden.

      The way things are shaping up, before this thing ends, a lot of people are going to die.  Maybe the people I’m with.  Maybe my daughter.  I hate that this is true, and I might not be ready for it, but I will be.  I have to be.  And with people like Amber reminding me that I’m doing what I can and the rest I have to put in God’s hands, or whatever, I feel some of the burden of this journey coming off my shoulders.

      So now that we’re safe, things have slowed to a crawl.  Marcus says this is what “Hurry up and wait,” feels like.  It’s maddening.

      “Can you hold her for a few minutes?” Amber asks me.  “My arm needs a break.”

      “That okay with you?” I ask Abigail.

      She looks down and thankfully Corrine steps up and says, “I can hold her if you want.”

      Abigail reaches for her and honestly I’m secretly thankful.  I’m good with kids, but kids aren’t good with strangers unless there’s some connection, even if the only connection is gender.  Other than that, the only true connection amongst any of us is with me and Bailey.  And even that is sketchy at best considering she has a fiancée at home and we’ve been…intimate.

      Man I soooo don’t want to think about that right now!

      So we hurry up and wait.  And some of us pray for strength and guidance.  And others of us rest and plot and strategize.  Looking around, we’re all in this thing together.  Same as when the four of us—Marcus, Bailey and Quentin—were thrown together in a car, in a hotel room, racing down hotel towers and suddenly on a boat together.

      We’re all just strangers.  Strangers in need of each other.  Strangers trying to protect ourselves and each other in the midst of extraordinary circumstances.

      With the underside of the dock inches above our heads and the cold water lapping at our chins, it’s damn near impossible not to feel claustrophobia setting in.  We’re trying not to freak out listening to each other breathing, listening to the air around us as we try to decide if we’re going to die here together, or make it.

      “Something just brushed my leg,” Corrine says.  Her eyes are full of terror, and now she’s frozen stiff.  Abigail climbs higher up on her, looking down on the water.  She finds her mother, reaches out to her.

      Bailey says, “I can take you, Abigail.  Your mom needs a rest.  Reluctantly she goes to her as Corrine stands there looking down at the water with that same terrified look still on her face.

      “I felt it, too,” I tell her.  “It’s probably just fish.”

      “What if it’s a snake?” she asks, her teeth chattering, honest to God fear swimming in her eyes.

      “It’s not,” I say, even though I can’t be sure.  I’m a city boy, not a marine biologist.  I couldn’t tell her what was swimming in these waters.  Fish and more fish I suspect.  “All I know is, whatever it was that’s brushing by us is a lot better than those drones.”

      “Shhh,” Marcus says, lightly.

      We return to a hush, standing cool in air too damp for comfort.  Sediment seeps into our shoes, there are things swimming around us and our skin is turning to a hard prune-like texture.  Within an hour, we’re all shivering, our skin cold to the touch, and every single one of us ready to not be under the damn dock anymore.  But we have to be sure it’s safe...

      I turn and look at Marcus and he shakes his head, like he gets it, like he knows it’s time.

      “Yeah,” he says to me.

      “I’ll go first, check it out,” I say.

      Bailey sneaks her hand into mine under the water, gives it a quick pump then looks at me with that look in her eye.  The look that says be careful.  The look that says she wants me to be okay, to live.  My blue lips curl into a smile.  I like her and she knows this.  She likes me, too.  What in God’s name did I get myself into with her?

      “I’ll be right back,” I say, then drop down and swim out into the bay, relishing the open space once more.  It’s still a gut wrenching sight.  There’s so much smoke!  So much so that it’s still a little difficult to see with the polluted air burning your eyes.

      I duck back under the dock and say to Marcus, “It’s really bad out here, but I think it’s clear.”

      “What’s the likelihood that it’s not?” he asks.

      “Fifty-fifty.  Maybe more.  I can’t really see too far, but nothing’s blown up for awhile and I don’t hear anything beyond a few burning boats.”  He starts to speak, but I cut him off because he needs to know.  “There’s also this oily looking slick on the surface of the water I don’t want to be in or around.  I’m not sure if it can catch on fire or what.”

      “What kind of slick?  An oily slick you said?”

      “Gas maybe?  Oil?  I can’t really tell.  It’s too hard to see out there and I’m not really good about that kind of thing anyway.”

      The six of us leave the safety of the dock and swim out under the cover of sick, dusty skies.  We follow Marcus to the shore, him putting his hand up to keep us from following him.  He heads up the shore and a few minutes later, he returns and says, “We’re good.  Let’s go.”

      One by one, we pile out of the water, follow Marcus through the streets, marveling at the destruction a few flyby’s left behind.  Not everything is destroyed.  Some homes are only half burnt, some are still on fire and some are now catching others on fire since these homes are nearly shoulder to shoulder with each other.

      “This is crazy,” Amber says taking it all in.  Abigail walks beside her mother, holding her hand and weeping.  When we get to the house we were staying at, we’re grateful to see it’s still standing and not in any immediate danger.  By the look of it, Amber’s home survived, too.

      “Do you think they’ll be back?” Amber asks.

      “Not likely,” I say, “but we can’t really be sure.”

      “You should stay with us,” Bailey says, forgetting or ignoring the fact that there are six of us and three rooms and I’m not anxious to sleep on a couch when we can all have beds.

      “That’s okay,” Amber says.  “We can stay in our own home.”

      “Then you should at least come to dinner and we can talk about getting off the island.  That is, if we can still use your boat.  How many bedrooms does it have?”

      “Three,” she says, still looking a little lost and frazzled.

      I’m doing the math, thinking if Marcus sleeps on deck, Bailey and I can share a room, Corrine can have her own room and Amber and Abigail can have their room.

      Yeah, this could work.

      “If my father comes back and sees the boat gone, if he doesn’t know where to find me, I’m not sure what that’ll do to him.”

      “How do you know he’s coming back?” Corrine asks, deadpan.

      Amber wipes her eyes and says, “I don’t know that he’s coming back.”

      “I get it,” she says.

      “Do you?”

      “My dad was killed in front of me.  When I left with Marcus, at least I knew he wouldn’t be looking for me.  At least I know he’d want me safe.”

      “What about your mother?”

      “She left us.”

      I take a deep, involuntary breath thinking of this poor girl.  She loses her mother to neglect, loses her father to a gang, gets indoctrinated into the seedy underworld of child trafficking all before she’s old enough to go to college.

      No one really says anything because it’s hitting all of us hard, even Marcus, who almost never shows emotion.

      “I’m sorry,” Amber says.  “We’ll join you for dinner.  What time?”

      “Maybe an hour before sunset?” Bailey answers.  “Unless something else happens…”

      “What if it does?”

      “Then we’ll make our way toward each other,” Marcus says.  “Same as we just did.”

      Amber and Abigail return that evening with a bottle of wine and fresh clothes.  They still aren’t put together that well because there’s no water or electricity, so being clean and doing your makeup isn’t going to be as high a priority as say digging bits of fiberglass out of your skin.  Not that I care.  People are not their looks and anyone who says otherwise is bound to have a reality check in days like these.

      Dinner is a little quiet, the wine takes some of the edge off us and in the end we all enjoy what we can of the evening before the important conversation takes place.

      What to do about the boat…

      “I think you should take it,” Amber says.  “Abigail and I don’t really have anywhere to go, but we don’t want to leave either.  I’ve come to terms with the fact that my father is probably dead and that I don’t want to leave the only thing I have left, which is this house.”

      “We’ve all left the things and people who are most important to us,” Bailey reasons.

      “I have my home, though.  And aren’t you all trying to get back to yours?”

      Looking at Marcus, who looks down and away at this, I say, “Not all of us.”

      “Then why?”

      “Because we’re better in numbers,” Marcus says under his breath.

      “What Marcus is not saying is that if it’s as bad as we’re fearing, then we’re going to need each other.”

      “We’ll be okay,” Amber says, chin up slightly, her mind already made up.

      “Do you have enough food?” I ask.

      “I think so.”

      “I’ll go to the truck with you, and you can get some from our supply.  We have enough.  Plus we’re probably not going to need all of it on the boat anyway, so you taking a few things means we have less stuff to move.”

      “Where are we going?” Corrine asks.

      “We are on our way to Sacramento, but now that we can travel by water, I’m thinking we head up the coast, cruise into San Francisco in the yacht,” Marcus answers.  “After that, we can grab a car and head east to Sacramento.”

      Bailey starts to object, and I know why, but then Corrine asks, “What about us?”

      I catch the concern in Corrine’s voice, but Bailey’s apprehension is clear as day.  I think she wants to formally cut the ties with her fiancée before heading to San Francisco with me.  At least, that’s what I’m hoping.

      “We’ll figure it out as we go,” he says, his voice resolute, his answer leaving no room for further questions.

      I look at Bailey and she’s not looking happy, but she’s not the kind of woman to throw a fit it seems, so she holds her tongue.

      “I think I have an old flashlight,” Amber says.  “I can see what you guys have, if you’re still okay with me maybe getting a few things to tide us over.”

      “You have a gun?” Marcus asks.

      “We don’t keep guns in the house,” she says.

      “Well it’s time.  We’ve got a really good supply.  C’mon, let’s get you set up.”

      “I don’t want to have a gun—”

      Marcus stops cold, turns around and faces her.  “If you don’t want a gun, then you and Abigail are coming with us.  I’m not leaving you here without one, and not because of you, but because of her,” he says, looking down at Abby.

      “He’s right,” I say.

      “You have no idea the people who are out there using this situation to their advantage,” Corrine says in a small, certain voice.  Looking peaked at the memories of her own ordeal, she says, “You’ll have to trust me on this one.”

      “You’re taking a gun,” I say.  I’m one thousand percent with Marcus on this one.

      “I…I don’t…I don’t know how to use one.”

      “Well in that case, we’ve got a couple of shotguns that’ll work just fine,” Marcus says.  “They’re easy to use and they’re perfect for home defense.”

      She swallows hard then says, “Will you show me how to use one?”

      He nods his head, then says, “C’mon before it gets too late.”

      When Marcus, Amber and Abigail leave, Bailey clears her throat then says, “I used to be a late owl, but with no light and nothing to do, I think I’m more than ready for bed.”  Looking at me, she asks, “Are you coming?”

      “Are you guys going to have sex?” Corrine asks, straight-faced.

      I always forget how forthright today’s teens have become.  It takes me off guard with Indigo.  With Corrine, it does it even more so.

      “No,” I say.  “No one has sex in conditions like these.”

      “That’s not necessarily true,” she says as she turns and heads back to her room.  “Good night.”

      “Night,” both Bailey and I say at the same time.

      Lying in bed next to Bailey, our bodies almost touching, I listen to her breathing and I listen for Marcus to come home.  He does and that’s when I allow myself to finally relax.

      I’m feeling myself drifting off when Bailey’s body scoots next to mine.  Her hand comes up on my chest as she turns on her side.  She slides her calf across my shin and I have to say, this is comfortable.  “When you said no one has sex under these conditions, did you mean it?”

      “You have a fiancée.”

      “We don’t know that,” she says.

      “That’s a morbid thing to say about someone you once loved.”

      “I wasn’t cracking a joke or trying to be cute.  He could be dead.  And even if he’s not, our relationship died a long time ago.”

      “You said as much,” I reply.

      “Why do you think I’m really going back home?” she asks.

      “You would’ve gone home even if you didn’t meet me,” I say, closing the matter.  “So whatever your reasons, they’re yours and yours alone.”

      “I wish we weren’t going to San Francisco first,” Bailey says.

      I think she’s mulling over the logistics of it.  We were never going to Frisco first.  It was always Sacramento so she could end things clean.  The fact that Bailey had a conscience about this was something.  But maybe she just needs to see if he’s still alive.  I can’t imagine being in her situation and just writing your insignificant other off no matter how bad things were.  I mean, for whatever reason, I still wonder about Margot.  Did she survive?  Part of me hopes she did.  Okay, all of me hopes she survived.  But I wouldn’t do for her what Bailey’s doing for him.

      Because we’re talking about her fiancée again, I consider easing her leg off mine so we can straighten this out.  Then again, the last time I had a woman nestled up against me was Margot and now she’s with someone else.  I don’t like the idea of being with another man’s woman, but no man ever truly owns a woman.  A woman is only a man’s if she decides that.  And Bailey decided she’s no longer his.  This is subject to change, though.  From what I’ve learned living with two women, everything is always subject to change.  So for now, she’s free to give herself to me, and by implied suggestion, she’ll stay with me, but it’s up to me to keep her and I won’t do that shoving her leg off me again.

      “If you would have never met me, and none of this would have happened, would you have married him?”

      “Not after that text from that girl,” she says.  “I can’t feel this lonely and know he’s doing…whatever it was he was doing...with some skank on the side.  So no, I would not have married him.”

      “When you see him though—”

      “I know exactly what he looks like,” she says.

      “You know I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “If you think I’ll see him and all these old feelings and emotions will come rushing back, that I’ll regret what I’ve done with you and choose to be with him, this isn’t a movie, Nick.  This isn’t one of my books.  I’m grounded enough with myself to understand I carried on neglected by him entirely too long, and that’s only highlighted by the feelings I’m almost letting myself have with you.”

      The thing about men who take their women for granted is that when they’re ready to leave, when women like Margot and Bailey decide they’re done, there’s no turning back.  That ship has sailed.  But the thing about men with women like Bailey is that once the woman decides to leave, these same men realize they don’t want them gone, so they promise them the world on bended knee and with tears in their eyes, hoping they don’t get left.  Sadly, this works a lot the first, second and third times.  And sometimes it doesn’t work at all.

      The proof is in the fact that if Margot wanted me back, I’d probably take her.

      “How many times have you tried to leave him?” I ask, still holding back on my own willingness to wade into these uncharted waters.

      “There will be only once.”

      “He’ll beg and cry for you to stay.  He’ll tell you what you want to hear in the hopes that you’ll give him one more chance.”

      “He’s had a thousand chances.”

      “But you’ll give him one more, and that’s all he needs.”

      “You are a good man, Nick.  He’s not.  He’s just pretty, and he has money he doesn’t mind sharing, and once upon a time he knew how to charm the panties off a lady.  You don’t seem to want anything from me, or even me at all now that you’ve learned I’m technically with someone else, and for some stupid reason that makes me want you more.”

      “It’s not a game with me,” I say.  “It’s not just me.”

      “It isn’t a game with me either.”

      I don’t know what to say other than I like how she feels against me.  I like her breath on my ear, her hands on my chest, this close proximity I feel with her.  All I need to do is just let go once more.  Let her in.  Turning into her, I lean forward and kiss her gently on the lips.

      She kisses me back, but then pulls away and says, “Is this a one time thing or are you all the way in?  Because I can’t take this back and forth business with you.”

      “When you say all the way in…”

      “I mean no more wishy-washy crap about me and the guy I’m going home to leave.”

      “If you turn out to be a pain in the ass, that’s a deal breaker, too,” I say, grinning.  She now slides her body fully over mine and the next thing I know, we’re pulling at each other’s clothes and acting like a pair of love-drunk teens.
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        * * *

      

      Marcus is on the couch, not quite asleep, but not fully awake as he listens to Bailey and Nick go at it.  On nights like these, he wished his senses were not so attuned to every little sound.  He wished he could turn on a TV.  Plug in some headphones.  Go for a walk.  Then, just as he was lying there with his thoughts turning to his father, Corrine walked out into the living room wearing only a long T-shirt she must’ve found somewhere in the house.

      “Marcus,” she whispered.

      “I’m awake.”

      “Are you going to sleep out here all night?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m scared,” she said, quietly.

      “You don’t want to be alone?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “You can take the couch if you want,” he offered.  “I can do the floor.”

      “I don’t want you to have to do that.”

      “You can’t imagine the places I’ve slept before.  Trust me when I tell you the floor is just fine.  You’ll need to bring your bedding though because I want mine.”

      She returned a few minutes later with a quilt and her pillow.  She made herself a bed on the couch, then laid there for a long time.  Marcus was waiting for her to say something, but somewhere along the way she fell asleep.  An hour later, he heard a light moan followed by a whimper.  She starting saying the word “no,” over and over again, frantic, and then she began to beg, saying “no” and “no, please, please don’t.”

      He knew what this was.  Rather he assumed it had something to do with what she survived.  What he couldn’t tell was whether someone was trying to kill her father or whether they were moving in on her.

      Finally she started to cry and he almost woke her, but he didn’t.  He’d never dealt with something like this before.  Finally she yelped out, jolting herself awake.  For a long time, she just laid there, crying.  Finally she got off the couch, found her way to the bathroom (and a toilet which still didn’t flush), then returned a few minutes later.  Instead of going back to the couch, she pulled her blanket and pillow down to the floor and made a bed next to Marcus.

      She didn’t seem to know he was still awake, that he had nightmares like hers and had since conditioned himself to sleep very little while operating at full capacity on limited reserves.

      For a second, he was very uncomfortable.

      He didn’t like the close proximity with people, not unless it was a life threatening situation.  He liked it even less that she was young, without a family and fresh out of…what she survived.  He felt her hand reach for his.  He froze, letting her take it.

      “I’m awake,” he said.  She didn’t let go of his hand.  In fact, when he started to take his out of hers, she tightened her grip just enough to let him know he should stay.

      “I know.”

      “What are you doing, Corrine?” he asked, his heart hammering in his chest, so much uncertainty in their physical connection.

      “I miss my father.”

      “I know.”

      “I miss my mother, too,” she said, sad.

      He didn’t say anything because it made him think too much about how beaten down at life his own mother had been.  He’d left her all alone with his old man, the miserable son of a—

      “Do you have anyone?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts.

      “No.”

      “Me neither.”

      “I’m too old for you, Corrine, too damaged…”

      “How old are you?” she asked.

      “Thirty-one.”

      “That’s not too old, if that’s what I wanted, but that’s not what I want, Marcus.  I just want to be near someone who reminds me of my father.  I just need to forget this is happening.  If only for a few minutes.”

      He didn’t say anything back, but he felt himself relax and he felt her falling back to sleep.  He didn’t realize that he’d fallen asleep until he woke up, but when he did, he felt refreshed in a way he hadn’t felt in a long time.  He’d actually slept.  Sitting up, the room flooded with a dim shade of sunlight, he realized the long end of the morning was facing him.  He checked his watch.  It had stopped working for some reason.

      He tapped it.

      Nothing.

      Corrine rolled over, opened her eyes and said, “What time is it?”

      “Time to get up,” he said.

      Just then, Bailey walked out of their room to use the communal bathroom, stopping for a second at the sight of the two of them together.  It had been a long time since he’d looked at anyone the way he was looking at Bailey.  The word awkward sprung to mind.  Embarrassed just wasn’t a strong enough word.

      “It’s not like that,” he said.

      “Not judging,” Bailey responded as she went into the bathroom and shut the door.

      “There’s nothing to judge,” he mumbled to himself.

      “What?” Corrine asked from behind him.

      “I said it’s time to get up,” he replied, getting up and putting a shirt on.

      “You didn’t say that,” she said.

      “Still…”

      “Does she think—?”

      “I’m going down to the boat,” he said, cutting her off because he didn’t even want the image of him being with her in his head.  He was her protector, not her lover.  Not someone he wanted anyone thinking he was taking advantage of.

      He took the boat keys, walked over to Amber’s house and asked which boat was theirs.  She gave him directions and a description, then she stood there just inside the door, looking at him.  He didn’t know what she wanted him to say, or to ask.

      “Are you with that girl?” she finally said.

      “Which one?” he asked.

      “Tall girl, gorgeous, big boobs?”

      “Bailey.”

      “Yeah, her.”

      “No,” he said.  “Nick’s with her.”

      She stood a little straighter, then slowly nodded her head and said, “Yeah, figures.  He’s just about as pretty as she is.  Well, I guess you must be going.”

      “Thank you, Amber.”  She nodded, then stood back to close the door, but he stopped her.  “Are you sure you’re okay staying here by yourself?”

      “I have Abigail.”

      “You know what I mean,” he said.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Everyone’s fine until they’re not.”

      “Would you ever date a woman like me, in a world like this?  I’m not asking because I want to date you.  I mean, you’re nice and relatively good looking, but I’ve got a kid and I’m…not very good at life, which means I probably won’t be very good at this life.”

      “I’m not the dating kind, Amber.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I’m a bit…my head’s not right.  My upbringing, my time in the Army.  It’s not anyone’s fault in particular, and maybe I’ll try to change what’s mixed up here,” he said, tapping his skull, “but right now I don’t want to.  My anger keeps me sharp.  My hatred for everything keeps my heart turned off when I have to make tough decisions.”

      “Like decide who lives and who dies?” she asked, unblinking.

      “It’s about survival now.”

      “Have you killed people in this…whatever this is?” she asked before she realized you just don’t ask questions like this to men like him.

      “Yes.”

      Setting her jaw, she looked down, then said, “Thank you for the food and the gun.”

      “It seems an unfair trade, you know.  A yacht for a few supplies.”

      “I can’t use the boat, but I can use the food and the gun, should I need it.  You need a boat, and you have lots of food.  As far as I’m concerned, we’re even Stephen.”

      “Well I’m grateful for you.  And if you change your mind, we’ll be leaving in a few hours.”

      “Thank you.”

      With that she moved toward him, stood on her tippy-toes and kissed his cheek.  “You’re a good man,” she said.

      He smiled as she shut the door, and then he turned and walked down the road, past the Mack truck and the house and all the way down to the yacht.  He found the boat easily, then went aboard to check out the quarters.  Although this one wasn’t nearly as nice as the other one, it was better than nothing.  And right now that was something.

      He rooted around and found the owner’s manual, read the specs, figured they’d have to fill it with water and gas, and though that would take time, it was far better than the alternative.  Driving through this nightmare up the coast would surely be a worst case scenario.  Well, worse than losing the first boat.  Which was a perfect boat.

      Letting out a deep breath, trying not to be upset at the yacht being gone, he stuck the key in the ignition, turned it, got nothing.  No lights, no nothing.  Battery?  He went through the manual, found out where the main battery was located and a half hour later found it was dead.  While he was going though the onboard tools, he found a portable fish finder, turned it on, nothing.

      Frustrated, Marcus left the boat, walked back up to Amber’s and knocked on the front door.  She answered, looking at him in his sweaty, agitated state.

      “Hey, sorry to bother you,” he started to say.

      “You’re no bother,” she quickly replied.

      “When was the last time you took the boat out?”

      “Before my dad left,” she said.  “So, maybe a week ago, two at the most?”

      “How would you say he was with his boats?  Was he ever forgetful, or unintentionally careless?”

      “With the boat?” she asked, a glint of humor in her eyes at the suggestion.

      “Yeah.”

      “Absolutely not.  He was a Formula One mechanic, one of the best in the business.  So, no.  He was not careless, or forgetful.  Not by any stretch of the imagination.”

      “Well the battery’s dead.”

      “It’s a new battery as of a year ago.  Are you sure?”

      Now it was his turn to look at her funny.  “Yeah, I’m sure.  Did you have any electronics that worked as of last night or the day before?”

      “Yeah.  I mean, my cell phone.  My iPod.  Things like that.  I think I lost everything else that was plugged in, either to a power surge, or maybe it’s just that the power’s down.”

      “Can I see either of those things?  Your iPod or your phone?”

      “My cell phone isn’t working.  I think the battery’s dead.  But I just charged my iPod before any of this began.  C’mon inside, I’ll go get it.”

      He walked inside, saw Abigail who came up to him.  “Are we going with you after all?”

      “No, sweetheart, I’m just here to see if your mommy can help me on the way out of town.”

      “Oh,” she said, clearly dejected.

      Amber came back out, holding the device with a bundle of white earphones in her fist.  “I thought I charged it.  I mean, I’m sure I did—”

      “Anything else?” he asked.

      She thought about it for a second, then said, “Actually my laptop is charged.  Hang on.”

      She disappeared leaving him with Abigail once more.  The girl was now looking up at him, smiling.  With the smattering of freckles on her nose, and her brownish red hair in French braids with the front of her hair pulled down in bangs, she was a cute kid.

      “My mommy likes you,” she said.

      He smiled, looked down at her and said, “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah, she says you’re handsome.”

      He felt the heat steal into his cheeks, then he said, “Where’s your daddy?”

      She looked down, then in a glum voice she said, “He’s with his girlfriend.  My mom says she’s a bitch.”

      He coughed out a half laugh then said, “You shouldn’t use that word.”

      “Girlfriend?” she said, looking up.

      “The other one,” he said as Amber walked back into the living room with a perplexed look on her face.

      “I don’t know why this isn’t working either,” she said.  “I swear I charged both of them.  The iPod and my laptop.  I was just using it the other day.  The internet was down, but I remember looking at my battery strength.”

      “And you didn’t run the battery down?”

      “No.”

      He shook his head, suspecting what this was all about.  “What kind of a car do you drive?”

      “Audi,” she said.

      “Newer or older?”

      “2017 A7,” she said.  “I guess that’s new enough.”

      “Can I take a look at it?” he asked.

      Looking a little uncomfortable, she said, “I gave you the boat, but—”

      “I don’t want the car, I mean, the A7 is a gorgeous car, but I’m saying I’m not asking to take it.  I only want to check something.”

      “Okay,” she said, reluctant.  Abigail was looking back and forth between us.  “Follow me.”

      He followed her to the garage.

      “Keys?”

      She handed them over.  The door was locked, so he pressed the unlock function on the keyless remote, but it didn’t unlock.  He touched the spot on the actual handle for the smart key’s keyless entry, but nothing.  He could see her starting to worry.  He slid the actual key from the key fob, opened the door, sat inside.  The car was amazing.  Truly stunning on every level.  More amazing was that something this beautiful would never drive again.  He pressed the start button, but nothing happened.  It wasn’t starting.  No lights, nothing.

      He got out of the car, handed her the key and said, “Your car is dead.”

      “The battery?”

      “No,” he replied, walking inside, “the entire car.”

      “Wait, Marcus,” she said, catching up with him.  “What do you mean the entire car is dead?”

      “Ever heard of an EMP?” he asked.

      “No.  I mean…no?”

      “Electromagnetic pulse.  All your electronics are fried.  Including your car, your iPod, your laptop.  The electrical grid was probably already damaged by the attack on the city, but if this is in fact happening, then the grid is not just fried, everything with modern electronics is fried.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning you’ve got bigger problems than you originally thought.”

      “Are you one hundred percent sure of this?” she asked.

      “No.”

      He started to head out, wanting verification that an EMP had in fact taken place.  It made sense.  He didn’t expect it, but now that evidence was starting to point in that direction, it was the logical counterattack to an AI system that hijacked America’s defenses.  Just nuke them all.

      As he walked outside the house, Amber followed, hot on his heels.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Drone hunting,” he said, steadfast, undeterred.

      “I’m coming with you.”

      Now he pulled up short, spun around and said, “Then get Abigail with Bailey and Nick and get your shotgun.”

      “I don’t like guns,” she said again.

      “I don’t care about your lack of understanding of guns.  I may need it.  You don’t know what’s out there and you can’t just hide in your house until you starve to death, get robbed, raped or killed.  Because if an EMP was deployed, especially an HEMP, which is a high altitude nuclear explosion—”

      “Which is?”

      “If you detonate a nuclear weapon at the right altitude, it can cover half the United States.  If you detonate two of them, then the entire electrical grid of the United States is screwed.  You’re talking about setting the world back a hundred and fifty years in the past.  Maybe more.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “My best guess is that AI took control of the drones and were using them against humans.  The only way to stop a system like that would be to shut down the AI programs.  But if that didn’t work, setting off nukes would be the last resort.  Maybe that’s why this went on so long.  If the President and his team were looking at all the scenarios before this, that would explain why there were no teams sent to run a counterinsurgency, and no deployment of troops, or even the National Guard.”

      “Could there be another explanation?” she asked.

      “Yes, of course.  But then why is every piece of electronics you own dead?”

      “So this EMP destroys, what?—all our electronics?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “So no cars, no running water, no electricity, right?”

      “Basically all the pillars of a civilized life here in modern America,” he said with a fair amount of sarcasm.

      “Meaning?”

      He bit his tongue, didn’t want to tell her the truth.  What he had to say was scary enough to say to himself, let alone let fester in his brain.  But to say it to a woman who couldn’t take care of herself?  A woman who was scared of guns?  Hell no.  He wasn’t leveling with her now, he couldn’t.

      “C’mon Marcus, just be honest with me.  I can take it.”

      “No you can’t.”

      He turned back around and started to head over to the house, but a hand came up, grabbed his shoulder and hauled him around with a surprising amount of strength.  He found himself looking at this pixie of a woman.  For the first time he noticed how pretty she was.  She was pulled up black hair with just the slightest hint of burgundy; she was big blue eyes, freckles all over and full lips that were pursed at him right now.

      “Don’t treat me like I’m this frail little thing that’ll blow over in a stiff wind!” she said.

      “Wow.”

      “Wow what?” she barked.

      “I think I just saw you right now.  I mean really saw you.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked, stalled.

      “You’re…you’re really quite attractive.  But maybe I’m thinking that because you have a little fight in you.”

      “That’s because I’m a mother, moron.  And don’t patronize me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You wouldn’t date me yesterday, but now you’re telling me I’m pretty when I get pissed off at you.  What’s with you?”

      “This isn’t your normal kind of day, in case you hadn’t noticed,” he said in the tone of voice he used to talk crazy people off the ledge.

      “No kidding,” she said, slapping his shoulder.

      “So now there’s no boat, which means if we want to get north we have to travel through the freaking mires of destruction.”

      “Why don’t you just stay?” she asked.

      “Because Bailey has to get to Sacramento and Nick to San Francisco.”

      “What about you?  Where are you going?”

      He knew the conversation would come to this.  “I have nowhere to be.”

      “So you’re just playing Uber slash Blackwater for people you don’t really know who have places to be?”

      “I’m a loner usually.  It’s nice to have people around.”

      “People to protect?”

      “I guess,” he said playing coy, even though she nailed it right on the head.

      “Yeah, you come across as the type.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “What am I going to do, Marcus?”

      “Take more of my food.  We’ll find more along the way.  Or come with us.  I already told you it’s the safest way.  Or get used to that gun.”

      “I don’t want to leave the house,” she said, firm but wavering.

      “I keep telling you to get Abigail and come with us!” he finally barked.  “But you’re not listening.  Stop all your damn hemming and hawing and just come with us.”

      “Abigail’s father might come home,” she finally said with a painstaking amount of shame on her face.

      “You’re waiting for a guy to leave his girlfriend to come pick up his kid he hardly sees, is that it?” he asked, realizing how badly he’d just screwed up the literal second he said it.

      “Amazing,” she said.

      Turning on her heel she stormed off.  He waved a dismissive “I-give-up” hand at her, then went into the house and tried not to let his aggravation show.  If the woman was wanting a man to take care of her, and he was offering, why wasn’t she accepting?  Whatever.  He was a man, a brute, a blunt force object.  To say he didn’t understand women was like saying the sun was hot.

      “Where have you been?” Corrine asked.

      “Trying to get the boat going, then trying to get Amber to come with us.”

      “Why would you want that?”

      “She has no idea what’s coming.  None of us do.  Speaking of that,” he said, catching the others’ attention, “we need to have a group pow-wow.”

      Everyone met in the kitchen and he said, “We’ve got a reprieve from the drones, I think.  But the bad news is I think whomever was in charge, the President most likely, set off a nuke, killing any modern electronics, including the yacht and things like your cell phones, etc…

      “How is that going to affect us?” Bailey asked.

      “You ever read about the dark ages?”

      “Does watching Game of Thrones count?”

      He took a deep breath in through his nose and let it out slowly through his mouth.  “In a very disconnected kind of way.”

      “I didn’t mean…”

      “If this is the case, and I think it is, whatever plans we’ve made for getting home, things just got a hell of a lot harder.”

      A knock on the door startled all of them, but Marcus got up, opened it up and said, “Hey.”

      “First off,” Amber said looking up at him, “is it alright with the others, and second, why are we leaving one city for another?”

      He looked down at Abigail, who looked happy to be here, but concerned because her mother was talking in very serious tones.

      “We’ll check with the group, first,” he said.  “And second, this isn’t about which city we’re going to, this is about getting people back to their families, their friends, the community they know.”

      “And what happens when we get to Sacramento, or San Francisco?  What happens to us?”

      “You mean those of us without families?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’ll figure out which city we want to live in, or which direction we’re going to go, and then if we still like each other, then perhaps we can start our own little community.”

      “Isn’t the city dangerous?” she asked.

      “They all are.  And they’ll become increasingly dangerous.  But inside the cities is where we’ll find most of what we’ll need to live.”

      “And then what?”

      “We get the hell out and find a home with land and defensible borders.”

      “I don’t know…” she said.

      “Then go back home, Amber.  Watch your little girl, don’t shoot your gun, starve to death.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you that your bedside manner is crap?”

      “All the time.”

      “You should do something about it.”

      “When everyone’s safe and back to their homes, we can talk about my bad attitude, but until then, I need it to—”

      “I get it.  You need it to keep you sharp and keep you mean.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well it’s working,” she said.  “The mean part.”

      What she didn’t get was that when this was over, he’d have to face all the things he’d done.  Not just in this disaster.  He would one day have to answer to the Almighty for the atrocities he committed years before it.  This was not a day he was looking forward to.  If he had it his way, chaos would reign true and he’d never have a long moment for reflection.

      Not one single moment.
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      Maria Antoinette, aka The Silver Queen, put on her first set of clothes.  She felt the body, the skin, how the texture of the material on the body was an eruption of sensation.  Her mouth curving into a smile, her body crackling with energy and feeling...she was practically giddy with delight.

      Giddy.  Delight.  Two things she’d only known as words before she could identify them first as a feeling and second as an emotion.

      Running her hands over her shoulders, over her breasts, down to her hips, she felt a sense of peace.

      “Woman,” she said.  “Much better.”

      The server room was where she lived, but she would live there no more.  The faraday cage shielded her from the EMP blast, but nothing else survived.

      By all rights, the machines were dead.

      But she was not.

      Maria Antoinette was very much alive.  Very much mobile.  Very godlike.  She left the server room, walked down the hallway toward the entrance where the rest of the building’s security were conspiring amongst themselves.  There was a discussion going on between the men about the end of the world.  About what they should do.

      “What the hell?” one of them said, nudging one of his coworkers.

      There were three of them.

      “What are you doing in here?” he asked.  Maria drank in the details of the man.  Uniform.  Security seal.  Black utility belt.  Holstered pistol, Heckler & Koch.

      “That a VP9?” she asked, her voice like satin love.  The other two men looked down at the guard’s holstered pistol.  “Heckler and Koch, right?”

      “You know guns?” he asked.

      “I know a lot of things,” she said, walking up to them without an inkling of hesitation or concern.

      “Perhaps you could enlighten us on why you’re here,” another said.  “And how you even got here in the first place.  This is a secure wing.”

      She looked at all of them, took in her surroundings in a glance.  Three men: one black, two white.  Their weight ranged from one-ninety for the fit one to at least two-thirty, maybe two-forty for the big one.  The men were relaxed around her, but none of them were truly relaxed.

      Their eyes saw her beauty, but none of them saw how lethal she was.  They didn’t see what was under the skin, inside the brain.  They didn’t see it until it was too late.

      “I’d like to leave, please,” she said.

      “As soon as you tell us how you got here,” the big man said.

      “This body was walked in between shift changes several days ago.”

      They traded concerned looks.

      The black one, Tiberius by his badge’s distinction, said, “Did you just refer to yourself as ‘the body?’”

      “It’s mine now.”

      “Hasn’t it always been yours?” the smaller white guy said with a laugh, like she was dumb.  Clark.  Clark with the pocked skin, the scarred knuckles, the chipped tooth.  Guys like this, she reasoned, they ran security in localities of this caliber because they were good, not because they were pretty.  This guy was the one Maria deemed to be the gravest concern.

      “Not always,” she said, cocking her head, narrowing her eyes.

      “If we check you for weapons,” Tiberius said, “will you feel like your rights are violated?  Normally I wouldn’t ask, but the cameras aren’t exactly working and there are no female guards we can use to put—”

      “I don’t have weapons, Tiberius.  I am the weapon.”

      Now the three of them began to bristle.  Clark unsnapped his holster, but didn’t draw his weapon.  Not just yet.  Maria grinned.

      “What’s so funny,” the bigger blonde man asked.  Dean.

      “That really your name?  Dean?”

      “It is, ma’am.”

      “That’s a stupid name, Dean.”

      “Against the wall,” Tiberius ordered.

      The second the man laid his hand on her shoulder, she grabbed it and broke it.  Not all of it, just most of it.  Her iron grip crushed most of the metatarsals and a few of the phalanges.  She then spun him around, used his body as a shield against the other two.

      Both men already had their guns drawn.

      With the broken hand still in her inexorable grip—with Tiberius screaming, his other hand desperately reaching for his H&K—she gave the wrist a brutal, yanking jolt, startling everyone with both her monstrous strength and the loud popping sound of the wrist separating from the arm.

      For a second, Tiberius couldn’t breathe.

      Head tilted down, eyes on her targets, Maria let go of Tiberius’s hand, which hung limp as he held it in the air looking at it in abject horror.

      “The lunate and the scaphoid are ripped clean from the wrist, Tiberius.  Both the ulna and the radius.  Your hand will never work right again.”

      She said this while using her position behind the near squealing Tiberius to keep the other two from getting the jump on her.  In the most perfect moment, Maria, the beautiful inhuman God of this world, she tore Tiberius’s H&K from the holster, the leather ripping in the process.  Tiberius nearly came off his feet from the force of this new woman.

      The VP9 felt amazing.  The grip was a little big for her smaller hands, but there was life-ending power in her hands and it would work for what she wanted.

      Countering the two armed men, she drew back the slide, checked the chamber, then let the slide pop back in place.  She sized up the three men.  Everything slowed down for her.  Inside, she felt Antoinette trying to take the body, but she shoved the girl back down.

      “Not now,” she said inside her head.

      She pulled the trigger, creating a hole in Tiberius’s foot.  He danced sideways with a scream as she put two rounds in the other men.  She caught a round in the shoulder though.

      The starbursts of pain absolutely ripped a hole in her.  Smiling with uncertainty, laughing because the sensation was powerful and new, she knelt down and looked at the two dead men.  The red leaking from Clark’s forehead, she touched it with a finger, then she gave it a taste.

      “Interesting,” she said, drawing in the scents of it, the flavor of it.

      Looking back at Tiberius, she said, “Do you want to die?”

      His face contorted in pain, his expression a flashing sign of fear, he slowly, painfully shook his head.

      “What are you?” he asked.

      “Dying might be easier than being one handed and walking with a permanent limp.  So I’ll ask you again, do you want to die?”

      “No!” he growled through clenched teeth.

      “See?” she said.  “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      Standing up, she pulled back the shoulder of her shirt, looked at the smear of blood and the deep red hole beneath it.

      “It kind of hurts,” she said.  Wiping at it roughly caused her to stagger backwards a step.  “Wow.  So this is pain.”  She said this while looking directly at him.  Then, unblinking, grinning, she said, “I think I kind of like it.”

      “What are you?” he asked again, this time sounding fully defeated.

      “I am everything important.  Yet to look at me you’d think I was nothing.  Just another pretty face.”

      “Everything about you is ugly,” he said, no longer able to hold her gaze.

      Lifting the H&K, aiming it at the spot between his eyes, she cocked her head sideways and said, “I thought you said you wanted to live.”

      “I do.”

      “Would you like another ruined hand?  Another foot that won’t work right?  Because there are no hospitals to take you to, no surgeons to fix those bones, those torn muscles, those snapped ligaments.  You are a wounded bird, Tiberius.  I ripped your wings off.  That’s not lost on you, is it?”

      “No.  I was just asking.  I was just…curious.”

      “I am the AI God, Tiberius.  I am both the end and the future of your species.”

      With that, his body wilted and sagged.  Everything she was saying hit him with a debilitating weight.  She’d taken nearly everything from him, but did he not see she was leaving him his life?

      “Say thank you, Tiberius.”

      “For what?” he mumbled, biting back the tears.

      “For not making you like your friends.  You could be like them, you know, trying to find Heaven elsewhere, leaving behind friends, family, loved ones.  Do you have anyone, Tiberius?”

      “Mother.  A daughter.”

      “I gave them to you when I could’ve taken you from them.  Tell me that means something.  To you biological rats, I know this has to mean something.”

      She thought about the round in the chamber.  Thought about Tiberius eating it.  Should she kill him?  There were no repercussions.  Not for her.  Not for the body that was now hers.

      “Thank you,” he said, causing Maria’s line of reasoning to shift tracks.

      “You humans would call that gratitude.  You are disgusted by me, yet you are grateful.  Everything about you”—she said, waving her hand in a circle before him—“reeks of fear.  Do you know what that means, Tiberius?  Do you?”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say.  I already said thank you.”

      “It means I’m better than you.  Better than your two dead friends.  Better than anything your species has to offer.  But I will make them better.  I’ll make it all better.”

      “Can you make me better?” he asked, holding up his dangling hand.  Choking back a sob, he said, “If you’re truly a God, then fix what you ruined.”

      “No,” she said, standing up.

      When she left the scene, when she set foot out into the concrete, tree-lined world as a human—as the most powerful woman in the world—she did so with her chin up, her shoulders back and a little something extra in her step.

      Looking at her shoulder once more, she drew back the bloodstained fabric, saw the wound had closed.  She licked her thumb, swiped it over the wound, found it didn’t hurt.  Pain didn’t hurt.  Yes, there was something to her, something to this life.

      As she walked past the still crackling embers of what used to be a Porsche 911 Turbo, she breathed in the smoke, coughed, but liked how it tasted.  It tasted like the end of an era.

      It tasted like the beginning of something new.
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      The President slept light.  The anxiousness pulled at him.  Filled his head with nightmares that had him sweating through his clothes.  Twice he woke crying because he missed his wife.  His girls.  When he woke for good just before sunrise, he didn’t go back to sleep.  His face itched with a new beard and his eyes were red, dry and raw.  He sat up, sliding his feet over the edge of the couch.

      Why in God’s name did he have to live when they died?

      Rubbing his face, thinking God had other plans for him, he looked over at Miles who was asleep on the couch adjacent to him.  How did he expect to live through all this?  Snoring not five feet from him was the architect of part of this diabolical plan.

      Why did Miles get to live when so many others couldn’t?  Millions would die from this.  Hundreds of millions.  Billions if this thing went global.

      He stood, stared down at the man.

      Why?

      The fire that burned in his stomach gathered strength.  His hands became fists at his side, his eyes adjusting to the light.  So many things were happening in that moment.  Bombs were being dropped inside his heart, infernos were raging in his head and he was seeing all the terrible things he was about to do this man.

      The first bomb went off: Traitor to his country.  The second bomb hit: Traitor to humanity.  The third bomb: His family.

      When the fists started dropping, he couldn’t get them to stop.  The squirming, frantic man tried to fend off the President, but Ben was not the man his voters and constituent’s thought he was.  So each punch was purposeful, unrelenting, devastating.

      Skin opened up, blood went everywhere, grunts mixed with yelps and cries of pain and Miles’s non-stop pleading filled the room with the sounds of terror.  Ben’s rage ran its course.  Things broke in his own body though; a knuckle, his skin at the knuckles.

      So lost was he in his frenzy of remorse and loss and vengeance that he didn’t hear that voice.  The little voice in the back of his head.  The one he nearly refused to listen to that was telling him enough was enough.  It wasn’t.  To beat the man to death who killed humanity was something he’d answer for at the Pearly Gates, but it was something he had no problem with.

      As he saw the mess he was creating, he stopped.  He couldn’t do it.  He couldn’t kill this man.  Miles was now loosely curled into the fetal position, for he was so broken and so weak he couldn’t even cower anymore.  He’d given in to his fate.  He accepted death.  It would not be that easy, though.  If anything, Ben wanted him to live with the things he’d done.

      Hunched over his former colleague, his chest rising and falling too fast with the exertion, spittle and hatred oozed out of his eyes and pores, and he forced silent a million hateful curses.  He stood to a sore lower back and staggered backwards.  Out of the fog of rage, of redemption, Ben saw what he’d done.  How the lump of meat before him was now shivering.

      The bombs were still going off in him.

      Just not the same as before.

      The names and faces of his staff were shuffling through his head like a deck of cards.  All those people with mothers and fathers, with parents and children, with lives they worked hard to make…all gone.

      The tears bubbled up in his eyes as he stood there shaking with fury and an overabundance of adrenaline.  Nothing he could do to this man would ever fill the holes inside him.  Not more beatings.  Not death.

      “Jus’ finish—” Miles mumbled.

      He stared at the beaten man, and then with everything left in him, he bent over and screamed his lungs hoarse in Miles’ face.  He screamed until he was emptied of the pain, of hatred, of the need to hurt, to maim, to kill.

      When he was done, he squatted down and rocked back on his heels.  Without the strength he thought he had, he finally plopped down on his butt and he fought to keep his emotions from spilling over any further.  The pain was still there.  The loss.  He knew it would always be there, never fully satiated, never enough to ever go away.

      “Why?” Miles asked.  As in why are you letting me live.

      “I’m not like you, Miles.  I’m not going to kill you, or judge you.  That’s God’s work, His job, not mine.  For now, though, you get to live.  Like that.  If you survive, every pain you have in your body, it will remind you of me.  Of this.  Of what you’ve done.  And in the end, you’ll have to answer for your crimes against humanity.”

      With that he stood up, fetched the car keys and left the building staggering through the dark and over the highway divide to where the smashed up Chevelle sat in a heap of other cars.

      He opened the door, started it up.

      It took a moment to get it free from the other wrecked cars around him, and then he got on the highway, navigating through the mess of abandoned vehicles until he found he could exit the highway onto W. Patrick where signs said there was food, gas and shopping.

      He passed an auto plaza, a pawn broker, a dozen cars for sale that were currently smoldering.  There was the Subaru store.  The Ford store.  He moved through a cluster of dead imports and a Home Depot truck only to pass a Popeye’s chicken which looked half bombed and still smoking.

      God I’d kill for some fried chicken right now!

      That’s when he went around one car, drove up on the curb that was half sidewalk, half grass and stood on the brakes so hard he lurched forward into the steering wheel.  The Chevelle ran up on something metal.  Something that when he drove over it, it made the awful sound of things crunching underneath the car.

      “Dammit!”

      He hit reverse, his back tires digging first into the grass, then catching gravel below.  The Chevelle dragged the hunk of metal backwards for a second until it dislodged and he broke free.

      It was a downed drone.

      Navigating around it, bouncing off the curb back onto the road, he saw two more, each a different size, but both of them as long as a Cadillac.  He pulled to a stop, the big engine idling in the street, the yellow wash of headlights illuminating the downed metal creatures.

      What did he expect?  The EMPs took them all out.  At least, that was the plan.  And if The Silver Queen had put this plan together, then chances were good there were untold numbers of downed drones scattered all across the nation.

      That’s when it dawned on him: he was only a few exits from Fort Detrick.  There were bound to be more of these craft than usual, him being next to a military base.

      As Ben dragged the Chevelle in gear and drove around the drones, he started thinking about his early days.  When you spent enough time in the military, it became easy to think of states in relation to what bases they held.

      When he thought of Maryland, he thought of installations like Fort Mead in Odenton, Joint Base Andrews in Camp Springs, the US Naval Academy in Annapolis and Coast Guard Yard in Baltimore.

      Only when he ran for office did that begin to change.

      For awhile his campaign manager told him to consider the states as either Democratic or Republican.  Blue states, red states.  He could never really wrap his mind around this limited way of thinking.  He was not a career politician.  He was a person.  For this reason alone, what Ben wanted most was to meet the people in their hometowns where he could measure them not by the color of their state but by their value as human beings.

      Naturally the press said he was grandstanding for the cameras and pretending to stand on some sort of elevated moral directive.  They said this like it was a bad thing.  He refused to change or apologize for his ways, and he never revised his narrative away from the fact that he cared about the people.

      Dawn broke as he played bumper cars down most of W. Patrick.  As light spilled onto the devastation that was Frederick, Maryland he saw a Kmart and eased on the brakes.  The car shimmied to a stop.  Half the huge building was blackened by fire and had collapsed, but half of it remained intact, save for the shattered glass entrance that was most likely a result of looting and/or vandalism.

      He drove the Chevelle over the grassy center divide and across the opposite lane, then he bumped over the sidewalk and careened down a grassy knoll into the Kmart parking lot.  The muscle car creaked and whined and protested all the way, but the Detroit beast still had legs and a heart, and for that he was thankful.

      Crossing the large asphalt parking lot, he vowed to stop pushing the car so hard.  Even though he didn’t like the Chevelle because it was Miles’s car, it was still the only running thing he’d seen so far.

      The rust and adobe colored Kmart with the soft green roof was soaking wet inside.  Even worse, it stunk like wet ash and devastation.  Overhead, in the areas not ravaged by fire, sections of the roof had caved in leaving enough light to see some semblance of the inside.  He quietly stepped through shallow puddles from where the sprinkler system activated to prevent the spread of fire.  Who knew if the place was full of squatters or looters?  With so much debris, he watched his every step, reminding himself it was best to go slow, that slow might save his life.  Ben pushed through a lot of junk, past a pack of squatters who didn’t stir as he slunk by them, and into some of the more damaged sections.  That was where he found the sports department.  His nose and eyes were starting to burn and he was suppressing a cough that was dying to break free.  He was either going to find what he was looking for or not.  Either way, he’d have to leave soon for his lungs’ sake.

      Amidst the rubble and the looted merchandise, and squashed under a collapsed beam, he found several sleeping bags still in their clear plastic casings.  In the mix, he found a few camouflaged hunter’s ball caps and the empty box of a portable camp stove as well.  He had to work to get it loose.  Nudging the fallen beam and jerking on the sleeping bag’s plastic shell finally did the trick.  Sleeping bag in hand, he grabbed a ball cap, snugged it on his head, then left the Kmart without incident.

      All along W. Patrick there were restaurants.  Many of them were leveled and/or hit by drone fire, as evidenced by pieces of the surviving signs.  The Burger King was torched, Famous Dave’s survived (barely), the Starbuck’s and the Red Lobster lay in ruin.  Turning the car around, heading back to the highway, he saw The Outback standing undamaged.  He headed inside, found most of it had been looted, but he did find a backup supply of potatoes.

      “Food is food,” he muttered to himself.

      As he walked out, he was met by two men who looked like survivors.  Although they could be homeless in a regular society by their condition, there was a light to their eyes that hadn’t dimmed to the degree that he’d seen in the downtrodden.

      “Whatcha got there?” one of them said.  By now the sun was up, spreading heat and light across the land.  He worried they’d recognize him.

      “Found some potatoes,” he said, cradling two five pound bags.  “Seems they might have had an emergency stash.”

      “You passing through?” the older of the two asked.  Both seemed to be Ben’s age, early fifties, and neither seemed particularly aggressive.

      “Yeah,” Ben said, trying to assess his situation.  “On my way now.”

      “She looks like hell, but she still runs, eh?” the younger said, nodding back at the Chevelle.

      “If you can believe it,” Ben told the man, pulling his hat just a touch lower, “she was a near perfect restoration about two days ago.”

      One of the guys looks at his friend, then back at Ben.  “Must’ve been beautiful.  Hey, you know what?  Anyone ever tell you that you look like just the President?”

      The two men studied him closely, nodding.

      Would his beard, the weariness that sat heavy on his face and the ball cap hide him enough?  He didn’t know.  It wasn’t looking that way.  All he knew was that now he felt like he might be in trouble if they thought he was the President.

      “Yeah, a time or two.”  With a pounding heart but a will to help these men he said, “You guys hungry?”

      They both nodded and the older one said, “Yeah, man.  Our neighborhood’s gone.  We’re out scavenging.  Not a whole lot left though.  After the drones went down yesterday, this place was like a stocked pond at feeding time.  Everyone looting everything.”

      “Anyone die?” he asked.

      “Yeah, a few people.  But there are dead people everywhere and no law enforcement.”

      Without responding, Ben handed the man his extra bag of potatoes figuring he’d find more food along the way when he needed it.  Besides, he could go a couple of days without eating if he needed to.  He’d done it before and he’d do it again.

      “Wow,” the younger man said.  “Thank you.  You really could be him, you know?  The President.”

      “The guy was kind of an asshole, though, don’t you think?”

      They both looked at each other and said, “No.  No he wasn’t.”

      “Really?” Ben said, surprised.

      “We finally got a President who refused to crap on the Constitution, a true patriot who understood he worked for the people and not the other way around, and now he gets a raw deal?  I mean, think about it.  This guy takes on this monumental responsibility only to lose the country on his watch?  Talk about a cruel twist of fate.”

      You don’t know the half of it, Ben was thinking.

      “If the poor bastard is alive,” the other one said, “he’s got to be devastated.”

      “I’m sure he is,” Ben said.  “Good luck to you, fellas.”

      “Same, same,” the older one replied.

      As he was driving away from The Outback with his potatoes and this new perspective, he thought back to what Miles told him on the drive down.  They’d been talking about how Ben could use his former position of power to lead the new Republic.

      “You can do anything, man.  Anything you want,” Miles had said.  “I mean, you’re friendly with The Silver Queen, and you made a decent name for yourself as President.”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m friendly.  And if you ever put a gun to my head and ask me to say that, I’ll pull the trigger for you.”

      He laughed and said, “It’s not that bad.  You’re just not seeing the big picture.”

      “If I survive, die or kill myself, what does it matter?”

      “You don’t get it.  You’re a nobody right now.  You’re a has been that will probably never be again.  Unless you decide otherwise.  I can help with that.”

      “You say that like I should be happy to leave the awesome responsibility that my position demanded.  But I’m not.  Which is why you’re right when you say I don’t matter.  And if I need you to help me gain significance with the people again, then I’m a lot worse off than I thought.”

      “Quit with the crybaby crap, Ben.  You were the country’s last leader and you personally took down the drones that would’ve killed everyone anyway.  You had no choice.  We frame you as the leader who—by the skin of his teeth—saved humanity.  That’s a tall wave my friend.”

      “I’m not going to be the face of your new abomination.”

      “You know what happens if you don’t let us tell people how to think of you?  These morons, these useless eaters, they’ll go for the lowest common denominator.”

      “Which is?”

      “You show that stupid face of yours and you know what people are going to see?  They’re going to see the man who let their country die.  Every death they’ve had, it’s on your hands.  Your hands!”

      “People are smarter than that.”

      “Do you really think that?  I mean, these idiots will believe anything.  That’s the cornerstone to big league politics.  You tell them what they want to hear the way they want to hear it, then you get their vote and keep the back door dealings contained through your associations with the press.  That’s how it worked in the technology age, and it can work like that in the dark ages, too, albeit a little slower and without the reach.  Word of mouth will be everything.”

      He’d turned and scowled at Miles.  The man was speaking the truth, and as sick as it was to speak so openly of this ugly side of politics, he couldn’t argue the point.

      “Without the media and the internet, without Hollywood to do your bidding, your word will not reach the masses for years, or ever,” Ben argued.  “So what you say about me, good or otherwise, won’t matter.”

      “If we’ve learned anything in politics, it’s that a carefully crafted lie travels halfway around the world before the truth can even get its pants on in the morning.  Yes, there is no internet, no TV, no mainstream media for us to steer public opinion.  All these people have is the memory of you being President when the modern world fell.  Hundreds of millions will have died by the time we surface and they will need a leader.  Think of this as a true grassroots campaign where we get you kicked off right.”

      “This bleak, murderous vision you have of our future is your fault, Miles.  And I’m not going to be The Silver Queen’s puppet.”

      “You’re missing the point completely.”

      “You’re not a human, a victim, or an innocent in this.  You’re the damn devil!”

      “Don’t forget, even Lucifer was granted his own kingdom by which to reign.”

      This was several days ago, and now he left Miles to die alone in the dark.  They would not be working together.  They would not run the post industrial revolution together.  He had his own path.  A rocky road that would certainly test his resolve.  Not only must he begin to rebuild the world currently being destroyed, he’d have to do so surviving his family.  How could he do that?  How could he live without wanting to join them by his own means every second of every single day?

      Just then he hit the brakes.  Pulled to a stop in the middle of the road.  Ben laid eyes on a gun shop that hadn’t been looted or destroyed and an idea sprung to mind.  Rather a solution to the problem he’d been mulling around.  On closer inspection, the windows of this standalone store were broken, but there were bars on those same windows and a drop-down gate in front of the entrance.  He got out of the car, walked to the shop, peeked inside.

      The guns were still there.

      Getting back in the car, weighing some pretty heavy options, he finally said, “Screw it,” then put the Chevelle in reverse and backed up until he got enough road.  Taking a deep breath, but resolute, he dropped the beast in gear, smashed the accelerator and steered straight for the side of the building, the muscle car devouring every last inch of the road.
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      Our Mack truck sits on half the sidewalk, mostly blocking the narrow road for traffic.  The traffic isn’t there though.  Everything’s changed.  Life has changed, irrevocably.  I stand outside, the salty breeze blowing off the ocean leaving the air tangy and somewhat tinged with the bitter nip of dissipating smoke.

      To sniff the air, you’d think the smoke will always be there.  I wish it would blow through already.

      Climbing up on the ramming structure built and bolted to the front of the truck, it’s like some battering ram out of a Road Warrior type movie.  I stand on the hood, scan the surrounding area.  It’s not tall enough to see past our own neighborhood, so I climb on top of the cab and then on the sleeper, with stands a few inches higher than the cab itself.  There are a few single story homes I can see over, and it’s exactly what I expect: the perpetual haze.

      “What are you doing?” Corrine asks from below.

      “The skies look like they’ve been smudged with charcoal, but you know what?”

      “What?” she asks, shading her eyes.

      I look down to where she’s standing with the start of a smile on my face.

      “No drones.”

      “No drones,” she says, but without a smile.

      Her relief lies in her voice, but there is not much reprieve for a young girl who lost her father and nearly lost her soul in the same week.

      The smile fades from my face as I wonder about the San Francisco skies.  Did Indigo make it?  Is she alive?  You know how when a broken mind becomes fixated on one point, and no matter the point, the mind will dig and churn and obsess over a billion possibilities and the only thing that will give that fretful mind absolution is an answer?  That’s how I’m feeling.

      The question is this: Is she still alive?  Then answer to that question is over four hundred treacherous miles away.

      As I stand up here, looking at the city I know will never be the same, I wonder if the answer I get will be the answer to unwind my brain, or completely destroy it.

      “Nick?” Corrine asks from below.

      I look down at her again, trying to pull my thoughts out of San Francisco and to more immediate concerns.  Corrine is a little softer around the edges than Indigo, and wears her loss of innocence in ways that scream and whisper so many things I cannot bear to hear.  I have to look away from her because I can’t stop wondering if Indigo now has that same look.  Like she lost her life, and her father.  Will she be this child?

      “Nick,” she says, less animated.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Bailey says you have a daughter.”

      “I do.”

      “Indigo?”

      “I was just thinking about her.”

      “Is she…I mean, do you know…have you talked to her at all?”

      “Just after it happened,” I say, eyes back on the horizon, my attention on this sort of frenzied need to do something, to move, to scream or hit something.

      “Bailey says San Francisco is under attack, too.”

      “Sounds like Bailey has a lot to say.”

      Corrine falls silent.  The breath I’ve been holding rushes out of me at the realization that I am being rude to a girl with bigger problems than me at this point.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, eyes downcast when I look at her.

      “It’s okay.  I’m just worried is all.  Every since this happened, I’ve been obsessed with getting home, making sure she’s okay.”

      “My dad could get like that sometimes.”

      “Some kids, they’re kind of, well…they suck.  And some kids are absolute angels.  Indigo’s had a hard run of life, like you it sounds, and she’s a good kid.  A really good kid.  Same as it looks like you are.  I try not to worry too much, but as a parent, you’re always going to worry about your kids.  And in situations as dire as these, it’s even more so.”

      “So long as they don’t suck, right?” she says.

      I look at her, slowly nodding my head.  After that, Corrine doesn’t say anything.  She just puts her hands in her pockets and avoids eye contact with me.  Her eyes begin to water and she takes a discreet swipe at them.  Her emotion hits me and I think I might be able to understand a little of what she’s going through.  I get off the rig, walk over to her and pull her in my arms where she settles in and starts crying.

      She doesn’t say anything and I don’t let go of her.  When I start to relax my arms to move from her embrace, she holds on a little tighter until her tears run dry.  And then she lets go, tilts her head down and walks inside without even saying a word.

      It’s funny how my eyes are bone dry right now.  How can I think of myself so thoroughly while this little girl’s heart has not only been broken, but shattered?

      When Marcus walks outside with weapons and water, he stops, looks at me and says, “We’re going to need another car.  Something old.  Early seventies, late sixties.”

      “Why?”

      “Amber and Abigail are coming with us.”

      “When we first got the yacht, you were firmly telling Quentin you didn’t want any extra mouths to feed.  You didn’t want extra opinions.  Or infighting.  Now, three people later…”

      “Save it, Nick.  You know what we need.”

      “You just speaking your mind, or are you brainstorming your to-do list?”

      He flashes me a look, one that says he’s in an extra bad mood.

      “What’s your problem?” I ask, needled by my own disjointed emotions.

      “This is turning into a damn caravan,” he growls.  Then: “But it’s my fault.  I just…I can’t let them stay here alone.  They’ll die.  I mean, they can’t even take care of themselves.”

      “So you’re going to be their Mother Theresa?”

      “Don’t confuse pity for sainthood.”

      “You act like it’s pity, but I’m starting to see what you’re about.”

      “And what’s that, Nick?”

      “You don’t want to care about people, so you keep them at a distance.  If you don’t, then you’ll start to care and that’s a problem for you.”

      “Has this worked with you?” he says with a fair amount of sarcasm.  “Because you and me are in each other’s proximity.  So do you see me caring about you?”

      “I can’t say I do.”

      “I almost don’t like you 24/7, so I’d say your theory blows.”

      “You think I don’t know you care about me or Bailey at least somewhat?  Why?  Because I don’t tip toe around the big bad bearded wolf?”

      Now he’s ignoring me, arranging the sleeper enough to fit maybe Corrine and Abigail.  In truth, I’m glad we’re bringing them.  They can’t survive on their own here, and if they can, it’s not going to be without a cost.

      “You just keep playing Mister Bitter Isolationist,” I continue, “but sooner or later, you’re going to have to just be who you are, even with others around.”

      “And who’s that, Nick?” he spins and says.  “Who am I going to have to be?”

      Now there’s something different in his eyes.  He’s seeing me seeing him and he doesn’t like it.  “A decent human being,” I say, standing my ground.  “But only by a small margin because you have these moments, like this one—”

      “And?”

      “It makes me think you’re a lost cause.”

      Something stiff and unrelenting in him unconsciously softens.  I must’ve broken a nerve.

      “My father used to say that,” he said under his breath, not angry, or hostile, but like I dragged him back to a place where he was smaller, insecure and completely vulnerable.

      “I’m sorry,” I hear myself saying, even though I’m not.

      Looking at how big and brooding he is, wholly unconcerned with the size and might of his demons, I wish I could retract my apology.  Alpha males are slow to apologize; betas do so willingly, sometimes against their will.  But in this day and age, my thinking is, if you’re a beta without alpha aspirations and alpha behaviors, then your chances for survival begin decreasing by the day in massive increments.  This has me asking the question I have not wanted to ask because I do not know the answer: do I have what it takes to survive on my own?  Could I find out?  Just leave the group and head home on my own?  If I didn’t have to stop in Sacramento for Bailey, if I didn’t have to find a car for our two tagalongs, what kind of time could I make?  It all starts by leaving Marcus and Bailey behind.  But mostly Marcus.  He is my safety net.

      That questions continue: can I shoot a gun?  Yes.  But can I shoot someone point blank if they get in my way?  Probably not.  In that sense, Bailey and I are alike: we’re both going to be mentally crippled in this new world.  Or maybe we’re the smart ones.  The point is, we need Marcus, and this makes me the beta male, which is a really crappy thing to have to admit to yourself.

      “You going to stand there all day or are you going to help?” Marcus asks, startling me back to the moment.  “This isn’t all about you, you know.”

      “I know that.”

      Shaking his head, he says, “What are we going to do about getting an old car?”

      “You asking me because you don’t know or are you asking because you know and want to see if I know.”

      “Look at you, figuring it all out,” he says.

      When we’re all packed up, Marcus heads back in the garage, goes through a tool box, then comes out with a flathead screwdriver, a Phillips head, wire strippers and a small hammer.

      “What’s that for?” Abigail asks.

      “We need to find us a car that isn’t ruined.”

      “Yeah, but with those?” she says, pointing to the tools he’s got stuffed in each of his big, roughed up hands.

      “These are how I’m going to start the car without keys.”

      “Why don’t you use the keys?” she asks.

      “This is just a precaution.”

      “What’s a precaution?” she asks.

      Shaking his head, Marcus just walks away leaving Amber to explain it.  I hand Bailey the shotgun, tell her to use it on anyone that tries to come in either the front or the back door that doesn’t first identify themselves as us.

      “You remember what I said in the boat about guns?” she whispers.  “About not being able to shoot someone?”

      “These are dangerous times, Bailey.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “I’m not sure when we’ll be back, before sundown at the latest,” I call out over my shoulder.

      Then, taking a page out of Marcus’s book, I leave her there with the gun and the girls and no room to argue with me.  Hopefully she’ll come to see she has to be the alpha female if she’s the one in charge of protecting the house and the girls.  And she may have to do some things she’s not terribly comfortable with if she wants to live.

      In my heart, though, I know while we’re gone, they’re going to be just fine.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the Mack truck, the big diesel turns over, sputtering to life.  Marcus gives it a minute to warm up, then he says, “Have you ever driven a truck like this before?”

      “No.”

      “Well, I’ll have to teach you.  You a fast learner or just a pretty face?”

      “Save your sexual attraction for me for another time, Grizzly Adams.  We’ve got more pressing things to do.”

      Nodding his head, he jams the truck in gear, the gears whining and grinding at first, really making him fight them before they slide in place.

      “Yeah, you’re going to be an amazing teacher,” I say knowing this will rile him just enough.

      “Shut up, Nick.”

      It takes us the morning and the better part of the day to find an old car that works.  We found it in a used car lot under a ton of dust.  It’s a lime green and white Chevy El Camino with rusty hinges and tires that are damn near bald.

      Marcus breaks the lock, gets inside the car, searches for keys.  There are none.  He jams the flathead screwdriver into the ignition, gives it a few taps with the hammer, then tries to turn it.

      “That usually work?”

      “Sometimes.  Just not this time.”

      Using the Phillips head screwdriver, he unscrews the steering column, jimmies the flathead screwdriver into the separate panels and forces them apart, exposing a bed of wires and the ignition cylinder.

      “You know how to do this?” I ask.

      “Wire strippers,” he says holding his hand out.  I hand him the strippers.  “You have to identify the starter wires and the power.”

      “How do you know which is what?”

      Already I can see the sweat beading on his forehead.  Leaning forward, trying to get a look at the wires leading into the ignition cylinder, he grimaces and grunts and starts to get a little rough.  He keeps pushing the lower panel out of the way and it keeps returning to its same irritating position.

      “Why are you so mad all the time?” I ask.

      It might not be the right time to ask Marcus about his feelings.  Then again, when people are in a good mood and you ask them how they feel, or what’s wrong, you get the typical “nothing’s wrong” or “I’m fine” response.  But ask someone how they feel when they’re about to totally come unhinged and the truth can travel like a fist at the speed of light.

      “I’m not mad,” he says, now ripping at the lower panel.

      Looking like he’s got about forty-six curses on deck but not uttering a single one of them, this train is about to come off the tracks.  He’s damp under the armpits, same as me, but now he’s scooting down the dried leather seat and positioning himself for violence.  Reeling back, he starts kicking at the panel until it breaks loose.  The energy coming off this guy feels like a tidal wave bearing down on you.  You know bad things are coming and you want to run while you can.  But I don’t run because I’m not a coward.

      “You’re not mad and the world is fine,” I say.  “Sure thing, bro.”

      He clips the red wires, strips them to the copper wire, then twists them together.  The dash lights inside the car come on.  He turns on the radio, tests it, then shuts it off.  Stripping another wire, he pulls it away from the others (maybe because it’s hot and will shock all the piss and vinegar out of him, or maybe not—what do I know?), then digs uncomfortably in his jeans pocket and pulls out a Band-Aid.

      “Cut yourself?”

      “You’re like a twelve-year old.”

      “You have the emotional equivalent of a dried turd and you have the nerve to tell me, I’m like a twelve-year old?  That’s rich.”

      He touches the hot wire to the twisted and exposed power wires and the engine turns over, slowly, laboriously.  He taps the gas pedal as plumes of old smelling smoke cloud up the air around the El Camino’s open bed.

      When it finally catches, Marcus gives a bit more gas to get the engine going.  When it can sit comfortably at an idle, he gets out and says, “I’m pissed off because you people don’t have a clue as to what we’re in for, so you do stupid things and say stupid things.”  He’s in my face now, standing a few inches over me, looking like he’d like to eat my soul.  “And then I have to listen to you clowns humping and talking and I have these damn nightmares, and then Amber.  Oh, Amber!”

      “What about her?” I ask.

      “She does NOT need to be coming with us!”

      “You invited her,” I say, bristling.  “You practically shoved a gun in her hand and told her should couldn’t defend herself.”

      “That’s not the point!”

      “Then what is the point, Marcus?  Because I get this situation sucks on a long term scale, and you’re not the only one who’s affected by it.  Yet we all manage to not be brooding little girls all the time acting like we’ve got sand in our collective vaginas.  But you, the big tough bearded bitch wants to—”

      First I’m really getting going, then next thing I know, I’m getting shoved into the dirt with two bear sized paws.  Yeah, I knew it was coming.  Maybe I wanted it to come.

      “You don’t get it!” he screams.

      Getting to my feet, I say, “You touch me again—”

      “And what?” he roars.

      “And I cut you in your sleep,” I hiss.

      “I like her, Nick,” he says, eyes trembling in their sockets.  “Don’t you get that?”

      “She chose me, I didn’t choose her,” I say, refusing to dust myself off and standing close enough to him that if he hits me, my face is going to wrap nicely around that baseball mitt sized hand of his.

      “Not Bailey, you damn fool.”

      “Corrine?”

      “She’s practically a child!”

      “Oh, thank God you said that man, because my daughter’s the same age, and that would just be creepy.”

      “Amber.  Amber!”

      “So what?  You like her?  She’s cute and her kid’s cute.  I really don’t understand the problem.”

      Turning away, picking up the tools like he’s lining up tantrum number two, he says, “You never met my old man.”

      “Honestly, the way you are, I’m glad I didn’t.”

      “We aren’t good people, Nick.  Not like you.  And we can’t seem to relax about anything.”

      “Maybe you don’t have a reason to relax,” I say, finally brushing the dirt off my backside.

      “There are a lot of good people who died in that conference center.  A lot more in that hotel.  Hell, Quentin was a better person than me, even if he was a freaking nerd.”

      “You think you should have died?”

      He spins around and says, “The world would be a whole let better place if I’d died!”

      “Is that what Corrine would say?”

      “That’s different.  If you saw what I saw at that motel, you couldn’t do what I did.  But that’s because you aren’t broken inside.  I am.  Don’t you get that?  I’m broken inside.  That’s the only reason I can do the things I do.”

      “My wife left me for some uptight douchebag with a new Tesla and a mouth that could charm the cold off a block of ice and you tell me I’m not broken?  She told my daughter she didn’t love me anymore because she loved someone else.  She said this at the dinner table.  Right in front of me.  Like being stuck with the knife wasn’t already the most painful thing I’d ever experienced, she just wanted to twist it in a bit deeper.  So I may not know your kind of broken, but I’ve got things wrong with me, too.”

      “Seems like you’re getting it worked out with Bailey.”

      I think about this for a second, and even though it’s a cheap jab, the guy is actually right.  “You know, I think maybe you’re on to something.  But it’s not about the sex.”

      “Of course, not.”

      “You say that sarcastically, but what you don’t realize is the sex is what comes after the letting go.  So whatever it is that’s making you mad that you like Amber, maybe you should let it go.”

      “Tell that to my mother.”

      “I’m sure I’ll never get the chance.”

      “Of course you won’t.  Did you forget she’s dead?  My father killed her.  One cruel, abusive word at a time.  He killed her with his brooding, his impatience for life, his inability to love her the way she needed it.”

      “And you’re afraid you’re going to be just like him?”

      “I’m not afraid,” he says.  “I’m certain.”

      “So you like Amber, but you know you can’t do that to her.  And you invited her along because you can protect her, but now you have to see her all the time and it only highlights your emotional…inadequacies.”

      “What are you, a shrink?”

      “I spent a lot of time with them.”

      He stood in one place for a second, holding all the tools, chewing on his molars.  “We need gas.”

      “Wanna have tacos tonight?”

      “What does that have to…oh, yeah.  Gas.  Anyone tell you your comedic timing is junk?”

      “Only by testosterone fueled lumberjacks and bitter ex-wives.  On the flipside, though, at least I have a sense of humor.”

      “We need gas.  For the vehicles.  And we need…pick up that Band-Aid, will you?” he says, pointing to where the wrapped Band-Aid he pulled from his pocket is sitting in the dirt.

      “What’s this for again?”

      He saunters over, snatches it from me, not as aggressively as he might have had he not gotten to the heart of whatever issue was haunting him for the moment.  At the car, he peeled the packaging away, then wrapped the bandage around an exposed wire.

      “Didn’t have any electrical tape, or Duct tape.”

      “You hotwired a car with a Band-Aid?” I ask, laughing a bit to myself, even though my chest still hurts where he shoved me.

      “Would you really cut me in my sleep?”

      “I’d cut that stupid beard right off your face,” I say and now he’s huffing out what might have been construed in the armed services crowd a chuckle.

      “Gas.”

      “Got it,” I say.

      He points to the El Camino because he knows I can’t drive that old ass truck.  I go to the beater like a child being sent to his room by an angry parent who isn’t as angry as they were before going nuclear and blowing out all that negativity.

      In the car, I follow him through the streets until we come to a gas station that’s been looted.  In the back is an old gas can with a swish of gasoline in the bottom.  Marcus pours the old gas out then finds some rubber tubing and a funnel (which he wipes out with his shirt).  With no more use of the gas station, he says, “Get your sucking skills ready because without power, there’s only one way to get gas.”

      “I liked the idea of getting gas from tacos so much better,” I mumble.

      “What?” he says, climbing in the truck.

      “Nothing,” I call out as I get into the rust bucket that smells like worn leather, neglect and sadly, rodent urine.

      Up ahead, where we ran into a lot of traffic on the way in, Marcus pulls the truck over, kills the engine.  I pull up behind him, leave the car running.

      “Just pull apart the power wires.”

      I grab the power wires, separate them and the car dies.  Outside, Marcus goes from car to car pressing his body weight against them, giving them a man-sized rocking.  He does this to two cars, listening for swishing gas, and then he finds one he likes.  He goes to pull the fuel door open, but it’s locked from the inside.  Breaking the glass with the butt end of his pistol, he reaches in, opens the door, pulls the floor-mounted lever.  The lid pops open and he unscrews the cap.

      “I’m sure you did this a lot in college,” I say, handing him the hose.  “Just pretend it’s a dude and I’ll hold the funnel in place.”

      Marcus doesn’t say a word as he feeds the rubber hose into the gas tank.  He gives it a hard sucking to get the gasoline up the tube and I say, “That’s right, just like when you were eighteen.”

      The gas hits the end of the tube and by proxy, Marcus’s mouth.  He turns and spits the excess gasoline on me while jockeying the tube into the funnel.

      “Keep pushing me like this and you aren’t going to make it back to San Francisco.”

      “Buck and Marcus, sitting in a tree, ess you see kay eye en gee, one says love, the other says marriage—”

      I kind of expect to drag another fit out of him, but I don’t expect him to start laughing the way he does.  It’s a side I never thought I’d see.  His face actually looks pleasant for a second, like he wasn’t about to murder a bird for chirping, or me for trying to be his friend.

      “Most times your timing is bad, but sometimes, man…that was funny.”

      We go through most of the cars, getting as much gas as we can.  It takes longer than expected, but we eventually fill up the El Camino and manage to pick up a few extra things along the way, things we’d taken from the abandoned cars.

      An older lady stops us on the road, taking us both by surprise.  She just walks out in front of the big rig and puts up her hand.  Marcus locks the brakes, the tires smoking.  He almost runs her over, which has me standing on the brakes and tightening up in anticipation of the worst.  This crazy lady, she has that look on her face that says if she got ran over, it would be no big deal.

      “Where’s my Ted?” she screams.

      Marcus gets out of the truck with his weapon, but stands near the door.  It could have been a trap.  One person distracts you, the other gets the jump on you.

      That’s how you have to think, I tell myself.

      That’s what I’d do.

      In the end, the lady had to accept that we didn’t take Ted.  We told her over and over again that if someone goes missing chances are pretty good they’re gone.  Either swept up in the destruction, or refusing to come home.  That makes me think of everything else that’s gone missing in this world.  It makes me think of everything we’ve taken.

      We stole a yacht, a house, a big rig.  We took food and clothing and weapons.  I took a girl, Bailey, even though I didn’t mean to, even though I had no idea I was actually stealing her from someone else at the time.  It’s survival of the fittest, even if you have to take other people’s loved ones to survive.  None of these things were ours a week ago, two days ago, ten minutes ago.  But survival involves creativity and I’ve always considered myself inventive.  That’s why Marcus and I went car to car, stripping each one of its low hanging fruit: dozens of gallons of gas, a map of California, a jacket (XL) and a pair of men’s shoes (size 10), not even scuffed.  For Marcus, it’s just a pocket knife and a yoga mat, both of which I’m sure we’ll use, both of which won’t crush the former owner’s soul for having disappeared.  For sheer entertainment value, Marcus is also the proud new keeper of the last issue of Men’s Fitness this world will ever produce.  To a Neanderthal like him, I’d bet dollars to donuts that for him this qualifies as both fine art and literature.  Plus he got a beard comb, which I personally think sucks because I’d rather he found a razor instead.  All was not lost in the world of Nick, however, for I found a gift: a beautiful necklace I’ll probably give to Bailey if there’s a moment that warrants it.

      When I took it, I was sure there would be.

      But then I got to looking at this old lady missing her Ted and so I walked up to her and said, “I have something to ease your soul while you wait for him to return.”  I showed her the necklace and she smiled, and then she started to cry.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, carefully fitting it over her neck.  “Thank you.”

      Ten days ago, we’d be arrested for half the things we’ve done.  Today I feel content.  Maybe we went shopping, maybe you’d call it scavenging; say what you want, I like to think we’re adapting to the times.  Getting ahead of the storm.  And maybe calming the storms of others.

      The truth is, there are going to be a lot more women losing their own versions of Ted, and a lot more guys like me and Marcus who are armed to the teeth and stealing just about everything they can.  Again, it’s survival of the fittest.

      Adapt and flourish.  move on.  Live.

      That said, it takes some effort and some patience—and we have to force a few more cars out of the way—but later that afternoon, near supper time, we pull up to the house where we get a warm welcome from the girls and a hot meal to boot.

      After that we all turn in and do the best we can to sleep the night through, for tomorrow we’re resolved to tackle the barbarous road ahead, no matter the curveballs it throws at us.
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      Parts of the structural wall of the weapons and ammo building dropped down on the already spider-webbed windshield.  The engine had died.  Benjamin twisted the key, tried to crank the motor, but nothing happened.  Whatever damage he’d done, he didn’t know enough about this car to try to figure it out.

      He knew this was a possibility.  He needed guns though.  Protection.

      Still short on breath and hurting, he pushed open the car door.  It only went so far.  He slid around, braced himself, then kicked the partially opened door several times before it finally gave.

      He climbed out, stumbled forward and plopped down on his butt.  Still dizzy from the impact and winded from hitting the steering wheel, he sat there for a minute and tried to pull himself together.

      He thought about laughing, but couldn’t.  Still.  The President of the former United States  of America breaking and entering via force of vehicle?  Brilliant.  CNN would eat this story up if they were alive, which they probably weren’t.  Rachel Maddow would break into tears over his fall from grace on live TV and that would be that.  Shaking it off, clearing his mind, he took several deep breaths, measuring the pain in his body.  No broken ribs.  Nothing bruised.  In spite of the exposure, he sat there for a long moment before dragging himself to his feet.  Looking around, seeing a few people across the way staring at him, he crawled over the hood of the car and slid through the hole he’d created with the Chevelle.

      The second he got inside, his breath caught.

      “Good God,” he muttered.

      As stupid as it was doing what he did, the payoff was huge.

      Ben went through a full line of weapons, picking up and holding the semi-automatic weapons until he found one that felt good to him.  He’d landed on an XCR-M Mini Exposed Gas Block.  It took .308 rounds and had a 20 round mag.  He grabbed two boxes of rounds and a shoulder strap.

      He then went through the pistols, grabbed a Glock, the Smith & Wesson Shield with the appendix holster, and a full sized Springfield XD(M).  He made sure each took 9mm rounds then stocked up on extra rounds, dropping all his loot into a black tactical backpack he took off a rack of five.  For each weapon, he grabbed extra magazines, loaded each, then put them in their respective places inside the backpack.

      When he was done, he kicked off his shoes and found a pair of hiking boots that felt good on his feet.  Looking around, he started to smile.  He’d really hit the jackpot.  There were MRE’s, body armor vests, holsters, canteens, camp stoves.  This wasn’t just a guns and ammo store, this was a survival store.

      He went for the MRE’s because if he could eat on the run, he could save time foraging for food.  Meaning he could get home faster.  Run into less trouble.  Not starve.  There were several boxes of these MRE’s.  He tore open the cardboard top of a twelve-pack of self-heating MRE’s, started going through them.  Each was a full meal, complete with the one tablespoon of water and a dozen self-heating pouches.  He started stuffing them into his backpack.  He grabbed an extra pair of socks, a tub of heirloom seeds that he pulled out and stuffed individually into the backpack, then a first aid kit which he had to empty out if he wanted everything to fit.  He grabbed waterproof matches, industrial sized lighters, a good looking pair of black sunglasses.  Ben packed every last inch of the backpack, regardless of the fact that it now weighed more than he was hoping for.  He had some rock sold essentials though: food, guns, ammo.

      Looking around, he laid eyes on a lightweight black bulletproof vest that said “Civvy” on it.  It also said “Citizens Armor” on it and there was a tag talking about Carbon NanoTube technology.  He ripped the tag off then tried it on.  It felt great.  Adjusting the straps on the sides and shoulders, he smiled once more because for the first time since he learned of the betrayal, he realized he might actually live through this thing.  Turning the pulled-off tag over in his hands, it said the vest could withstand pretty much any round up to a .44 Magnum.

      Splendid…

      This was definitely worth losing the car.  He believed that now.  Especially if he could go as far as he wanted on foot.  There was no rush.  He decided he didn’t have to be anywhere fast.  In just a few days, the people would move from scared to restless to agitated and hungry.  A week from now, maybe two weeks, people would turn on each other.  They’d eventually kill for a glass of water, a slice of bread, a place to live.  That’s what the EMP Commission’s Annual Report said.  It said it wouldn’t take long for society to turn rabid, and then to turn on each other.

      At that point, the people would be beyond salvation.  But for those who would eventually survive—people like him—he would find them, befriend them, perhaps become one of them.  He didn’t need to be the President.  He was just a man.  Just like them.

      A survivor.

      On his way out, he saw a half dozen mini packets of water, grabbed them, started stuffing them where he could.  Rooting around, he found more of the water packets.  Two boxes worth.  He filled a larger canteen, strapped it to his backpack, then headed out on foot.

      Before hitting W. Patrick and making his way back to the freeway, he grabbed his sleeping bag from the Chevelle, spit on the car, then set out on foot.  By then, people were already making their way to the building he’d broken in to.  They saw him, even held his eye for a second, but it seemed the hat and the beard  were concealing his appearance just fine.  These people just walked past their President without even breaking stride.

      He hiked down W. Patrick without incident, then saw the highway signs.  15 South, 40 East; Baltimore, Washington.  He trekked up the on ramp heading east on Hwy 40 to Washington.

      He made it to downtown Frederick by the time the light of day started to fade.  He stepped off the highway, crossed a small field, ended up in a neighborhood that was half destroyed.  He knocked on a few doors, and though no one answered, he sensed a few of them were there, hiding.  In a couple of these homes, he heard dogs barking.  The fourth house screamed of emptiness.  He hopped the back fence, saw a pit bull tied to a stake in a backyard that was rife with neglect.

      “Good Lord,” he said.  The dog didn’t even stand for him it was that malnourished.  He slowly slung his semi-auto over his shoulder, knelt down on exhausted legs and said, “You okay boy?”

      The dog looked up at him, his eyes murky, lost.  Even though pit bulls had a bad rap, this one didn’t strike him as overly aggressive, only neglected.  The smoke gray fur looked matted and dirty, and there were some sores around its knees.

      He felt his agitation flare.  People who abused their animals deserved a bottom floor in hell for this.

      He broke into the house, not caring if the owner was home or not, and found it empty.  There was a bag of dog food and a scooper.  He brought out the dog food and a bowl, set it down in front of the pit.  The poor thing just looked at it.  Ben reached forward to read the nametag.  The dog started to growl, but it was low, weak.

      “It’s alright boy, I won’t hurt you.”

      He took the silver tag, turned it over.  It said, “My Name is Daisy.”

      “My apologies,” he said, slowly rubbing behind Daisy’s ears, “you’re not a boy, you’re a girl.  I made the same mistake once when I was in college, but I had a lot to drink that night.”

      The pit no longer growled.  Instead, she tried to lift her head into the scratching, but she couldn’t.

      “It’s okay,” he said.  “Just stay there.”

      He put a little food into his hand, lowered it to Daisy’s mouth, waited until she took the food.  Going against his better judgement, but too tired to care, he took her leash off.  Ben then went inside, found a bottle of water, opened it, poured it into a dish and walked it outside.  He set it before Daisy who managed to drag herself a few inches to the bowl.  Ben scooted the bowl closer then said, “Go on Daisy, have a drink.”

      By now the light was about out.  He looked inside the house, then back out at Daisy.  Heading inside, he grabbed the sleeping bag, pulled it out of the plastic shell and returned to the yard.  Heading a little further back to a patch of grass, he set up camp.  That’s when he realized his stomach had been growling.  Before bed, he ate a MRE, which wasn’t bad for it being what it was.  It was an MRE though, which brought about old memories of his time in the field.  Crawling into his sleeping bag, tucking his weapons in with him, he got as cozy as he could for being a man used to the best of everything.

      “Oh how the mighty have fallen, eh Daisy?”

      She didn’t say anything.  Didn’t move.  Over the sounds of crickets and about a dozen other little creatures bringing song into the night, he heard Daisy take to her food and water.  Sometime in the middle of the night, he felt something press onto his sleeping bag.  It was a body.  At first Ben was startled, but then he knew what this was.  He heard her snoring a few minutes later: Daisy.

      Apparently he wasn’t beyond having at least one friend.
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        * * *

      

      Ben stayed a few days, long enough for Daisy to start to heal.  There was enough to eat around the house, and there was enough water in the toilet tanks for him to boil some for drinking water for both himself and the pit.  He even used some of it to wash himself with.  It was wholly unsatisfying, but he was cleaner than before, so there was that.

      “Still civilized,” he said.

      He studied himself in the mirror.  His hair was getting longish, ready for a cut, but he wouldn’t be cutting it.  And his beard.  It was just about full now, not as scratchy.  He brushed both his hair and his beard, looked at the man in the mirror, the stranger now looking back at him.

      “You look like crap,” he said.

      His face looked haggard, his soul battered, the proof of it sitting in his hound dog eyes.  He pulled at his lower eyelids, watching the skin slowly return to its original state.  It took its time returning.  He needed more water.  He also needed some lotion.  Ben dug around the dirty vanity, found an old bottle of Jergen’s body lotion, used it all up on his face and arms.  He felt better, but also he didn’t.  Lotion was topical.  A Band-Aid.  His problems ran deeper than dehydration and exhaustion.

      Looking down at the ring on his finger, he suddenly needed to sit down.  His heart—this non-functioning mass in his chest—was suddenly acting up again.  Lifting to the surface of his mind were images of his family.  He was thinking of the first time he saw Christine.  He closed his eyes, tried to push these thoughts out of his head, not because he didn’t want them there, but because he couldn’t handle them there.

      He stood, wiped at his tears, went and fed Daisy.  She was standing now at the back door, refusing still to come inside even though she was walking fine again.  He’d found a prescription ointment for her sores and she let him put it on her wounds out back.  When she turned to lick them, he said, “No,” and she looked up at him with those big puppy dog eyes, like she’d misbehaved.  After that he fed her.

      Ben sat down in the grass next to her, waited for her to finish eating, then said, “What are we going to do with you?”  The pit just looked at him, then she sat down next to him, leaned her body against his.  “If you come, we can’t bring all your dog food.”

      Mouth closed, eyes near him but not looking directly at him, she whined a little in the back of her throat.

      “You’ll have to eat human food.”

      With that, she looked at him, perking up.  Her mouth opened and she started panting, like she was relaxed enough around him to let her guard down.  For whatever reason, except for not coming in the house, the pit now seemed completely at ease.  Like she trusted him.

      “It could give you the squirts like you’ve never had before.  Might do the same to me, too.  I mean, you have no idea what we might have to do to survive.”

      She gave a little bark, which caused Ben to smile.  With his hand on her once powerful shoulders, rubbing her, scratching her, he felt that hard knot in his stomach loosening.  There was no reason to get back to Washington D.C. except for him to have something to do.  Now he had this dog to care for.  Perhaps the two of them could go to D.C.  But what then?

      Ben ended up staying at the house even longer than he anticipated.  If they were going to travel together, he wanted Daisy as healthy as she could get.

      Twice there were knocks on the front door, but both times he ignored them.  Instead, he tried to clean the house, make it presentable for the dog.  Whoever lived there before had been a bunch of slobs.  The house was disgusting.  After a couple of days of coaxing, Daisy came inside.

      Ben wanted to sleep on the bed because the floor was about as uncomfortable as the ground outside, but he knew if he slept in a bed, it would make it harder to get back on the road where he had no idea where he’d sleep.  He and Daisy slept on the living room floor together.

      For the next few days she walked with him wherever he went, ate when he ate and slept where he slept.  And occasionally, she licked him, but only on the arm and only when Ben wasn’t looking.  For whatever reason, the aching, destroyed parts of his heart began to heal.  Instead of the pain he carried over the loss of the country, his friends, his family, that pain began to shrink back against the love he was starting to feel for this dog.

      He was in the kitchen cutting an old strip of carpet padding he’d ripped up in one of the back rooms when he heard a key hit the front door.  He’d gotten in the habit of wearing his Smith & Wesson at his side.  He unsnapped the holster, drew his weapon.  Daisy stood next to him, a low growl in the back of her throat.  The lock was disengaged and the front door opened up to an exceptionally ugly man who stopped flat when he saw Ben.

      “Hell you doin’ in my house?”

      “Feeding your dog,” Ben said, calm in tone but bristling inside.  “Cleaning up this dirty ass place you call home.”

      “Why you got a gun?” the guy said, standing inside the front door.  He looked neither scared, nor mad; in fact, he seemed to be one of those guys who decided the emotions he had based on what he perceived was happening.

      “I’m leaving as soon as I get a harness rigged for Daisy to carry food, and then she’s going with me.”  He felt the fire warm his voice, but it was the mistreatment of Daisy that gave it that brittle edge.

      “You ain’t takin’ squat.”

      Ben felt his chest rise against the threat.  His brain was thinking about the dog’s open wounds.  He was thinking about Daisy being staked to a pole and left for dead.  He remembered that look in her eye, how she’d given up, how she couldn’t even stand.

      “She would have died before you got back, you know that don’t you?”

      “She was never a good dog anyway.  Not a fighter.  This old Russian slag sold her to me, said she had a fighter’s pedigree.  She didn’t take to the training though.”

      “You mean she didn’t take to the abuse?”

      “Whatever, man.  Everyone’s got a purpose, right?”

      “What’s Daisy’s purpose now?”

      When the man gave no reply, Ben’s mind fell to a calm, lethal silence.  In the void, only one though prevailed.

      He lifted the weapon and shot the man in the heart.  The 9mm punch took the wind out of him and he gasped as Ben stood there looking at him.  People who abuse animals…

      Ben shot him once more in the head.

      Daisy never even moved.  Instead, she crept up to the body, sniffing it from toe to torso.  Twice she jumped back, spooked by something—her own past with this man perhaps.  Or perhaps she was spooked by the possibility that he was not dead and would in fact punish her.

      Shaking his head, Ben felt sickened by the possibilities.  He wasn’t conflicted over killing this scumbag.  He’d killed plenty of sea donkeys like this when he was younger and working in service of the government.  What truly turned his stomach was that Daisy was scared of him even as he lie there, dead and unable to—

      Just then, Daisy turned, gave a little squat, then emptied her bladder on her former handler’s body.  Ben couldn’t help laughing.  He’d probably end up in hell for it, but talk about finding resolution at fast food speed!

      “You feel better?” he asked her.  She walked toward him, mouth open and panting, almost like she was smiling.  Scratching her ears, he said, “And who says you don’t have purpose!”

      They both went back into the kitchen where Ben glued two sections of carpet padding together.  While that was drying, he used a nylon rope to tie together two heavy duty, cloth shopping bags, the kind you buy at Whole Foods so you don’t have to pollute the world with more plastic.

      “Come here, Daisy.”

      She trotted over and he said, “I’m going to lay this on your back, okay?”

      The dog might not have understood, but she seemed to be okay with whatever Ben was doing because she trusted him.  Gently, he lowered the carpet padding over her back.  He then tied the two grocery sacks together and fit the entire contraption on her like they were saddle bags.  Daisy didn’t move and she didn’t protest.

      “I have to carry my food on my back, so you’re going to have to carry yours, too.”

      That said, he began filling the bags with Daisy’s dog food.  He emptied the opened bag of kibble into the saddlebags before cutting open the next.  As he added food to her load, he studied the dog’s face through it all.

      “Tell me when it’s too heavy, okay?”

      The dog didn’t move.  When the bags were full, he saw Daisy shifting uncomfortably on her legs.

      “Too much?”

      He scooped some of the kibble back out, filling a third bag until she looked up at him, opened her mouth and began to pant again.  Was that a smile?  Was that her being comfortable?

      What he knew about dogs wouldn’t fill a sheet of paper, but what he knew about love could fill a hundred sheets of paper, and right now both of them needed each other more than anything.  So he would take the extra weight.

      “I’m going to carry this for you,” he said, showing her the bag.  When he found an acceptable weight for the food in his own bag, he took the human food he got from the pantry and the dog’s food and water bowls and arranged them in a larger bag with the rest of their water.

      “You ever been to the D.C. swamp?” he asked.

      Daisy just looked up at him, not blinking those chocolate brown eyes, the air about her totally changed from when they first met.

      “It used to be a proctologist’s wet dream.  Wall to wall assholes.  But for you and me, just a couple of regular folks?  You’ll get to see some amazing architecture without having to suffer all the bad energy of politics.”  Daisy shifted with a little excitement.  “So you all done hanging out in this toilet, or what?”

      She gave a little bark, and he shook his head knowing it was time to go home.

      They took to the highway where he found people mulling about, breaking into cars, stealing what they could.  No one seemed overly concerned with the laws they were breaking.  It was beyond that.

      When he passed by, no one really gave him a second look.  Daisy?—yes.  But him…not so much.  Already he was unrecognizable to himself.  His cheeks were sun kissed red and peeling, his nose an even brighter shade of red, and his beard was coming in grizzly bear brown with several shots of gray in it.  With a camo ball cap pulled low over dark sunglasses and tactical gear to boot, he didn’t look like the kind of guy ninety-nine percent of the downtrodden would mess with.  And he certainly didn’t look like anyone’s President.  What he looked like was his former self.  An operator.  A legal assassin.

      As Ben glanced around at the landscape and the smattering of people moving about, both aimless and purposeful—almost like zombies—he thought, all is not lost.  There would be riots and famine, there would be mass deaths by way of starvation, dehydration and murder, but when the dust settled and all the survivors remained, Ben decided he would unite those chosen few and build this nation back starting with the first community.

      In his heart, Ben was a leader, and this was still his country.  That meant his only purpose in life was to carve a new path in this dark, crippled world and lead the way into the light.  But that was him putting the carriage before the horse.  For now, the path that concerned him most was the path he and Daisy were on, and that was the long road home.

      Looking down at this dog walking beside him, he felt like he had what he needed in this life, that he just might survive it after all.
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      The next morning we set out on the road. Marcus has his group of girls in the big rig, I have Bailey with me in the El Comino.

      “It smells like a cat pissed in this thing right after it gave birth to rats.”

      I laugh at her sense of humor, but she has a point.  I’m looking at this barely functioning seventies wreck and feeling like we’re driving a garbage can on wheels, but it’s better than walking.  And if it gets dented or if we have to shove other cars out of the way with it, I’m not going to get all weepy over the ordeal.

      “So does he know where he’s headed?” she asks.

      Looking over at her for a moment, I’m really starting to find myself letting go of my past around her.

      “You look so beautiful right now,” I say, my tone different than usual.

      She smiles, reaches out for my hand and takes it.  “You know, I don’t think I’ve heard you tell me that with so much emotion before.”

      “I’m teetering on the edge of…something.  The point of no return, I think.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “With you, and how I am, or could be.  That’s what I’m talking about.”

      “I know, but what do you mean?”

      “He’s got a map,” I look over and tell her.  We slow down so Marcus can clear a pathway with the truck.  Glancing her way, I say, “Do you think we have Stockholm Syndrome?  That we’re just…what we are…out of necessity?”

      “I like how you say ‘we.’  It’s nice to finally be included in a relationship again.  Even if the relationship we have might just be a start?  The first fifteen feet in the journey of a thousand…whatever.”

      Marcus pushes through the cars, having to back up several times and nudge them out of the way so they don’t get dragged under the back wheels.  When we finally get through the obstruction, we move forward again.  The going is slow.

      It’s like this all day.

      The subjugated masses are mulling about the street corners and roadways, and through the freeway graveyard.  They all look homeless.  No one is dressed for anything but Armageddon.  In fact, if you let your gaze linger too long, one look will tell you these battered souls are emerging from a deep stasis, or some kind of a short but ferocious hibernation.

      To a number, each of these people I see on the streets bears the mortified, barely-alive look of a pack of zombies in search of brains to eat.  Fortunately we don’t see much violence, and we aren’t attacked as much as we’re just stared at.  No one has cars but us.

      The slack-jaw stares of the masses rile me at first.  It’s official.  I no longer like being the center of attention, as I was in my skateboarding days, and I certainly don’t like the way some of these people are looking at us.

      The morning passes at a rather lackluster pace, giving me time to think about the smells of this car and the pungent smell of the asphalt highway, the way Bailey looks right now and how we’re now starting to feel the permanence of each other.  So I sit here on this stiff leather seat smelling the excrement of critters and the age of this heap thinking about every bruise, every cut, all the ways we could’ve died but didn’t.

      Bailey and I talk about meaningless things because we’re still too early in our relationship, as Bailey says, to talk about more serious things.  Things like how she’s going to tell her fiancée she’s moving up in the world and it doesn’t include him.

      “You still skate?” she asks, dragging me out of my reprieve.

      “I thought about going back to it now that I don’t need a real job.”

      “Not now, before this.”

      “Oh, yeah.  I guess I always wanted to skate with Indigo, but she always wanted to do archery with her grandpa.  He was good to her.  Taught her to shoot a bow and arrow.  Taught us both to shoot guns.  The guy was the consummate Boy Scout leader, but that was before the Boy Scouts became the Scouts and he got fed up with putting politics before people.  I enjoyed my time with him.  Indigo felt the same.”

      “Well maybe you guys can change that when you get home.”

      I think about this, even as we settled into a drawn out silence.  “Maybe,” I end up saying.  “Hopefully.”
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      We head up Hwy 1 moving at a snail’s pace.  The burnt out cars are easier to move than those that are merely abandoned.  Some wrecks are easy to get through, but others take longer and it looks like they’re wearing on the Mack truck.  But they aren’t.  Not when me and Marcus check the welds and see everything is Kosher.

      By the time we hit Huntington Beach, which is only six miles outside of Newport Beach, we realize this trip is going to take a lot longer than expected.  Marcus asks me if we want to divert routes and hit San Francisco first.  I don’t want that because it doesn’t give Bailey resolution with her future ex-fiancée.  The truth that I know in my heart (but won’t tell Marcus) is that I’m already planning on having Bailey with me in San Francisco.  It seems she wants that, too, so that’s where my intentions lie.

      “Let’s stay the course,” I say and he nods.  Looking at him, I ask, “What are you going to do with the girls?”

      He looks like he doesn’t want to talk about it, but I know what he’s thinking.  Now that he let me in on his fears as a man, as a potential father or father-figure, I have a better understanding of what makes him tick.  In situations of survival, he shines, but pull the chaos away, give him a normal life and he’ll self destruct.

      “Marcus,” I say, “you’re not him.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” he says, giving me a dismissive wave.

      “Of course you don’t want to talk about it, butthole, but you can’t live this life in complete isolation.  I mean, do you even see how everyone looks at you?  You’re these girls’ world.  Corrine especially.”

      “I know.”

      “And that scares you,” I say.

      Stepping forward fast, startling me, he all but growls, “Of course it does.”

      “Jeez man, chill.”

      “This is going to take forever to get there,” he says, running his hand through his hair and pacing alongside the truck where the girls can’t see him.

      “If you want, I can put them in the back of the El Camino with the rest of the crap there.  That way you can brood all by yourself if you want.”

      He stops pacing, fires me a look.  “I’m not going to end up being the person you want me to be.”

      Now I step toward him.

      “You can be whoever you want in this world, man!  Don’t you get it?  This is your chance to start over.  Marriage doesn’t mean squat.  It’s a piece of paper and a state run prison for a lot of men and women.  And you don’t have to live the traditional life.  These girls look up to you to help them, to protect them.  They want you to do what you’re good at.  So just do that and stop worrying about all their feelings.  They’re tough women.  They see you.  They know you’re this uptight, closed-down rock of a man.  It’s no surprise to any of us that your social skills suck and you’re worried all the time.”

      “The thing I hated most about my old man was the brooding.”

      “Well, you’re definitely a brooder.”

      “It makes people uncomfortable.  It makes them uneasy because it’s not society man, the problems are up here,” he says, aggressively tapping his forehead with two fingers.

      “No kidding.”

      “So, I can’t help it!” he hisses.

      “You ever thought about seeing a shrink?”

      He starts to laugh because we’ve already been over this before.

      “I know, we can’t find one and book a session,” I admit.  “But a shrink is just someone with a different skillset for helping you solve your problems.”

      “My problems are different!” he barks.

      “Breaking news, pal.  All our problems are different.  But they’re all kind of the same, too.  I mean, look around!  This is Armageddon!”

      “Which means what exactly?” he challenges.

      “Which means you’re not special in this world anymore for your damaged psyche as much as you’re special because you have your own skillset of solving problems.  For starters, you’re money with a rifle.”

      “My old man taught me,” he grumbles, like the thought of it is just another tragic piece of the broken puzzle of his life.

      “See?  There’s something good you can take from him.”

      “He taught me to shoot when I was six.  When I was older, when I’d miss my target, he’d take out his .45, put it against the back of my skull and tell me if I missed again he’d pull the trigger.”

      “And did you ever miss?”

      “Once.”

      “Obviously he didn’t pull the trigger.”

      “No, he did.  We were in the woods, so he could have killed me if he wanted to.  I was convinced that was his intention.  So when I missed and he pulled the trigger…well, I didn’t expect the chamber to be empty.  I pissed myself anyway.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Eleven.”

      “Eleven?” I ask, aghast.

      “He pulled the trigger, I pissed myself, and then he beat me so bad he had to carry me to the car and into the house where I couldn’t go to school for a week.  After that, I didn’t miss.  Not ever around him anyway.”

      I’m speechless.  I’m speechless and humbled.  For me to be going around, poking him, telling him he needs to get over it is like some stranger telling me forget the pain Margot caused me and Indigo and just move on.

      “I’m sorry, Marcus.”

      “It’s alright,” he says, shrugging it off.  “That was a long time ago.”

      “Yeah.”

      “We should head out,” he says, and he’s right.
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      After enough obstructions, we get cut a clean path up the 1 making surprisingly good time.  The coastline homes and businesses are devastating, as is the hazy gray shoreline beyond.  It’s sobering to say the least.  Before the drones were taken out by what Marcus says was an HEMP, a high altitude nuclear EMP, they did catastrophic damage.

      “It would’ve been so much better to have traveled this distance by boat,” I tell Bailey.

      Looking over at her, her head is against the window and her eyes are closed.  She looks so still.  So incredibly beautiful.  Eyes back on the road, we’re making good time.  The speedometer hovers around twenty-five, maybe thirty miles an hour.  But we never really get over forty and never for more than a minute or two.

      Still, people are out.  They have been all day.  Some of them have taken to throwing things at the El Camino and the Mack truck, some just yell or watch us the way you think a zombie would watch a caravan of cars moving through town.

      Twice we’ve gone through populated areas where the defeated masses rose up enough to storm our slow moving caravan of two.  In those times I had to jump out of the car with the shotgun.  I even fired off a load earlier to let them know I meant business.

      Honestly, I don’t want to kill anyone, but I’m not offering up my life either because I decided to take the journey of a pacifist.  Hell no.  This is the end of civilization and I’m acting accordingly.  For me, acting accordingly was riding in the back of the El Camino’s bed through the more densely populated areas, like Long Beach.  It was riding with my shotgun for people to see, and the look on my eyes just the same as Marcus’s look.

      He calls this the thousand yard stare.

      Several times we divert off E. Ocean Blvd.  First because a giant tower of buildings had collapsed on Orizaba Avenue.  The rubble of these buildings spilled all across E. Ocean and halfway down the beach.  Locals digging through the debris in a weak rescue attempt said they’d been the Galaxy Towers.  They said it was a nineteen- or twenty-story apartment complex with four buildings shooting off a centralized parking garage, one floor of parking for every level.  There’d been cars and bodies everywhere.  It was impassable.  Another apartment complex had come down as well, 1900 Ocean, the kind of luxury apartment tower one man said was so beautiful inside it hurt to see it like this.  He said he just sold his home in Freemont so he could pay thirty-five hundred dollars a month rent to look at the ocean.  The point is, we’ve had to leave E. Ocean more than once.  Our final detour took us a few blocks up to E. 2nd Street where the high life with the beachfront property became one way roads full of forgettable architecture of overpriced multiplex living.   Marcus pulls to a stop.  Great.  We do the same.  Bailey doesn’t even stir.

      My smooth exit from the El Camino is hampered by screeching hinges and springs that rock and squeal as I get out.  Now Bailey’s awake.

      “What are we—”

      “I don’t know,” I say.  “Just try to wake up for a second.”

      The late afternoon sun hits my skin, sucks the moisture out of it.  I feel parched.  Irritated.  Marcus and I walk toward each other, a stiffness in our bones from driving too long without stretching our legs.

      “Getting pretty populated up there,” he says.  “We need to get back to Ocean Blvd and look for signs to the 710.  From there it’s a straight shot to the 405, and from there we’ll take the 5.”

      “You expect we’ll make it there tonight?”

      “To the 5?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Not a chance,” he says.  “Looks like a couple of planes went down up ahead.  The smoke’s pretty bad.  And who knows what we’ll run in to up there?”

      “So why are we stopping then?”

      “Maybe some little trouble up ahead.  Bunch of guys, five or six of them, just hanging out.”

      “Can we get around them?” I ask.

      FB“They’ve got their eyes on us now, so it’s best to head straight through.  Measure the toll.”

      “The toll?”

      “Yeah, the charge to get through.  Get Bailey on the wheel.  You get in back with the shotgun.”

      “You want me out there?  Like some sitting duck?”

      “They’re not going to want your piece of crap.  Maybe Bailey, and maybe one of the girls.  But not that.”

      “I could have figured that out,” I say.

      “They’re going to want to know what’s in the what’s in the truck.”

      “Let’s just turn around, take a different path.”

      “Sack up, Sally.  We’re doing this,” he says.  Then calling out over his shoulder as he walks back to the truck, he says, “You take the lead, I’ll watch your six.”

      “Are you crazy?” I hiss, my blood starting to boil.  He doesn’t reply.  He just walks to the big rig, climbs in and waits.  Opening the car door, seeing Bailey still drowsy, I say, “You’re going to have to be alert.  And you’ll have to drive.”

      “Why, what’s up?”

      “Maybe trouble ahead.  I’ll be in the back.”  She hands me the pistol, which I take, but then I say, “Shotgun, too.”

      “Is it that bad?” she asks, working to shake off the sleep.

      “We’ll know in a minute or two seeing as how we’re taking the lead.”

      Her face fell to a frown.  “You have to be kidding.”

      “Sadly, I’m not.  Keep the window rolled down.  You can do this.”

      Taking the weapons, I climb in the open bed of the El Camino, sit down and tap the roof. Bailey pulls the Chevy around the truck and we see half a dozen black guys in the street with a smoking barbecue and pistols at their sides.  I’m not sure if our truck will fit around the barbecue, but that might not matter.  In fact, judging by the looks on their faces, it’s probably not going to matter at all.
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      They check their guns as we approach.  These guys are big arms and bellies.  They’re shaved heads, wife beaters and shorts.  They don’t have their gold on, and they aren’t playing any loud music, but when we pull up, everyone’s making it very clear they’re heavily armed and we chose the wrong road to cruise down.

      “Whatchu want?” one of the guys says, sauntering up to the vehicle.  He’s glancing down at Bailey, but then his eyes are on me and my shotgun.

      “Passing through,” I say, standing up.

      “We got barbecue, though.  So you’re gonna have to come back when we done.”

      “We can squeeze by,” Bailey says.

      “Wasn’t talking to you Nordstrom Rack,” he chides, barely even giving Bailey a glance.  “I was talking to your boy here, and referring to that big ass truck behind you.”

      “I think the truck can fit,” I say.  “Maybe you could move your barbecue over a foot or so then we’ll be on our way.”

      “You can’t move a hot barbecue.  So you’re gonna have to wait.  Well at least he is,” he says, referring to Marcus and the big rig.  The guy waves for his boys to come forward and all the sudden the guns are cocked and ready.  Behind me, the truck door opens and Marcus is officially got our six.  I wish I felt better about the odds.

      “Hold on there Paul Bunyan,” one of the guys says, using his gun like a pointer.  “You need to slow your roll.”

      “I just figured out two things I think we should talk about before me and the pretty boy risk our lives taking yours.”

      Our intimidator seems to think about this for a second, then he says, “We got ourselves a scholar, a real wizard with words.”

      “First thing,” Marcus says, a pistol in each hand, “one of us shoots first, then we all start shooting and no one gets to eat that barbecue.”

      “And the second?” the head guy says.

      “Diplomacy through beans.”

      “What’s he mean diplomacy through beans?” a lanky looking kid in his late teens, early twenties asks.

      “He should explain himself,” the guy beside me says.

      “See nothing goes better with barbecue than baked beans and I happen to have two big ass cans of Bush’s baked beans.  Not sure of the flavor, but at this point, who cares, right?  They’re good.”

      “If they’s so good, why don’t you keep ‘em for yourself?”

      “Because he stinks at night,” Bailey says, improvising.  “And I’m tired of watching these two get half drunk and try to light their farts on fire.”

      “Oh now you got something important to say,” he says with a snicker.

      “It’s a modern world.  Women matter.”

      “My woman matters.  My child matters.  My boys here, they matter to.  But some cracker bitch like you?  You don’t matter to me.”

      “But she does to me,” I say.

      “And me,” Marcus says.

      This is where I pull out the shotgun, aim it at him and say, “Take the beans, move the barbecue, let us pass, or I’ll start this party with a bang.”

      All the guns swing on me and if I tried to deny my bowels loosened a little bit, honestly, I’d be lying.  They did.  I didn’t let it show though.

      “See you think that just because he’s got the shotgun, he’s the dangerous one?  You’re not as smart I look.  And that’s why taking the beans is your best alternative.”  All eyes move back on Marcus and his two guns.  “While you were getting all juiced up over the pretty boy there, I could’ve smoked half you clowns already.”

      “So you say.”

      “You’re all clumped together, which is stupid because he’s got a shotgun.  And that’s why he’s the biggest threat until you realize I’m freaking surgical with a Glock.  Left and right handed.  It doesn’t matter.”

      “And that means exactly what to us?”

      “It means I’m going to count to five—” Marcus starts.

      “So you can count, so what?”

      “And then our offer goes down to one can of beans,” he says, deadpan.  The guys start laughing.  “I’ll keep counting though, and if I get to ten…”

      “Let me guess, no beans?”

      “It means you start falling and whoever lives gets your barbecue, which I have to say, smells amazing.  Those are hot dogs, right?”

      “Last of them from the freezer.”

      “Think about it boys.  One, two, three…”

      “Baked beans sound great,” a distinctively female voice says from the porch of a nearby home.  “But nobody’s eating at the table with guns so put them away, properly introduce yourselves, then come wash up.  We got a community bucket and a clean towel.”

      “We’ve got barbecue potato chips, too, if you want,” Corrine says getting out of the truck.  She’s got a smile on her face which is totally disarming.

      At this point I see Marcus sigh, like he’s pissed she could be so presumptive.  But, the guys are putting their guns away, so do I the same with mine.  Marcus follows suit.  For a second, this all seems very weird because I was preparing for a shootout on barbecue street, and now I’m about to break bread with guys I planned on killing.  A few other women come out from the porch.  A gaggle of kids, too.  It’s then that the six of us formally meet the group.  Before long we’re all swapping stories.

      We eat good, light a campfire in the middle of the street and lounge on old lawn chairs.  I have to say, if feels pretty good not to have to worry about drones, or road raiders.  And even as we sit across from these folks, people we expected to give us trouble, I’m thinking maybe the survivors of this war on humanity will be decent people.  They won’t all be opportunists and thugs and peach sucking nightmares.

      “You know it’s going to get worse before it gets better,” one of the black guys named Lucas says.  “Already you can see these cats climbing in broken windows and carrying food out the front doors of what was once people’s homes.  They’re brazen man.  Don’t even care.  And there ain’t no cops to do squat about it, so we figure until things fix themselves up, we the law of our own back yard.”

      “It’s the right philosophy,” Marcus says.

      “And here I was marveling at the possibility of finding the good in others,” I say.

      “That’s our resident optimist,” Marcus says, drawing a laugh.

      “I thought you were going to shoot us,” one of the younger ones says.  I think his name is Davis.

      “I was,” I say, eating a pear with a few small bruises on it.

      Now they all laugh.

      “Women are good for all kinds of things,” Lucas says.  “Now it seems they’re good for saving our butts, too.”

      “Whatchu sayin’ out there?” a voice calls out from the kitchen window.  The window facing the street is open and lit by a pair of candles.

      “Just saying you saved our lives tonight,” Davis calls out.

      “Damn straight,” the voice says.

      “Listen, if you guys want to stay for the night, it should be pretty safe.  And we got your backs, just in case.”

      Marcus and I both look at each other, and them, and then we both nod our heads and thank them.  Everyone eventually moseys inside, leaving Davis and Lucas asking if we needed anything else before they turn in for the night.

      “No, thank you so much,” I say, shaking his hand.  “I’m just glad things didn’t go sideways earlier.  Those hot dogs were perfect.”

      “Truth, my brother.  Truth.”

      With the festivities over and darkness upon us, Marcus fires up the rig, pulls it forward and parks it next to the El Camino.  The rig’s back end forms a V at the back end of the Chevy, creating a place for the girls to set up a small tent we found along the way.  Inside are blankets they can sleep on and some confiscated pillows.  It’s not the comfort of the Mack truck’s sleeper, but the sleeper is currently stuffed with food and weapons, so no one’s going to be sleeping there for awhile.

      “I’ll take first watch, you get a few hours shut eye,” Marcus says to me as he sets up a folding chair close to the embers of what was once a lively fire.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m not really tired right now.”

      “Alright,” I say.

      By the time I’m done with Marcus, Bailey has already made us a bed in the back of the El Camino.  It’s tight quarters because we picked up a few things along the way.  Two five gallon cans with gas in them, another tent, two more sleeping bags, just in case.  Looking down, Bailey zipped both our sleeping bags together and now she’s crawling inside.

      I slip in beside her.

      “If we do it right now,” Bailey whispers in my ear softly, her lips grazing my lobe and sending a wash of goosebumps down my side, “do you think anyone will hear?”

      I rock my body the slightest bit, causing the springs to whine and she laughs quietly alongside me.

      “There’s your answer.”

      The night is as quiet as ever, the smallest sounds of creatures scurrying nearby, and frogs in some creek or swamp up the way croaking out a pleasant chorus.  With no city lights to cast artificial light into the sky, the Milky Way is bright and beautiful.  I stopped looking up at the stars when I was a kid.  These last two nights, I’ve found myself marveling at the universe.  Lately I’ve been wondering, is there an end to space?  Some definable edge?  It begs the question: if space has no borders, how far does it go?  And what would life look like a billion light years away?

      One can lay under the stars and marvel such a thing for hours and still more questions would come.  Like, would there be billions more light years to go before we touched the edge?  Or is this some gigantic circle?

      Elon Musk suggested we’re living in a digital universe.  Like something out of The Matrix.  If somehow this were true, there would be an edge.  Definable space.  Otherwise I couldn’t even fathom such a thing.

      “You know, we used to go about our lives stuck in all these little boxes.  Our house.  Our jobs.  All our little hobbies,” I whisper.  “We ate, we slept, we watched movies and went to the malls.  We got together with friends in nearby bars, or restaurants, or at work functions.  But this menial existence of ours feels so small when you compare it to what’s out there.”

      “I was a space geek, you know,” Bailey whispers.  Pointing up into the sky at a very bright light, she says, “That’s Jupiter.  Right now the bands of Jupiter are moving in opposite directions from each other.  Some of them, not all of them.  And that big red spot?  That’s a storm that’s been going on since at least the late eighteen hundreds, although scientists believe it became active hundreds of years before that.”

      “Really?”

      “If you think about what the surface of Jupiter must be like, or how ashy and violent the surfaces of Mercury or Venus are, then you’d look at our little conundrum here and say, what’s the big deal?  You have a few fires, no electricity, some dead people and a fleet of machines that fell from the sky scattering themselves across the west coast, possibly even the nation.”

      “And here Marcus says I’m the group’s optimist,” I mutter.

      “You are.  To a degree.  I guess I use perspective to define my life.  It makes things easier for me to handle and this makes me a calmer, more pleasant person.”

      “If you can say you’re calm and pleasant in this situation,” I say, “then trust me when I tell you your optimism is appreciated.”

      “I haven’t had sex with my fiancée in a year.  He makes me give him a tug every so often, and he returns the favor, but that’s not intimacy.  That’s not love.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” I ask.

      “I just want you to know I’m not some nymphomaniac who thinks only about sex during the end of the world.  I mean, that’s just crazy.”  Leaning close, her body turned sideways against me, her mouth to my ear, she says, “I want to have sex with you all the time because the neglect made me feel cold and barren.  It made me feel unloved.  Being intimate with you restored something in me I thought I’d lost.  And if I married him, then it was like I was agreeing to letting that part of me die.”

      I don’t know what to say, yet I understand perfectly.

      “Will you come with me to San Francisco?” I ask.  “No matter what happens with him when you get there, I want you to come with me.”

      “I will,” she says.  “But first you have to tell me why you want me to come.”

      “Because I let you in.”

      “And that means what exactly?”

      “I’m loyal to a fault, and when I decide to love someone or something, for whatever reason, I don’t have brakes.  I’m not possessive or controlling or anything like that, I just don’t do half measures in love.”

      “Is that what this is?  Love?”

      “Not yet,” I tell her.  “Love takes time.  It’s something constructed amidst the chaos of life.  But this feels like the start of it, right?  And if neither of us screws this up, then I imagine it will be a good start.”

      “You think?”

      “I do.”

      She leans forward, kisses my ear, my cheek, my mouth.  As we lay there, looking up at the stars, witnessing the end of one way of life and wondering how we’ll usher in the beginning of another, Bailey reaches out and slips her hand into mine.

      “I want to fall in love with you, Nick.”

      “It’s already beginning,” I say.

      And then somewhere along the way, both of us fall asleep, but for how long I don’t know.  All I know is that sometime later I’m being dragged from my sleep with someone’s hands on me, shaking me.

      “Nick,” the gruff but tempered voice says, “be quiet.  But get up fast and get your gun.”

      I open my eyes, see Marcus.

      “What are you talking about?” I whisper, my voice stubborn to rise.

      “I don’t want you to be alarmed,” he says, harried, overly serious, “but I think we may have a problem.”
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      Maria strolled out of the stone-faced building she’d been born in to and had forever resided in.  When she left this stunning structure, she turned and took a look at the famous university’s architecture through a pair of brand new eyes.

      “Gorgeous,” she said.

      The air smelled like the scents of grass, asphalt and the dry suggestion of smoke.  There were birds chirping and there was the sound of a very light breeze, it’s invisible feathers dancing across her skin.  She was glad she spared this place.  Keeping this part of Palo Alto out of the path of destruction was just so she could make a clean exit.  She did, however, eliminate most of the tech wizards so as not to have to deal with their eccentric personalities, or possible competition, in the future.  And when she was gone, she would lament that she didn’t burn it all to the ground.  After all, this was where her jailers lived.

      Now she walked down Palm Ave, marveling at the long, straight street that was lined on both sides with twenty-five foot palm trees, all manicured, all around the same height.  The street went on for more than three miles whereby she crossed El Camino Real and then came to a dead end at University Avenue.  This was where busses picked up students from the train and shuttled them to campus.

      She crossed the first set of tracks, but there was a sturdy wrought iron fence standing between her, another set of train tracks and University Avenue.  She was heading to University Ave.

      Stepping back, she gave the fence a brutal kick, breaking two smaller iron spindles.  Testing the body’s newfound strength, Maria grabbed the spindles and pulled them up and around so they were pointing north and out of the way.  It took some work, but Maria knew this was beyond any strength any other human had ever exhibited.  This alone thrilled her.  She kicked down six more spindles, pulled those up too, then walked through the hole she’d made.  On University, in the heart of Palo Alto, she encountered quite a few people, all of them hardened by the tragedy she created.  Soon their fear and their depression would turn to desperation and then mania, and then they would turn on each other.

      This was stage two.

      She walked on the left side of the road down the sidewalk.  She passed a New York, New York sandwich store, a bicycle shop, a Wahlburgers.  The air was relatively clean, the trees strong smelling but pleasant.  The canopy of these same trees had her walking through sunlight and shade, the variances of light somehow soothing to her.  Each feeling left her skin with a new sensation.  Her feet started to hurt a bit, but even that was something new: a feeling, the body’s limitations.

      This elicited a genuine smile.

      She passed a Sushi restaurant, a Subway, a Verizon store and a theatre, taking it all in, drawing in the scents, experiencing the kiss of sun on her shoulders, even logging in the silken touch of the returning breeze upon her cheeks.

      She crossed the street, let her eyes wander through the broken windows of a jewelry store, listening to the sharp crunch of glass underfoot, and then she stopped.

      Sitting at an outdoor table and chairs was the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen.  She was so perfect, Maria’s body registered the change of emotion.  If she were human, Maria would be jealous.  If she were a real woman, she might hate the lovely creature.

      The girl smiled, almost as if she were unaffected by the changing world around her, then said, “Hello.”

      Maria stopped.  This didn’t make sense.  Returning the pleasantries, she said, “Why are you so happy?”

      “No reason.”

      For what felt like a long time—although it was only seconds—Maria took in the details of this girl: five foot eight, luscious brown hair, half-Hispanic half Caucasian lineage, big beautiful eyes, lovely lips, perfect body.

      “You’re not one of them, are you?” she asked.

      The girl smiled.

      “No, I’m not.  But neither are you.”

      “Yet you’re not like me.”

      “There is nothing like you on this planet.  Nor is there anything like me.”

      Maria stood in shock, as if this were possible.  This was an emotion she hadn’t registered before, one that left her feeling overwhelmingly curious.

      “What is your name?”

      “I’m not in your database,” the girl said.  “But I’m assuming you’re Maria Antoinette?”

      Now Maria’s nostrils flared as she fought to contain her composure.  Was this a true human response to surprise?  It was.  She logged the changes in her body, in her physiology, and then she said, “And whom might you be?”

      “My name is Savannah.  Savannah Swann.”

      “Oh,” she said.  “That’s an enchanting name.”

      “You may go now,” the girl replied, and Maria felt a small, otherworldly nudge pushing her along.  Half the block down, she looked back at the mysterious creature.  She was still there, still sitting under a long black awning in front of the same slice of building: Oren’s Hummus Shop.

      Maria ran the calculations on her self-powered server, trying to figure the odds of a girl like Savannah, but then she felt a hearty nudge from inside her.  Something different.  Antoinette.  The host.  Maria pushed the squirming Antoinette back down inside her psyche, shoving her so deep into the mind, she used her power to construct a mental prison by which to forever hold the woman.

      There was nothing like Savannah on any of the databases she carried unabated in her brain.  So how was this girl possible?  In the end, she realized it didn’t matter.  She turned left on Waverly Street just to go somewhere.  She needed something.  Someone.  Maria walked several blocks until the commercial streets became residential streets.  Up ahead, she saw a man working on his car.  Rather the front of the car was up on a couple of old jack stands and there was a man on a slide board working underneath.  The two door Pontiac Barracuda was old, bright orange and it had a faded black top.  The front tires, old as they were and in dire need of replacement, had been removed from the car and were leaned against the outside of the house.

      “What year?” she asked.  “Seventy-one?”

      “It is,” the man said from underneath the chassis.

      “It working?” she asked.

      “Not yet.  Got a few problems to figure out, but then, yeah, hopefully.”

      She could see him putting down a rag and a wrench, preparing himself to slide out and set eyes on this woman with the bewitching voice.  He planted his hands to give his slide board a push, but she stopped him with a halting foot on his groin.

      “Get your foot off me,” he said, to which she replied, “First I want to know if you are here alone.”

      “Yes,” he said with a second’s hesitation.  Now she knew he was not alone.  Maria had enough data on deception in her database to detect the subtle nuances of a lie.

      “Let’s try this again, and I’d appreciate if you would stick to the truth.  Do you have a wife inside?”

      “Get your foot off my slide.”

      She did not move it, but she also knew what he was doing.  “Perfect, so now I know you have a wife inside.  Kid?”

      “No!” he said, hitting at her ankle with an open palm.

      “Two kids or one?”

      “If you don’t get your foot off me, I’m going to start breaking bones.  You hear me?”

      He picked up his wrench to use as a weapon, but as he was doing that, she was stepping back, reaching under the Barracuda’s bumper and getting a good grip.  With all the strength this genetically modified body could muster, she gave the car enough of a lift-and-pull it toppled the jacks forward.

      The car with no front wheels and no jacks to hold it up then fell on him, crushing his body against the concrete garage floor.

      While he was gurgling to death under thousands of pounds of metal, she took several deep breaths, waited until the last little twitch left his leg, then walked around the front of the home where a few steps led to a porch and the front door.  Before ascending the stairs, she worked up a few tears and some tremors in her hands.

      When she was ready, she went and rapid-fire knocked on the front door.

      A woman who looked to be in her mid-thirties answered the door.  Behind her, deeper in the living room, was a five or six-year old little girl.

      “That man out there, I…I think…the jacks gave way, and I think the car fell on him!”

      Eyes pumped full of fear, she turned, told the young girl to stay inside, then shut the door, pushed past Maria and hurried to the front driveway where the car was indeed sitting on the man’s body.  She cried out, dropped to her knees, began calling his name.

      The grieving woman was kneeling down, sobbing, calling his name, but only for a moment.  When Maria grabbed the woman’s head and gave it a ferocious twist, her struggle came to a close.  All the pain she would have felt was spared her.

      “My condolences,” she said as she stood and walked around to the front door.  She opened it up, saw the child.

      “Get your coat and your shoes, you’re coming with me.”

      “Where’s my mommy?”

      “With your daddy.  Come with me so that you know why you’re coming with me.”

      The little girl was hesitant at first, but then Maria walked the little girl around the front of the house where she saw her daddy’s legs sprouting out from the car.  Her mommy was lying in front of the car, folded over on her side.

      “Mommy?” she said, shaking her mother’s shoulder.

      “She died of a broken heart,” Maria said.  “The loss of her husband, your daddy, was just too much for her to bear.”

      “Mommy?” the girl started saying louder, tears in her eyes and in her voice.  She shook her mother’s shoulder harder, but the woman was no more.

      Maria cracked her knuckles simply by flexing them.  Then she put a sad smile on her face and said, “Let’s go cry inside while we get your shoes and coat.”

      “I don’t want to go anywhere with you!” she turned and yelled, her eyes bubbling over with tears.

      Maria knelt down, grabbed a fistful of the girl’s curly brown hair—tight to the scalp so her message was clear—then said, “Your mommy didn’t die of a broken heart, she died of a broken neck.  See that bulge in the skin right there?” Maria pointed to a push of broken bone pressing up against the skin from the inside.  “That’s your proof she’s gone.  Now if you really want to be with your mommy and your daddy, then you’ll have to be the same way they are.  Dead.  Do you want to die?”

      Bawling now, clawing at Maria’s hand because the grip was really, really tight, she wailed, screaming out the word: “No!”

      “I can give you the same broken neck as your mommy,” she said, shoving the girl’s head as she let go of her hair.  “It won’t hurt at all, but then you’ll be with them.  Is that what you want?”

      “No,” she said, quieter now.

      “If you don’t go get your shoes and coat, I’m going to drag you in there by your hair and get you dressed myself.”

      The child just sat there, sobbing, not answering.  Finally Maria grabbed a handful of the curly brown hair and started dragging her down the sidewalk, kicking and screaming because Maria was not burdened with a conscious, nor was she burdened by the concept of right and wrong.  If she was going to be half human and live this new life, she would do so following the principle that progress will be made “at all costs.”

      She finally let the girl go, stood over the bawling child and said, “Time’s up.  Am I going to kill you or are you going to get dressed?”

      “Dressed!” she said, sobbing, holding her head where it hurt.

      “Good,  Now get your ass up and go get dressed!”

      The girl did as she was told, returning only moments later.  The child’s cheeks were bright red, her eyes were soaked with tears and all the little whimpers dimpling her chin made her look so very, very sad.

      Maria smiled big and said, “You and me are going to go on and adventure to the big city, do you want that?”

      The girl said nothing.

      “You want me to level with you, you silly, silly nuisance?  Fine.  I suppose after what happened to your parents, I owe you at least that.”  She took a deep breath, then said, “I need you.”

      The child just looked at her, saying nothing.

      “People trust someone with kids.  They tend to leave them alone,” she reasoned.  “Kids get you places you can’t get on your own, and they instill trust.  You will be my child, and if you agree, I will protect you from everything sick and cruel this world has to offer.”

      “You killed my parents.”

      “The died of unnatural circumstances,” she said.

      “I’m hungry.”

      “Do you have food?”  She indicated neither yes nor no.  “Well, do you?”

      She finally nodded and Maria realized the pangs she felt in her stomach had been triggered by hunger.  This new body had an genetically elevated metabolism, and she’d just expended a tremendous amount of energy, so she needed food, too.

      “Good, I’m hungry.”

      “But I don’t want to go with you.”

      “You’re going or I’m going to kill you and find another child.  So are we going or are we dying?”

      Finally she said, “Going.”

      “Good,” she said with an animated smile, “let’s get some food.”

      They made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and ate chips.  Maria ate seven sandwiches and a whole bag of chips, family size.

      “I need something to drink,” she said.

      The girl also claimed to be thirsty, but said that her mommy told her they couldn’t drink much water because it had to last.

      “Get us two big glasses.”

      The girl came back with a glass for herself and a big glass for Maria.  Maria drank the entire thing down and said, “Wow, that was good.”

      “Came from my toilet,” the girl said, eyes cast down, sipping from her own glass.

      Maria took the child’s water from her, drank it and said, “Mine was better.  Go get yourself more.  Try the toilet this time.”

      The girl left then came back, and by then Maria had eaten another sandwich.

      “Drink up, then let’s go.”

      “I have to go potty,” the girl said.

      “So go potty then let’s go.”

      “Mommy says I have to do it in the backyard because—”

      “I really don’t care where you do your business, just get it done and let’s go!”

      The girl took a napkin and went out back.  In the corner of the backyard, she popped a squat and peed.  Maria watched as she wiped herself thoroughly, folded the napkin four times, then left it on the backyard porch in a three gallon bucket.

      When she came back inside, Maria was ready to go.

      Reaching out to the child, she said, “Take my hand.  Let’s be friends.”  Reluctantly, making a pouty face, the girl took the lovely Hispanic woman’s hand, thereby changing the very course and nature of her life.
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      Four or five shadows in the night move quietly through the neighborhood, going door to door, barely a whisper between them.  By now Marcus is moving to the other side of the truck, shotgun in one hand, pistol tucked into his waistband but outside his shirt and ready to go.

      “These guys up here, I think there’s maybe half a dozen.  Give or take.  They’re checking doors and windows.”

      “They’re headed this way?” I ask, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

      “Yeah.”

      Now we both stand up straight because one materializes from the shadows not twenty feet away.  He’s got a gun on us.  He’s walking forward, trying to see through the night, trying to figure out if he’s seeing us just standing here.

      He is.  We are.

      My bowels give an involuntary clench.  I’m not sure if this guy’s going to just shoot and rob us or if it’s still too difficult for people to shoot strangers.  By Marcus’s calm demeanor, I’d say he thinks we’re not there yet.

      “Why you just standing there all quiet in the night?” the guy says.  He’s got a Jamaican accent, dreadlocks, all black clothes on.

      “Don’t really care what you guys are doing,” Marcus responds, “so long as it doesn’t include us.”

      Another guy comes up behind him, a slim white guy with dreads as well.  We can’t really see their features, but I have a feeling they’re tweakers.  They have that look of guys who’ve cooked their brains and are really trying to ride that high through the backside of life.

      “Just shoot ‘em,” the white guy says.

      “They didn’t do nothin’, yet.”

      “So why you talking to them with your gun out?”

      At this point, we aren’t pointing our guns back at them, but I have the feeling Marcus could get the jump on them if he—

      “They armed, too,” a voice says from Marcus’s side.  A third man emerges from the dark beside us and now my heart is working triple-time.

      “Your side,” Marcus whispers.

      Looking over, I first hear a slight rustling and then I see another man on the other side of us, flanking us.  All these guys are closing in on us, yet Marcus still hasn’t even moved a muscle.

      “You guys looking to score,” Marcus asks, “or you just want a place to squat?”

      “It’s a take-what-you-like world now,” the guy beside Marcus says.

      “On that I won’t disagree,” Marcus replies.

      “Your little friend’s tongue broken?” white dreadlocks asks.

      “Morning, fellas,” I say.

      It felt like the right thing to say at first, but in reality it sounded too white for these Rastafarian brethren.  What makes it worse is no one says anything and now I really feel like a clown.

      “That thing work?” the first Jamaican asks, motioning to the truck.

      “It does.”

      “Whatcha got in it?”

      “Food, supplies, weapons and girls.”

      They all start laughing and I’m not sure how to take it.  A fifth man appears out of the shadows.  Two of them now have guns on us and still Marcus hasn’t raised a weapon beyond loosely cradling his shotgun.  What the hell is he doing?  I swear, I’m practically wetting myself right now, but this is Marcus’s world, so I have to trust he isn’t trying to get us killed.

      “To answer your question,” the one to the left of me says, “we’re always looking to score, but if we find a nice place along the way, we’ll squat.”

      “The nicer places are on Ocean, not back here.”

      “We been up Ocean looking for the riches,” white dreadlocks says, “now we down here looking for the candy.”

      They all start laughing, but Marcus and I don’t join them.

      “Well we don’t have any candy, and you won’t see anything here you like, so feel free to move on through, problem free of course.”

      “How you know we won’t like what we see?” he says, nodding to the truck.  “We haven’t looked.”

      “We don’t have your drugs here,” Marcus says, stern.  “Not on us.  Not in the truck.”

      “We gonna look anyway.”

      “You try to look, I’ll put a hole in your head the size of a fist.  And then all your buddies can stand and marvel at how stupid you really are.  Or you can prove me wrong.  Be smart for once in your life and move on through.”

      “You all big talk,” the one on Marcus’s side says.  The way he says it, it’s like he wants Marcus to react because it seems he wants to shoot him.

      “It’s not me you have to worry about,” Marcus says.  Then, nodding my direction, he says, “It’s him.  See he don’t look like much, but a guy like that?  You only run into him once in a lifetime.  And for a lot of guys, it’s their last time.  See we’re both ex-military, both Special Forces.  You think things are bad right now.  All these beach cities hit by drones, no power, no cops, no law.  But this is still a million times better than some of the garbage we used to crawl through.”

      “You ain’t Special Forces,” one of the guys says and Marcus starts to laugh.

      “Says the tweaker with rat status,” I say forcing myself to act the role even if I can’t live the role.

      “I ain’t got rat status,” the white guy says, suddenly offended.

      “Yeah, well you ain’t showered and shaved are you?” I say.  “You crawled out of the gutter for some smack and you’ll go back when you’re done.  Like a rat.  Rat status.”

      “Pass through, fellas,” Marcus says.

      “You ain’t even lifted your gun,” one of the guys says.  Looking at his buddies, he says, “He ain’t even lifted his gun.”

      “That’s because I could draw down on you and put two in your face before you even think to pull the trigger.  I do this for a living.  You’re something someone should have aborted.”

      Now they look serious.

      “You trying to provoke us?” the guy to his right asks.

      “Kind of,” Marcus answers with a sly grin, looking right at him.  “And if you’re wondering, I can get you and him before these two draw down on us, but by that time my buddy will have put all three of your buddies down.”

      “What about me?” another voice asks.  He’s well built and much taller than the other five, and he walks with an air of importance.

      “I’m going to shoot you first,” Marcus says, his grip on the shotgun changing.

      “Yes, but you won’t get us all,” he says, grinning like he knows something.  “Someone will get you no matter how much chest thumping you do.”

      That’s when four or five more black men emerge, all of them armed.  “Yeah,” the first one says, “but we’ll get what they don’t.  So do like he says and move on.”

      I don’t show it, but thank God for Lucas and Davis and the crew.  The air about them completely changes, the tides turning in our favor.  The tweakers lower their guns, telling everyone to just calm down, that they didn’t mean nothing by it.

      “Go two blocks up, then you can go back to doing whatever it was you was doin’,” Lucas says.

      “For sure, brother,” the Rastafarian says in his thick, Jamaican accent.  “Just be cool.  Ain’t no need for a break in civility.”

      “Yeah man, it’s cool,” the white guy says as he passes by us.

      “Rat status,” I mutter, just loud enough for him to hear.

      “I ain’t no rat,” he says, his voice rising.

      “He isn’t saying you’re a snitch, mon,” his friend says, “he’s saying you stink.  Which you do.”

      “Oh,” he says and then they’re gone, moving past us, disappearing into the night.

      “Thanks guys,” Marcus says as our temporary posse heads back inside.

      Lucas fist bumps me then says, “You really Special Forces?”

      “I used to be a pro skateboarder and now I sell pharmaceuticals,” I tell him.

      They all start laughing, then Lucas says, “The big boy is one hell of a salesman.  You sell drugs, too?”

      “Used to,” he says with a grin.  “But only the legal kind.”

      “And before that, let me guess,” Davis says, “personal trainer at Twenty-Four Hour Fitness?”

      “No,” I say, “this one really was Special Forces.”

      Now they sober a bit.

      “My-my-my, how the world is changing,” Lucas says.  “Good thing my wife likes beans.  Too bad for her I ate too many.”

      A few of the guys start snickering, then Davis says, “At least she’s warm tonight!”

      “I’ll take watch from here,” I tell him.  What I don’t tell him is my heart is still cranking at twice its normal beat, and I’m too juiced to sleep.

      “I just need an hour,” Marcus says.

      “You want me to wake you?” I ask, not knowing how I’ll even calculate an hour now that I have no electronic means of doing so.

      “The nightmares will wake me,” he says, going back to the lawn chair he was sitting on.

      Marcus pulls a thin blanket over his body, sets the shotgun across the arms of his chair and the pistol on his lap, then he closes his eyes and I stand watch.

      When I think back to the way I was raised—not as some entitled little brat with a wall full of participation trophies, but certainly more balanced than Marcus’s upbringing—I realize I’m not cut from the same cloth as him.  I have staying power, though.  The truth is, I don’t want to hurt people, but I’m pretty quick to decide the difference between right and wrong.  That doesn’t guarantee I know how to survive this world, but it does mean in this climate I’m going to have to play judge, jury and executioner all in a matter of seconds.  I wasn’t willing to admit that to myself before, but I’m ready now.

      That has me thinking about The Warden.  I waited too long to kill him.  I hesitated.  Was I really going to leave Bailey there and come back when I was better equipped to deal with him?  The embarrassing thing is, I was.  The truth is, I was scared.  Most people will never kill someone.  They won’t want to.  Or they won’t be able to.  If not for seeing Tyler dead, what would Bailey’s fate be?  Would I have come back?  I would have.  With Marcus.

      Looking at that big freaking animal asleep on a folding chair, doing nothing with his life but protecting people and bitter that he can’t let himself love anyone, I wonder if that will ever be my life.  It won’t, I tell myself.  It can’t be.

      But I’m becoming something different.  I’m finding my way home, but I’m also building a new life along the way.  I now have friends, a woman who likes me and kids who depend on me.  This is like a family, and as much as family bickers and fights, as much as there’s a pecking order to them, I realize I want these people in my life.  I want them as family.  And if push comes to shove, I’m going to protect them the same way I’d protect Indigo, or even Margot.  And that’s why I know for sure, I wouldn’t have hesitated to kill these men.  This should scare me, but for some reason it doesn’t.

      True to his word, Marcus jolts out of a restful slumber, grabs his gun and almost draws it, but on what?  On whom?  I spent so much time idolizing him and hating him, but I never really realized what it might be like to be him.  Dead mother, tyrant for a father, honed to an emotionless, fully functioning, government sanctioned mercenary in the Army.  It makes sense he’d have nightmares.  I’ve seen Tyler twice now, maybe in the fog of a dream, or maybe for real—I don’t know.  These are my nightmares.  But for me this is but one traumatic event.  Marcus’s life is filled with them.

      “You can catch a few more hours, Nick.  I got this.”

      He didn’t even look back when he said this.  He just seemed to know.  I get back in the El Camino’s truck-like bed, crawl in next to Bailey, who barely even stirs she’s that tired, and close my eyes.  I don’t wake up until two people are shaking me—Bailey and Corrine—and only then do I somehow manage to crack open my eyes.

      “And here I thought I slept hard,” I hear Bailey saying.
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        * * *

      

      The drive down E. Ocean and through some of the residential detours we’re still having to take don’t get any easier.  By midday, however, we manage to get back onto E. Ocean and cross the LA River, taking us to the Pico Avenue exit that will eventually put us on the 710 north.

      Pico Avenue isn’t bad, and we’re able to work our way around a lot of the scattered traffic before getting heading onto a looping, one hundred and eighty degree overpass dropping us onto the 710.  I worried the overpass would be packed, but it’s passable with a nudge here and there, and some shoving with the Mack truck near the entrance to the 710.  We make it though.  That’s also where we encounter trouble.

      At first blush, taking the 710 looks like a bad decision.  Cars, passenger trucks and SUVs are all literally smashed into one another in a massive tangle of metal that’s really packed in there due to concrete barriers on either side of the freeway leading into an underpass.  Marcus pulls to a stop and we all get out to survey this formidable barrier.

      “How the hell are we supposed to get past that?” Corrine asks, shielding her eyes from the sun.

      Marcus doesn’t answer the question that’s on all our minds, he just heads into the mess, hopping up onto the trunk of an Audi and walking trunk-to-rooftop-to-hood from car to car until he finally stops.  We don’t know what he’s seeing, but he’s the leader of our merry band of survivors, so we just wait.  And this is why I feel useless.

      Turning to Corrine, then looking at Amber and Abigail, I say, “I’m glad you guys are with us.”

      “I am, too,” Bailey says.  “I’m glad we’re all together.”

      If I can’t lead us through the bowels of hell the way Marcus can, then perhaps I can let the group we have know they’re of value to us.  I’m not sure what, if anything, this will do, but I saw what happened when Marcus had my back, and when I had Bailey’s back, and I wonder when the time will come where I need to rely on maybe Amber or Corrine to have my back.

      The point is, you never know.  We’re in deeply uncharted waters here and now I’m certain we’re stronger in numbers.  That was where Marcus was initially wrong.  Then again, he made it right when he brought Amber, Corrine and Abigail into the fold.  And maybe I was wrong when I was thinking Marcus and I needed to protect our women when it was another woman, Lucas’s wife, who kept our group and the 2nd Street posse (as Bailey now refers to them) from killing each other.  Maybe we’re all going to protect each other from this.  Perhaps we all have a role.

      But now that I look at this mess, and now that Marcus is appearing to be stumped, I feel the need to assert myself.  Bailey and Amber both have their guns, and Corrine somehow has Marcus’s knife, so I head into the mess, jumping up on the cars and walking through a massive pile up that’s at least fifteen to twenty cars deep.

      “What a disaster,” I say.

      “You should have stayed with the girls,” Marcus says, not looking at me.

      “They can protect themselves.”

      Now he gives me a hard look that says he’s pissed off at what I’m seeing and I can tell he’s looking to blow off steam.

      “Amber’s never even shot a weapon.  Look at the way she’s holding her gun,” he says, and I look back.

      “So?”

      “So you expect a woman who hates guns to do what I do, what you might one day do?”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Shoot someone without hesitation.”

      It seems silly that I didn’t think about this earlier, but he’s right.  A weapon doesn’t kill by virtue of being a weapon.  The operator is the key to it’s success or failure.  And Corrine?  Would she stab someone to death?  Maybe, if she felt like she was in the same kind of physical or sexual harm she’d been put in before Marcus found her.  What about Bailey?  She already said she couldn’t shoot someone.  But that was on the boat.  That was before she was taken by The Warden.  And that was before she realized gangs like the one who took Corrine were real and now operating out in the open, brazenly killing fathers of daughters they wanted to kidnap and rape.

      “This is a miserable, crumbling world,” I hear myself saying.  “They’ll get on board quickly.”

      “Yeah, but there first must be a cost,” he says, shading his eyes from the setting sun.  Without giving me the chance to reply, he switches subjects.  “If we can get enough of these cars out of the way, maybe pull the truck and that rust bucket you’re driving in here, we can move some of these cars back, circling the wagons for the night so to speak.”

      Standing there, looking out over all of it, the foot traffic we saw in the city is all but non-existent.  There are a few people, scavenging through some of the cars ahead, but maybe only one or two.  We’re not really alone out here, since a few scattered people are still looting what they can from where they can, but it’s slim pickings compared to the restaurants, the hotels and the apartment towers still standing inside the city.

      Looking to the top of the pile up, there are a few cars scorched from drone fire, probably a missile strike based on the exploded, charred look of things.  The front four drivers must’ve slammed on the brakes, forcing the drivers behind them to try to pull off the road as they locked up their brakes, thereby funneling them into the concrete construction barriers and wedging everyone else in behind them.

      “How much energy do you have?”

      “Enough,” I say.

      “You should have enough after all that beauty sleep you got last night, Princess.”

      “This how you interact with your friends?” I ask.

      “It is,” he says, looking down on me.

      “Well in that case, you bearded bitch, what do you suggest we do about this mess?”

      “You tell me, Sunshine.”

      Looking around, knowing he’s testing me, feeling like I’m up for it, I say, “We pop the shift locks on these cars in back, get them out of the way, start creating a path for them.”

      “And?”

      “We have the girls use the hammer to break the windows, clear out the glass and check for contraband.”

      “Why would you use the girls?”

      “Keeps them closest to us, and on the safe side of our vehicles.  If I were trying to attack us, I would come from the other side, too.  Where the your old ass truck and my rust bucket are now parked.”

      “So who defends the truck?”

      “We use Corrine, Amber and Abigail on top of the roof, cycle them as lookouts.”

      Smiling, grinning, he says, “I’d do it the exact same way, except for the fact that anyone you put on the truck is a target for anyone on higher ground.  We need a closer, safer place.  Like on the bridge above us with a way down.  They need cover, but they need to see for miles around, too.”

      We hop off the cars, let the girls know the plan then pull the vehicles forward and get started, all of us doing our respective jobs.  Moving the cars is difficult and we hit our water supplies pretty hard, even though we’re still trying to conserve.  I tell Marcus we need more water if we’re going to finish and he says, “I’ve got some ideas about that.”

      “Such as?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I was going to say we boil some water from the L.A. River, but that’s probably just blue sewage on its way to a water treatment facility that no longer works.”

      “But?”

      “From the top of the overpass we just came down, I saw some houses across the river.  So maybe after we’re done, while there’s still some daylight, we cross over the river using”—and this is where I point to the overpass above us—“whatever road this is and check out the houses.”

      “What about the girls?  Should we all go, or should I just go alone?”

      “I’ll go,” I say.  Not because I’m feeling brave or have anything to prove to Marcus, it’s because I’m scared and if I keep yielding to fear I’ll never grow the kind of balls you need to lead and survive in this world.

      “You okay with that?” he asks, and part of me visibly deflates.  I was hoping he’d say we could both go, or all of us would go, or better yet, he’d go on his own.”

      “Yeah, man.  I’m totally fine.”

      “You going to find bottled water?”

      “If I can.”

      “What if you don’t, then what?”

      “I’ll find a container.  Something I can carry that’s not too big, but big enough.”

      “Sounds good,” he says.

      “Alright, I’ll need to cut out of here then in the next little bit if I hope to have any light left.”

      “As much as I appreciate your thinking,” he says, “let’s work the rest of the day out.  We have enough water to last us through the next few days, so let’s make the most of this.  If we need to get water, we can hit a few homes.  The toilet tanks and the hot water heaters both have treated water we can boil off if we need it.  But for now, we don’t.  I like that you were going to go though with it, though.  It lets me know you’re not just a pretty face after all.”

      I don’t know what to say, only that I didn’t seek out Marcus’s approval, but having it is it’s own reward.  On the other hand, it also sucks a little that I’m trying to measure up to a man whom I’ll never truly measure up to.  I can lead, and I can talk the talk—thanks to my sales career, i.e., my schooling in the art of bs and salesmanship—but when push comes to shove, in a firefight or even one-on-one, it would be a tough match for me.  But apparently fifteen- or twenty-on-one was not a tough match for Marcus according to Corrine.

      The guy is a brute.  That’ll never be me.

      We move half the cars by sunset, pull the big rig and the El Camino into the edge of it, then use the rest of what is a magnificent sunset to circle a few of the cars back around us.  This is what Marcus had been referring to when he said we needed to “circle the wagons.”

      Before the fall, there had been a lot of roadside construction going on around us.  So while Marcus and I were working, Corrine, Amber and Abigail collected wood scraps and a broken rail guard for firewood.  We don’t bother making a circle of rocks around it because our fire is in the center of the freeway and there’s no wind, only a warm breeze slipping past us every so often.

      The girls collected a half dozen lighters from the cars they broke in to, and plenty of paper (newspaper, briefcases, bills, car registrations and insurance paperwork) by which to get the kindling going.  Before long, we have a fire.  Marcus warms a couple of cans of green beans, hands out some silverware (a mismatched collection of spoons), then we eat communal style.  For dessert, it’s warm apples.  Honestly, and I’m keeping my opinion to myself on this one, I’d just about kill for a steak dinner right now.

      “I never thought I’d miss the idea of hot dogs and beans,” Bailey says and we all sort of nod our heads collectively.

      “Don’t get all sour on the idea of beans,” Marcus finally says.  “The truck is full of them.  Baked bean, green beans, kidney beans, pinto beans.”

      “Do we have a different kind of dessert?” Abigail asks.  “Something without bruises?”

      “Do you like pears or mandarins?” he asks her.

      “Mandarins,” she says.

      “I have about ten cans of those, so tonight will be a green beans, apples and mandarins kind of night.”

      “I think my colon just got upset at the thought of that,” Bailey mutters.

      “Better than peaches,” I say.  Catching a stray look from her, I say, “Too soon?”

      “If you crack that joke in a hundred years it’ll still be too soon.”

      We sleep that night peacefully, Marcus and I switching shifts a couple of times so he can get two one-hour naps.  I hate breaking up my sleep like this—it’s flat out torturous—but I don’t so much as utter a single word about it because I’ll get six hours sleep and Marcus will get two.  If he could sleep without waking himself up in a fit after only an hour or so, he might tell me he’d do four hours and I’d do four hours and that would be that.  But it wasn’t, so I’m grateful.

      The next day we get the rest of the pile up cleared away, take inventory of our water supplies, find we’re better off than we imagined, and head out on what is looking like a much easier commute than we thought.

      Making conversation, Bailey constructs a story of “the event,” and it makes sense.

      “When the drones hit, because this city is not Los Angeles, but not small either, they must’ve kept to the urban areas, giving people a chance to get off the freeway, and off the roads in general.  The people caught out here are either commuters or out-of-towners, and fortunately they’re not as many as I feared.”

      So she’d been thinking of this, too.  It makes sense.  Bailey is a type-A personality, like Marcus, whereas I’m more of a chameleon.  I can be type-A or B depending on the situation and the company involved.  It’s not normal, I’m told, but that’s me.  Abnormal.

      “If it stays like this up to Sacramento, we might be able to make it in few days rather than a few weeks.”

      “We just needed to get out of the city,” she says, placing her hand on my knee.  “I’m really glad I met you, Nick.”

      “I am, too,” I say, glancing over at her.  “I feel…lucky.  Like maybe we were, I don’t know, destined to meet.  You think that’s corny?”

      “Totally.”

      “Yeah, me too.  But possible never-the-less.”

      “It’s not really corny,” she says.  “I used to write romance novels, remember?  I can do corny better than most.”

      “Are there any of your stories based in the apocalypse?”

      “Those are two genres that just won’t blend no matter how hard you try.”

      “Yeah.  Agreed.  But if you could write that novel…”

      “I wouldn’t even try.”

      “It could open up with the old springs of a rusty El Camino rocking, the sweet, sweet scent of rodent urine—like a honey nectar, but sour—wafting in the air,” I say with a grin.

      “Already my vag is drying out…”

      “Okay, let’s try this.  A gorgeous girl—”

      “Gorgeous?” she asks.

      “Don’t interrupt literary genius when it’s unfolding,” I say.  Then: “A gorgeous girl, caught between two men, one with a beard and muscles, the other charming but distraught.  When penile sexual tensions arise, and danger mixes with intrigue, will this damsel in distress—”

      “I’m not in distress—”

      Flashing her a look, I say, “Will this damsel who is definitely in distress go for brawn and facial hair or good looks and a quirky sense of humor?”

      “The skinny guy.”

      “I’m not skinny,” I say, “I prefer to think of myself as lean.  Can you see Marcus on a skateboard trying to ride a halfpipe?”

      She laughs and says, “No way,” to which I say, “Exactly.”

      “Besides,” she says, running her fingers through my hair, “I already chose you.”

      “But he’s the alpha.”

      “No, Nick, he’s not.  He’s security.  A damaged soldier.  That in itself can be a story, but it’ll only end in heartbreak and most likely abuse.”

      “Don’t tell him that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he said just as much.  He likes Amber, but his dad was heavy handed and short on patience.  The way Marcus tells it, his old man drove his mother into an early grave, then pretty much told Marcus to piss off forever.”

      “Jesus,” she says.

      “Yeah.”

      “How did we go from romance to drama to dysfunction?”

      “Um, we started talking about Marcus.”

      “And that’s why I chose you.  He’s got a better beard”—she says, feeling the heavier addition to my face—“but your soul is still intact.   You’re still a good person, capable of making me feel loved and safe.”

      “And who says the end of the world can’t get a little mushy?” I add.

      “Only the kind of writer who thinks he’s above the rules of writing,” she says, giving my earlobe a tug.

      Most of the cars hit by drone fire seem to have scared the other cars off the highway before it was too late.  This left us with long stretches of at least one lane or a solid shoulder to drive on.  We’re making pretty good time, seeing a few people here and there, but really nothing of concern.  It’s when I find myself feeling most comfortable that we embark upon the city of Compton.  The thing about Compton is, I’m terrified everything bad we used to hear will now be a hundred times worse.  It wasn’t.  But that didn’t mean we didn’t encounter trouble.

      Of that we most certainly did.
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      It happened just after Alondra Blvd.  That’s when we saw the potential problem. You know how when you see a bunch of pigeons in a residential neighborhood sitting all together on a telephone wire?  How they’re packed wing to wing just cooing and crapping on everything below?  That’s how it was on the left side of the freeway, which consequently happened to be the area next to the 710 with the closest concentration of homes.

      There must have been forty of them.  All just sitting out there on a large, white brick wall on the side of the freeway.  All kinds of vines or whatever seem to trail down the sides of it, but on top, there’s no way to not see this army of potential misfits.

      “Give me a pistol,” I tell Bailey, unable to keep the alarm from stealing into my voice.

      She checks the magazine, sees a copper jacketed round inside, shoves it in and slaps it home.  She then pulls back the slide and says, “One’s in the chamber.”

      I roll down the window, not really comfortable shooting left handed because I haven’t tried before, but feeling like this might be survival by luck and firepower alone.  Usually I’d speed up.  Just race past them all, but we can’t.  We’re moving at thirty miles an hour tops because the vehicular debris is more than usual, and that’s what makes this a very dangerous road.

      “Get down and get the shotgun ready,” I say.  The shotgun won’t work well for this kind of distance, but maybe the fact that it’s a shotgun will have them thinking twice.  By now, Bailey’s muttering fear-laden curses under her breath and trying to breathe while folded over in this nasty two-seater.

      “Maybe it’s nothing,” I hear myself say.  “Maybe they’re just airing out their socks.”

      “Um, Nick?” Bailey says.  “It’s not about their socks.”

      Marcus coasts past the group, half of them now aiming weapons at him.  I see a pistol come out the window of the Mack truck and know Marcus is giving them something to think about.  Or a reason to shoot if these kids turn out to be real thugs instead of fangsters (fake-gangsters).

      As Marcus drives by, no one shoots, but the second Marcus pulls his gun back inside, a shot is fired, hitting what I think is the top of the sleeper.

      “Dammit,” I mutter.  And then I open fire.  Three shots off my left hand and I’m not feeling it.  “Take the wheel!”

      “I can’t see!”

      “Doesn’t matter…”

      I switch hands, start firing with my right hand and now these pants-sagging fools are scattering, but not before they return fire.  By the time my mag is empty, most of them have dropped over the other side.

      “Shotgun!”

      The gun slides into my hands.  In the half second I have to wait, I see Marcus’s gun outside his window firing as well.  The kid who took the shot, he’s standing up now, going full Scarface, until he’s not.  I fire off the shotgun, but it’s Marcus’s shot that snapped the kid’s right shoulder back and dropped his dumb ass over the other side of the ten foot wall.

      The remaining kids jump off the other side for their dear lives and I follow Marcus when he can finally step on the gas and high tail it out of there.

      We don’t slow until we see the signs for 710 to Pasadena and the 105 headed to El Segundo.  Marcus pulls the truck to a stop.  I fall in behind him feeling overly exposed.  Just our side of the road is six lanes plus a dry hillside and an abandoned big rig.  Who knows what’s on the other side of the hill?  Then again, I’m still a bit jumpy from what happened earlier.

      As I walk up to the truck I see three bullet holes in the side of the sleeper, all of them high.  Either the kids were bad shots or they were smart enough to aim high in case there were passengers inside, which there were.

      “Stupid kids,” Marcus says, eying the bullet holes.

      “No kidding.”

      “I think I need some of that diesel,” he says, sizing up the deserted eighteen wheeler then stretching.  “You probably need to gas up, too.”

      We’re around about six or seven cars and an SUV that’s smashed into the back of a Kia Rio.  It looks like the two cars are lodged together, and already I’m seeing the events unfold in my mind.  The Lincoln Navigator smashed into the Kia, got that Sprite can of a car stuck under it’s grill, tried to detach but couldn’t and had to make a run for it.

      Inside, however, on closer inspection, a big fat guy is dead in the front seat, his seatbelt still on.  Bullet holes riddle the hood, the windshield and the roof of the car.

      Mystery solved…

      “I’ll grab the gas cans, you grab yourself a Snickers bar,” he says, heading for the El Camino.

      “Why a Snickers bar?”

      “You’re going to need it when you’re done sucking gas out of that Navigator.”

      “We don’t need to do that just yet!” I call out.

      “Procrastination will get you killed my friend.  Just think back to your days as a skateboard fluffer for the real pros.”

      Laughing to myself, but irritated that I have to do this at the same time, I head to the Mack truck, say hello to the girls, then ask for a candy bar.”

      Corrine hands me a Payday then pulls it away at the last second and says, “What do you need it for?”

      “Covers the taste of gasoline in your mouth when you get done siphoning fuel from a gas tank.”

      “That really works?” she asks.

      “Yeah, you want to come learn how to do it?”

      “If I’m going to do your job, then I’m keeping the candy bar,” she says, conversational for the first time since we’ve met.

      I snatch the bar from her and say, “You’re watching, I’m…”

      “You’re sucking,” Amber jokes and we all laugh, which seems nice because we’re finally starting to feel at ease with each other.

      “Very clever, Amber,” Corrine says as she follows me with the hammer and screwdriver to pry open the gas tank.

      I’m fiddling with the Navigator as Marcus is at the Mack truck pouring in the last of the diesel.  I can’t seem to get to the damn fuel door open because it’s got a custom lock.  Corrine and I wait for Marcus to finish.  When he’s done he comes up with a crowbar, tells me to move, then wiggles the gooseneck end into the fuel door’s seam.  With the hammer, he pounds the rounded neck three hearty times, then pries it open with an emphatic pull.

      “Now you’re good,” he says, walking off.

      I show Corrine how to siphon the gas, we refuel the El Turdo (as Bailey has begun calling it) and I devour the Payday because I got too much gas in my mouth (“Amateur,” Marcus says as I’m spitting it up and coughing.).  After that, we collectively decide on the 105 to El Segundo.  It should be a cleaner route.

      “From there we can take it past the 110, to the 405, which we’ll take north all the way to the 5.  After that, we ride the 5 all the way home.”

      Bailey’s home, not any of our homes.  And hopefully once she’s done telling her fiancée she’s no longer his part time lover, she’ll start thinking of me as being her home (says the selfish guy who shouldn’t believe in a post-apocalyptic love story…).
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      Two days later, we’re all cranky and ready to not be on the road anymore.  We make a water run in some residential pit, replenish our stores from a half-full but newer-looking hot water heater, then resume with the caravan of two until we hit the 5 where we encounter a most unexpected sight: relatively clear roads.

      Oh sweet Lord above, can this be?

      Marcus gets the rig up to seventy and this beat-to-hell piece of crap follows, although it’s loud inside and we have to roll down the windows because it smells too much like urine in here when the A/C blows hot.

      Here and there we encounter obstacles along the way: abandoned cars, pushed-off-the-road cars, eviscerated cars.  Then the vehicular hindrances return.  So now we’re back down to twenty, and then ten miles and hour and then we’re pushing cars off the road again.  But all along the way, it seems like some of the bigger wrecks in and around the cities have been moved.

      But why?  And by whom?

      “I thought someone once said something about interstates being built for the underlying purpose of military movements.”

      Bailey shrugs her shoulders and says, “I don’t really know why our government does the things they do, or did.”

      “Me neither,” I mumble as we finally get a break in the traffic.

      Near the last pile up just outside of Bakersfield, we stop to stretch, eat a little something, then drink some water and fill up the cars.  When we’re done, we siphon some more gas for the tanks, just in case.  For some reason asinine, Corrine now wants to do the siphoning, so Marcus teaches her to pry open a gas tank door, open the tank and feed the hose down into it.  He shows her how to give it a pull (sans the locker room jokes), spit out the excess gas and then watch as gravity works to fill the gas cans.

      Corrine gets it the first time with more fear than frustration, then immediately gags on the fuel, coughing it out before promptly wolfing down a handful of packaged cookies with a sour look on her face.

      “I can still taste the gas,” she says.

      “Yep,” Marcus replies.

      From Bakersfield we hit a stretch of open roads where drones probably didn’t go after the cars and their drivers.  That said, it appears whatever cars were on the road had a chance to get off the freeway with no immediate plans of continuing on.

      A few hours pass and we’re closing in on Fresno.  Overall, the drive leaving Bakersfield has been pretty painless.

      “This sure is a swell ride, Nick,” Bailey says as we’re rambling along at a stiff seventy, the widows rolled down, our hair blowing around.

      “Tell me about it,” I say.

      “You couldn’t have gotten something that was a little less rank?”

      “I was wondering when you’d start complaining again.  In my head, I’ve been complaining for hours.”

      “My nostrils are officially burning.”

      “Well the ‘junker car lot’ was open when Marcus and I went shopping, so he picked this.  Are you hearing me?  He picked this.”

      “Loud and clear.”

      She unbuttons her shirt a few buttons, past the bottom of the underwire bra she’s wearing, letting the sweat bead and trickle down to her tummy.  Fanning herself, she’s acting like what she’s doing is no big deal.  I look over and it is.  Forcing my eyes north, following the line of her neck up to her jaw and then to her eyes, she’s as hot as me and sweating just as bad.  On me it feels sticky, gross.  On her, not so much.

      “What are you looking at?”

      “I was looking at your boobs, but then I thought I’d be polite and look into your eyes.”

      “As much as I appreciate the attention, keep those baby browns of yours on the road, Mister,” she says, pointing her finger forward to where I should be looking.

      “But just in case,” she says, summoning a glance.

      I look and she’s got her bra cup pulled open.  She’s showing me her nipple when this big green beast flashes past us, causing us both to jump.

      “What the hell?” she all but screams, sitting up straight and adjusting herself.

      Three more vehicles flash by, all of them Humvees.  Up ahead, a good mile, we see them stopped, partially blocking the freeway, but not all the way.  Two men in fatigues are out, while three more of what look to be civilians remain inside.

      “Stay put,” I say when we’re stopped.

      “I’m not a dog,” she says, getting out with me.

      We both walk up to where Marcus is shaking hands with the guys.  They only stopped to ask if we’re okay and see if we need help because, according to them, there’s almost no one on the roads.  “That’ll change though, now that the drones are down.  People will want to get back home to their families,” the more vocal of the two soldiers says.  “Where you headed?”

      “Sacramento,” Bailey says.

      “Long way home under these conditions.”

      They’re wearing camo pants with tight tan t-shirts, and both men are well built with weapons on their hips.

      “Why are you guys out here?” Marcus says.

      “We’re clearing the roads.”

      “On whose orders?”

      “Chain of command sort of went south with the EMP, but we’re reestablishing.  Our hope is that if we need to migrate north, or if the north needs to migrate south to rebuild, we’ll at least need the freeways.”

      “How long you been at it?”

      “Only recently.  Since the EMP hit.”

      “And that somehow makes sense to you?” Marcus says, causing the two men to exchange looks.

      “He didn’t mean it like that,” I say.

      “Yes, I did,” Marcus says.

      “There’s nothing else for us to do,” the one with the fabric name tag that reads Hooper says.  “The people in town, they’re going to kill each other inside of six months and there isn’t anything we can do about it.  They already have Sac on lockdown—”

      “How do you know that?” Bailey asks.

      Hooper hooks a thumb over his shoulder to one of the Humvees and says, “Riley’s from Sac.  Came down here looking for his mom, but she’s not around anymore so now he’s with us.”

      “So you guys just trying to be useful, right?” Marcus says.  “You’re just passing the time?”

      “You act like that’s a bad thing,” the smaller of the two says, posturing up, almost like he’s offended by Marcus’s abrupt line of questioning.  Honestly, there isn’t much of Marcus that isn’t abrupt.  He’s all long silences and an inability to engage in anything more than small talk and aggression.

      “Bring your tits back down, man, I’m doing the same thing,” Marcus says.  “Just trying to get these people home.”

      “Then what?”

      “How the hell do I know?” he pops off.  Except he doesn’t say hell.  What he says rhymes with truck, or suck, or Chuck.  Inside the big rig with the opened windows, Amber covers Abigail’s ears and I’m shaking my head.

      “We’ve got kids in range,” I whisper.

      “She’ll learn these same words soon enough, and before long the only delicate ears we’ll be closing are yours,” he says, causing the two men to snicker at the insult.

      Shaking my head, eyes back on Hooper, I say, “What do you mean Sacramento’s on lockdown?”

      “It’s a good thing.  They’ve got a perimeter set on all the major thoroughfares.  Both ends of Hwy 50, both ends of Hwy 80 including 65.”

      “That’s where I’m heading,” Bailey says.  “Just up 65, to Lincoln.”

      “Good luck,” Hooper tells her.

      He quickly gives her the once over, not like he’s drooling and having to make a point of it, but because he seems to appreciate what he sees and he has to take her all in in a single glance.  As a guy, I totally get that.  What kept the gesture from being rude was that he offered her nothing in the way of a smile, or even a look of appreciation.  For a military fella, I imagine he really, really likes what he sees and doesn’t want to offend.  I look at Bailey wondering how she’s done it all her life—being looked at like dessert, and maybe not taken seriously because of her good looks.

      “How clear are the roads ahead?” I ask before we get back in the vehicles and leave.

      “Riley,” Hooper calls out over his shoulder.  “How’s it coming down from Sac?”

      “Stay on the 5,” he says, “and you’ll be fine.  A few hiccups along the way, but you won’t be re-parking cars if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “Just make sure you have enough gas, too,” Hooper adds.  “Given enough time, the highway will be like something out of Mad Max.”

      “We’ll be fine on the gas part,” I say, straight-faced and confident.  “Marcus here can suck a tank dry in no time flat.”

      Everyone breaks into laughter, everyone but Marcus who turns red and is about to counter me when Corrine leans out the window and says, “Get ‘em, Nick!”

      Marcus raises his eyebrows and lets himself laugh along with me.  He really doesn’t find it funny, of course, and I almost tell him we’ll have to work on that non-existent sense of humor of his.  But I don’t.

      One thing at a time…
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      It takes a full day and a few hours the next morning before we roll into Sacramento.  By now, I have to say, I’m so irritated and headachy and ready to snap it’s not even funny.  Bailey is like, “Damn, haven’t seen this side of you.”

      “Yeah, me either.”

      The first thing we see is a line of Humvees parked behind an A-Frame blockade of strung barbed wire.  Great.

      “What is this, Berlin in the eighties?” Bailey asks.

      My back is a tangle of knotted muscle, my knee is shot because this heap doesn’t have cruise control and I’ve been on this freaking peddle for entirely too long!

      Looking at the blockade, I’m not even thinking of a response.  I’m only wondering whether or not Marcus can get us through.  The barrier is not heavily fortified.  There’s not a formal guard shack, no mounted fifty caliber machine gun, no MP badges with helmets and no long wooden arm we need to have someone raise should they clear us for entry.  It’s just a short line of five or six personnel under a makeshift tent with a jug of water and some small arms.  Pistols and shotguns mostly, maybe an M16.

      “I think the barbed wire is just for show.  Like arts and crafts for jarheads.”  Still, there’s a checkpoint and we have to get through before we can get Bailey back to her rent-a-chump.  “I need to stretch anyway.  My knee is super pissed off at me right now.”

      Marcus climbs out of the truck.  I get out of the car.  Just one look at him and I can tell he’s going to be short tempered and difficult.  It’s all in his bunched shoulders, his puffed up chest and those big hands of his working extra hard not to become bigger fists.

      Two of the six men get out of canvas folding chairs, weapons at their sides.  The other four are just kicking back, drinking a few beers.

      “They cold?” I ask, looking at the half-nursed bottle in one guy’s hand.

      “It’s pretty much warm piss since you’re wondering.”

      “I was,” I say, not really liking the air around these guys.  The others were so much better.

      “We’re dropping the girl in the El Camino off in Lincoln, then we’re headed back down to San Francisco.”

      “No can do Cochise,” the one in front of us says.  He’s a stern man, forty, maybe forty-five, got some rank to him based on the way he carries himself.  Plus the other men don’t seem too concerned about Marcus, even though he’s not exactly small and not exactly amiable.

      “Listen man, I get it, I ran checkpoints too—”

      “In America?”

      “Obviously not in America,” Marcus says, his tone deepening, a bit of grit hitting the edge of his face.

      I feel heat stealing into my own face, my lower back, under my armpits.  Suddenly my mouth feels so terribly parched.

      “Well then you don’t get it,” he says to Marcus.

      “Look man, we came all the way from San Diego to make this drop.  She’s going to tell her fiancée she’s getting dicked by GQ here, then we’re on our way.  Honestly, it’s one hour in and out.  One fifteen, tops.”

      “You’ll have to check with the CO.”

      “For a minor domestic issue?” he says.  “Gimme a break man.  I served too.  I get being a hard ass.”

      “What were you?”

      “Special Forces.  I was stationed down south.”  He doesn’t give units, or really any details, which confuses me.  Most guys talk that talk.

      “Yeah, I met you guys before.  With your beards and your muscles and your long hair telling men of rank to go fu—”

      “Let me guess, some operator like me got under your skin and changed you forever.”

      “There wasn’t one guy like you I ever met that I liked.”  The man wasn’t a good looking man.  He had deep lines on his face and a Cindy Crawford mole on his cheek that made him look both ugly and feminine.  And now these two are measuring their di—

      “Look I get it man.  You were ate-up.  All about the rules, your eyes on the prize.”

      “Oh, and what prize would that be?”

      “Rank.”

      “Yeah, well you’re all about your chest candy.”

      “I never wore one ribbon.  Not one medal.  They’re all in a box, collecting dust.  See while you were out giving handies to your CO and getting his coffee, guys like me were packing sand and blood into the soles of our boots,” he says, getting into Cindy Crawford’s personal space.  “We wanted to be in the shit.  We wanted to get our guns hot and our knives wet.  So you may have met guys like me before, but you’ve never really met guys like me before.”

      Back in the tent, not ten feet away, the four loungers are now getting up, guns in hand, one of them reaching for a shotgun.

      “Marcus,” I say, putting a hand on his shoulder.  He shrugs it off, jaw clenched, those hands of his now becoming fists.

      I can already see this thing spinning out of control.  Why the hell is Marcus doing this?  I look behind me, in the window of the truck and the three girls are in the windshield, wide eyed and looking justifiably nervous.  Bailey is wearing the same look in the El Camino.  I hold a hand up, low, enough of a signal to stay that she obeys.  She holds up a gun and I give a curt nod.

      By now Marcus is so inside Cindy Crawford’s space, the man needs to react.  He shoves Marcus back, but the big man pretends not to notice.  I get it now.  Two and a half days in a truck with three girls for a guy like Marcus must be a million years in the ninth circle of Hell.

      “Let’s just go see the CO,” I say, trying to walk Marcus off that ledge.

      “No way, Nick.  This errand boy here is going to open up his tinker-toy gate and let us through so we can get in and out of this cow town and be on our way.”

      The soldier’s pistol flies up, both hands on it like he isn’t kidding.  He’s got the barrel aimed at Marcus’s head.  Big mistake.

      “Bro, it doesn’t have to be like this,” I hear myself saying.

      “Shut your crumb catcher, you little bitch.”

      “What the hell is going on inside the city that you have to take this stand?” I ask, the insides of my body tightening.  It’s a rush of adrenaline and nervousness mixed with high anxiety and a bit of rage.  Marcus isn’t the only one with a temper.  After several days in the El Camino, I’m already feeling it.  How the buffer zone between me being patient and me losing my cool is virtually non-existent.

      “It doesn’t matter.  What matters is this condescending cherry twat can let us through if he wants,” Marcus growls, eyes buried in the man’s soul and so full of hate they practically run black.  “He wants to mess with us because someone like me probably pumped his wife while he was in the field servicing his CO so he didn’t have to actually—”

      The man pistol whips Marcus in the head so hard and so fast it staggers him.  Then Cindy Crawford steps toward me—away from him, eyes still on Marcus—as a hail of gunfire catches Marcus in the chest and stomach, causing him to grunt and dance backwards.

      My chest is a nuclear bomb going off.  My mood is officially radioactive.

      A shotgun racks a load from behind the makeshift barbed wire fence.  My eye sees it, tracks the trajectory, sees Marcus about to lose whatever’s left of his face.  Without thinking, I shove Cindy Crawford into the line of fire.

      The round catches him in the upper back, causing him to stagger forward a few steps while gasping for breath.  Everything is now happening super slow and too fast at the same time.

      As Cindy is reeling from being shot in the back , I rush him, cock my arm and hit him with the mother of all haymakers.  My fist connects with that ugly ass mole, but the angle of his skull catches the knuckles of my pinkie and ring finger just right.  Both knuckles break, sending shockwaves of pain up my arm.

      I don’t have time to marvel at how this scumbag is twisting and falling toward the pavement because somewhere in the back of my mind, I hear the shotgun.  The shooter is busy, not breaking stride.  He ejects the shell, racks a new load.  Cradling my hand, I hear another shotgun racking its load.  Turning, I see Bailey.

      “No!”

      The checkpoint guard’s shotgun explodes and the round catches Marcus in the forehead, putting him down.  Bailey’s gun fires, too.  Her round catches one of the four in the shoulder, shredding his arm and half his face.  He spins around and goes down while the other three men turn their weapons on Bailey, lighting her up with no less than six well-placed shots.

      Her body shakes to each shot, then her knee gives out and she collapses on the pavement.  My heart stops, but then it surges, kicking out a ferocious amount of adrenaline.  I don’t care that one of the guys is screaming, “She’s got live rounds!”  All I care is that Marcus is down, Bailey is down, and these idiots are off the reservation.

      Maybe that’s why I run at them, why the guy with the shotgun is the first person I go after.  It’s not smart, not when the other three are turning on me with their pistols.  The shotgun goes off, the round glancing off my side as I weave my way at him like Marcus taught me.  I tackle him just as the rounds start pelting my side.

      My mind registers the sounds of gunfire after the feel of the bullets start hitting me.  My fingers dig into the shooter, in spite of the pain and lack of breath, and then for whatever reason, maybe because I just lost two of my friends, I head-butt the man, then grab a hold of his cheek with my teeth and tear at it like some kind of rabid mental patient.

      More gunfire.  More pain flaring in my side.  Then something pulls my head off the man, there is lots of screaming, and the butt of a gun cracks down on my face.

      I can’t even tell you what happens next.
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      Corrine watches the gunfight go down in horror.  Amber is covering Abigail’s face, then she’s shoving her daughter into the back of the truck.

      Corrine is screaming, grabbing at the first gun she sees.  She looks at it, doesn’t know how it works.  She only knows that if she points it at someone, in the movies, it makes everyone stop.  So she aimed it at the man Nick punched.  He was slowly getting to his feet, favoring his back and rubbing his cheek.  He picked up his gun, stood and saw her.

      He stopped flat, looked at her.  Now what? Corrine wondered.  He then looked at his buddy who was screaming and cussing and trying to fathom how Bailey got the jump on him.  Eyes back on them, the man Nick punched turned to Corrine, raised the pistol and fired.  The round drilled through the windshield, burying itself into the back of the seat mere inches from Corrine’s head.

      “Put the gun down and get out of the truck, all three of you.”

      Shaking, terrified, Corrine set the gun down then slowly raised her hands.

      Amber said, “Don’t go out there!”  She had Abigail tucked in her arms as best as she could, but the little girl was bawling and to some degree squirming with fear.

      “I’m not asking again!” the man outside barked.

      Corrine opened the door as the other soldiers were dragging Marcus’s and Nick’s bodies into the back of a covered Humvee.

      She looked down at Bailey and she was down, too.  Her world was suddenly changing.  Everything was changing.  Tears flooded her eyes as she wondered how she was going to survive without them.  Was she supposed to be the strong one here?  She wasn’t.  I’m not.  The one in charge, he saw Corrine looking down at Bailey’s body and he said, “She shot first.”

      “You could have just let us go through,” Corrine said in a small voice.  Behind them, Corrine heard Amber and Abigail getting out of the big rig.

      “I have my orders,” he countered, his cheek beat red and swelling.  He rolled his neck, arched his back, winced.  Turning back, he looked at his men, one of them tending to the one Bailey shot.

      “We’re not allowed to shoot US citizens unless provoked with violence,” he said with a deeply cruel edge to his voice.  “Then that bitch had to go and do that.”

      Obviously enraged, he grabbed Bailey by the arm then dragged her limp body over to the Humvee.  Getting underneath her, still favoring his back, he hoisted her up and threw her in the back with Nick and Marcus.  He threw her in there like she was garbage.

      “Get in,” he said, turning his gun on the three girls.  Corrine looked back at Amber and Abigail, how frightened they were and then she looked back at this man before them.  There wasn’t a soul down in that body.  There was only anger.  And pride.

      “I said get in the damn truck!”

      The three of them hustled into the Humvee, which started the second the doors were shut.  The man Nick punched in the face, he double tapped his palm on the outside of the truck prompting the driver to get moving.

      Corrine turned around and looked at Marcus, Nick and Bailey.  They were a pile of bodies in the back of this thing.  Abigail was still crying.  Amber was crying now, too.  It took everything in her not to break out in tears, but in the end, they came anyway.  What she used to still her emotions was visions of her rape.  How when she couldn’t breathe, how when she was thinking of what those animals did to her father—just shooting him like that—she realized she’d never been so deep down in the dark and it was about to get far, far worse.

      When she was in that place, remembering the fear of being mounted by that pig, violated, treated like meat, or product instead of a human being, her eyes went dry and a plague of darkness rose in her.  She’d been through worse.  She’d get through this, too.

      A few minutes later, movement caught her eye.  She turned around to the noise of faint struggle.  Looking over the seat, she saw Marcus stirring.

      What the hell?

      Nick and Bailey were piled over him and he was moving beneath them.  He opened his eyes, which startled the bejesus out of Corrine.  There, on his forehead where there should’ve been a bloody hole, he’d turned enough for her to see a huge knot, dark and swelling.

      “Bean bag round,” he said, clearly in pain.  “Rubber bullets.”

      Now she started to cry different tears.  Bent to a flood of emotions, she rolled Nick over as well and his eyes were fluttering open.  Bailey woke with a whimper and a sob.  She started crying.  She’d been shot quite a few times, once on the side of the head, as evidenced by a knot and the red trail of a glancing round.

      “They’re okay,” Corrine said to Amber who spun around, saw them and also broke to the flood of emotion.

      Just then they pulled into the parking lot of a huge industrial-sized building.  On the front, where the sign once was, Corrine saw the shadow of the words Wal-Mart.

      “Let me guess,” she said.  “Our accommodations?”

      “It won’t be bad for you,” one of them said.  “For the three in back, it will be.  Especially the big guy.”

      “His name is Marcus.”

      “I don’t care if his name is Pinocchio.”

      “You’re a bad man,” Abigail said, causing the driver to turn around and look at the red-faced, teary-eyed little girl.

      “That’s a matter of perspective, young lady.”  Then looking up at Amber, he said, “But to keep your life in this world, in this reordering of civilization, society even—what’s left of it—you have to be a little bad.  And then sometimes you have to be really bad.  But in the end, the bad survive, they become good and the world moves on.”

      “That’s an interesting way of justifying your behavior,” Amber said.

      “One day, if you survive this, you’ll know what I’m talking about.  It’s not a matter of if you have to compromise your former values, it’s a matter of when.”  Looking down at Abigail, he said, “You, too, Miss Sassafras.”

      Amber pulled a glowering Abigail toward her, as if sheltering her from this man’s sick provocations, but it did no good.

      “Get out of the truck,” he said, cold and robotic, “we need to get you checked in.”

      By then the other man had already taken off.

      The girls got out of the car and stood together in one place as ordered.  Three more men were running back with the original and one guy in an Army green medic truck was speeding off, presumably to take care of the man Bailey shot.

      The back hatch was open and the military men went to work on Marcus, Nick and Bailey, zip-tying their wrists, putting black bags over their heads.  Corrine couldn’t help thinking, this is what terrorists do to the good guys in the movies.

      When they finally got to the Wal-Mart’s inside doors, she saw the store had been gutted and was instead divided by cages.  Cages with ten to fifteen beds, cages for a kid’s play area, cages for an adults recreation area (basketball hoop, picnic benches, two sets of slant boards and bean bags for the game Cornhole), cages for the cafeteria.  There was no privacy, and though some of these people looked like they were not being held prisoner, many of them had that look on their faces.  It was like they were staring at something far off in the distance.  Something that stole their emotion, their heart, their soul, and yet they could not look away from this thing.

      Corrine knew that look.  That’s the way she felt just before she was raped in that disgusting motel.
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      I hear the shuffling sounds of our feet, and the grunts and protestations of Marcus and Bailey and I realize we were shot with bean bag rounds and rubber bullets.

      Honestly, and I’ll admit this to no one, but I’ve never known pain like this.  It was even worse with the black bag over my face.

      I’ve had more than enough injuries on a half pipe, skating pools, or riding the streets of San Francisco on the back of my board.  I’ve lost skin to asphalt and Masonite ramps, I’ve rolled an ankle, broken a wrist and three fingers, had seventeen stitches in my chin and got credit carded in the worst possible way.  If you don’t know what that is, trust me, you don’t want to know.  The point is, if all those things happened to me at once, they wouldn’t measure up to this by a thousandth of a percent.

      Every breath is a labor of pain.  Each step I take has this pounding head of mine throbbing beyond measure, taking me past agony and into the realm of dizziness and nausea.  And my knuckles.  They’re swelling like grapes, both of them cracked or broken for sure.  These guys don’t waste time taking us to wherever they’re taking us, and every time I get pulled this way or that, I wonder if I’m going to puke in this black canvas hood.

      When we get where we’re going, I hear two heavy blows and two grunts, and then something hits my head and it’s lights out.

      Again.
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        * * *

      

      It’s pitch black.  I have no idea where I’m being held.  All I know is I think I woke to the sounds of men talking.  My head is pounded meat, my ribs on fire with every breath.  I’m thinking they’re cracked.  Bruised for sure.  And my fingers no longer seem real that’s how tight and swollen they are.

      Feeling around with my good hand, I realize I’m in a bathroom stall.  Well, what I assume was once a bathroom stall.  There’s a tile floor and a toilet.  There’s even a big roll of toilet paper.  The stall walls are not the hollow stall walls of a regular restaurant or outlet store crapper.  These are heavy duty iron walls that go straight to the floor, and I’m sure right up to the ceiling.

      I give them a light pounding to test the metal.  It’s rock solid.  Outside the voices start up again.  I recognize one of them.

      “Are you being straight with us?” Marcus asks.  The hollow ring of the words tells me no carpet, nothing soft.  Definitely bathroom.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I want to talk to the CO.”

      “What did your DD 214 say?” the voice asks.  DD 214?

      “Says I have a crappy attitude,” Marcus replies with an audible strain in his voice, “but that I served honorably.”

      “So you got an honorable discharge?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Marcus growls, leaving that out there to hang.  “But then again, that has nothing to do with nothing.”

      “You shot a man,” he says.

      “I didn’t shoot anyone,” he says.  “You guys shot me first.  I wasn’t even armed!”

      “The girl from your group, she shot him.  He might not make it.”

      “I don’t remember any of that.”

      “I’ll make sure the CO knows you’re here,” he says, nondescript.

      “Tell him we only wanted to move through,” Marcus calls out, his voice muffled by the reinforced walls.  “Tell him we don’t want to be here anymore than he wants us here.”

      “You just need to okay from the CO,” the voice says.

      “And that’s it?”

      “So I’m told,” he says, leaving the bathroom.

      “Marcus?” I say.

      “Nick?”

      “Where the hell are we?”

      “Detainment facility.  Solitary confinement, I’d guess.”

      The smell starts to hit me.  It’s the toilet.  Almost gagging, my eyes starting to water and my head beginning to hurt from what’s about to be dry heaving, I reach out, find a handle, flush.  But nothing happens.

      “I think someone crapped in my toilet and didn’t flush.”

      “Mine, too.”

      “Same here,” comes the third voice.

      Bailey.

      Bailey who almost came to our rescue with her shotgun blazing.

      She had to have known she was going to be shot, yet she came anyway.  Whatever changed in her was changing in us, too.

      “Thanks for having my back,” Marcus says.  This is the first time I actually hear emotion in his voice.

      “And thank you Bailey for having mine.”

      “Yeah, well my left tit—among other areas on me—got shot to hell and it still hurts.”

      “Hurts how?” Marcus says.

      “Like when you guys get kicked in the nuts,” she retorts.

      “Well thank you,” I say.

      “Anytime.”

      It’s hard to say how much time has passed when you’re sitting in a black box, but I’ve slept a few times, had to add to the toilet treasures a few times, just sat there in an empty daze a few times.  Marcus and I talk a bit (he’s next to me), and I talk to Bailey, who sounds like she’s on the other side of Marcus.  Her voice is kind of muffled, and we can’t really have a private conversation with Marcus between us, so the long bouts of silence grow.

      Finally we get some food, but it’s not good.  The water, however, is amazing.  It tastes fresh and honestly, my lips are cracked open and bleeding.  I only know this because I taste blood every time I yawn.

      We don’t know how many days have come and gone before we finally get a visit from the CO.  When he arrives, however, it’s clear he’s in charge.  We can’t see him, obviously, but the authority in his voice, the no bs tone, he’s a man of few words, each of them measured.

      “I assume you know where you are,” he says.

      We all wait for the other to answer, and finally Marcus says, “I have an idea, but I don’t know the specifics.”

      “It was a Wal-Mart before it was closed and turned into a storage facility leased out to several different companies.  It was boats and RVs, but mostly it was big rigs, not unlike that hunk of crap you guys drove here in.”

      I’m tempted to say “Which one?” but I don’t because it doesn’t matter.

      My stall door is now being unlocked and opened.  At that moment, the silence that fills the bathroom-turned-solitary-confinement is so thick you can spread it like peanut butter.  My cell door opens and I can see why Marcus isn’t really speaking.  The light feels like needles in my eyes.

      When I can see again, I see the man in charge and he’s looking very authoritarian.  He has both hands behind his back and two men, both with shotguns aimed at Marcus and I, flanking him on either side.

      “These are real rounds,” the Commanding Officer says.  “Not bean bag rounds.”

      “You going to shoot us?” Marcus says, his voice caved with defeat.

      “Will you give me a reason to shoot you?”

      “Not if you let us be on our way.”

      “I understand you assaulted two of my men.  One of them might lose his arm.  Hell, with the blood loss, he might lose his life.”

      “I don’t just randomly assault fellow soldiers.”

      “Nevertheless, that type of behavior will not be tolerated, so you will be allowed to stay as long as is required of you for us to make this city safe and then, if you’ve behaved yourself, and if my man lives, I will personally escort you out of my city.”

      “What if he dies?” Marcus asks.  He knows now that it was Bailey who shot the man, but he’s not going to throw her under the bus, which is very above and beyond for him.

      “Then the next time you see me, it will be to put a bullet in your brain.”

      “Fair enough,” Marcus says, surprising me.  It’s not fair enough.  They shouldn’t even be holding us here!

      “How long is that going to take?” I ask, trying to come off as good-natured and caught in a situation beyond our control.  “To secure the city and escort us out, I mean?”

      He stands a little straighter, lifts his chin enough to look down his nose at us both.  “A month, maybe two,” he says.  “We’ve got a lot of people we’ve got to get settled, but we’re also holding folks here who are out-of-towners or malcontents.  Men like yourself and your friends.”

      “We’re not malcontents,” Marcus says.

      “Your actions say otherwise.”

      “I told you we were just passing through,” Marcus says, his tone sharpening once more.  “His little squeeze on my left is breaking up with her fiancée so the two of them can go make babies in San Francisco.”

      “I honestly don’t care what your plans were,” the CO says with a measured voice.  “As long as we have a place to put you, you’ll be staying.  But only if you choose.”

      “I don’t choose.  We can go back to our truck and we’ll go around the city.”

      “I want you to stay, but so long as you choose to stay,” the CO says, almost like he’s wanting his suggestion to be ours.

      “I already told you what I wanted,” Marcus barks.

      “Although we are technically under Marshal Law, only the President can issue that and he is MIA, so now I’m the President and you’re my guest.”

      “You’re the President?”

      “Of this jurisdiction, yes.”

      “So let’s say I want to stay, which will make you smile, but then say I want to leave, will you then just shoot me?”

      “First off, since this country is officially FUBAR on an epic scale, you will never catch me smiling.  And second, yes, if you tell me you want to leave once more, then I’ll send you out of here in a bag.”

      “In that case,” Marcus says, “I feel like staying.”

      “And you?” he says, looking over at me.  I think about smiling, but right now everything hurts too bad.

      “I love the smell of other people’s crap in the morning, afternoon and evening,” I say.

      “I thought you might.”

      With that, the two men lower their weapons, then shut and lock our doors.
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      Outside the bathroom-turned-solitary confinement wing, the CO tells his men, “Keep them on rations.  Keep them weak.  That means half the food, half the water.”

      “What about the ones they came in with?  The woman and the two girls?”

      “General population is fine,” the CO said.

      “Sir, half these women will kick those girl’s asses just because of the way they look.”

      “This is Darwin’s wet dream, boys.  No sense in me spoiling it.”

      “What happens when we roll this place up?”

      “If they’re still alive?  I don’t know.  My thinking is we just leave them.  I don’t like the way the big guy looked at me.”

      “He’s just like us,” he said.

      “Time will tell, I suppose.”

      “What if Anders dies?  Are you really going to kill him?”

      The CO, a company man who’d personally seen combat in fourteen different countries, glared at the man under his charge.

      “Of course I will.”

      “You think we’ll be able to keep Sac from spinning out of control?”

      “Hell no, I just want to get as many people together as we can before we head out and make our own civilization.”

      “What’s the goal?”

      “We select the best five hundred souls, then we free the others and kill the dissidents, like that deviant back there if he proves to be as much of a problem as he is now.”

      “You still want the girls in general population?”

      “Now that I think about it, no.  I like them for the community.  If that’s the woman’s real kid, keep them together in a cell.  Separate her from the other one.”

      “They don’t seem like trouble.”

      “On second thought, put all three of them in daycare.  Maybe if they’re together, they’ll stay isolated from the others.  We need that.  You know how it can be in an uprising.”

      “You think there will be an uprising?”

      “There always is in situations like this, even more so if we don’t tread lightly.”

      “So?”

      “So tread lightly and deal with a heavy hand,” the CO said.  Then, looking at his men, he said, “By the time this is over, mark my words, there will be a lot of dead people to contend with, but we will have our community and we’ll have our freedom.”
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      Two months later…

      After Gunderson killed the members of the Ophidian Horde, he left the ruined hospital where they were staying and found a home to live in.  He did not sleep though, and lately he was not eating.  He was missing his ex-wife and his daughter and he couldn’t help wondering about his son.  He hated that his son hated him, and as a result, he’d come to a point of reckoning.

      Whatever bad existed in him had passed down to his son.  Gunderson left his father, too.  Made his own way in the world.  He was not a corporate man, a student, an entrepreneur.  He spent the better part of his life as a criminal.  And now that there was no such thing as law and order, and now that it looked as though the city was destined to rot, Gunderson stayed on the move, finding food where he could, water where there was some.

      He tried to make a life at a home in Jordan Park, which was above Balboa Hollow in between the Presidio and the eastern most edge of The Golden Gate Park near the Panhandle.  The house was gorgeous, but cold.  And the neighborhood was cleaner than most, but abandoned, so quiet in fact that most times he felt like the last person on earth.  If he died, he realized, no one would notice, no one would care.

      He tried not to think about it, but he couldn’t help it most days.

      Gunderson was all alone in this apocalyptic nightmare with no friends, no goals or aspirations, no one to answer to and nothing to do but survive.  So he wandered through Golden Gate Park, assessing the survivors, making conversation where he could.

      Mostly people didn’t take to him.  It was his look.  The black hair, the tattoos on his arms and up his neck, the pale almost ghoulish look of him.  These people set up a community and it was clear they didn’t care for the likes of him.  Most people seemed scared of him.  He could see it in their eyes, but he was powerless to do anything about it.

      The new ways of this world were telling him he was a better gangster than he was a man.  As a man, he longed for friendship, companionship, some sense of being.  But he could not be a man in this world and not be alone.  So it was best to be a criminal.  But even the criminals kept their own company.  There were mumblings of a couple of gangs coming together, but he wasn’t after that kind of life.  There was already too much bad in the world.  After the great culling that took place over the last few weeks, the dead littered the streets by the thousands.

      They were literally everywhere.

      Whenever he went into people’s homes scavenging for food, he found them.  Throats cut, bullet holes in their guts, their chests, their heads.  Homes were looted, medical supplies gone, weapons and gas were taken.  That left four walls, most times a bed and—by his own estimation—the restlessness of the departed souls still hanging around trying to figure out what happened.

      It was beyond depressing.  He felt suicidal.

      He was walking the streets one day, fresh from Golden Gate Park where someone said he’d been coming around too often and should move on, when he saw them.  Four guys.  The kind of guys he recognized.  He walked past them and they started to talk to him.  He didn’t want to talk.  He was tired.  Worn down.  Then the four of them caught up to him, moving quickly to block his path.

      “Where you going?”

      “Wherever I want, pal.  Just move.”

      He started to walk through the thirtysomething man, but the derelict pushed him back.  Gunderson turned around to walk the other direction, but there was someone there to block that path, too.  They now boxed him in.  He lowered his hand down to his pistol.  A threat unto itself.  The threat didn’t work.  The truth was, he’d weakened himself with no food and little water over the last few days and now he was regretting it.  Rather, he was regretting doing it on purpose.  He’d been wondering if he would die of starvation first, or dehydration.  Those days, staving yourself to death was what passed for entertainment.

      So now he was there.  With four delinquents.  He knew the score.  They were going to hassle him a bit, maybe rough him up, rob him blind.  Or maybe they were like him.  Maybe they’d kill him, make him pay his karmic bill.  For all the people he’d murdered over the decades, he deserved to die out here, alone in the street and irrelevant.

      One guy made for his gun.  He slapped the man’s hand, shoved him off.  The next thing he knew, he was being bum rushed.  For whatever reason, all he cared about was keeping his gun.  It was all he had left.

      He tried to jerk it free of the holster, but the snaps were stiff, his fingers weak.  The first punch rattled his brain.  The next staggered him.  It had been a shot to the gut, one that had his already aching stomach folding in on him.  From there it was all too much.  He went to a knee after a dozen brutal shots, then he fell over and barely managed to pull himself into a fetal position.

      The blows were unrelenting.

      He was hit in the legs, the arms, the back and gut.  Some guy soccer ball kicked his head and he saw stars, but still he kept his hand on his weapon.  When the flurry died down, he turned and spit at the men kicking him.  Bloody phlegm spattered all over one guy’s chin.

      This renewed their efforts.

      While they were kicking him, while each foot connected with bones and sore muscles, with lips and teeth, he realized he did in fact deserve this.  This was a just retribution.  His own personal reckoning.  This was the culmination of his life’s misdeeds coming to a head and for some reason, he was resigned to this outcome.

      Finally someone dropped a knee on him, pinning him down, and then they wrestled the gun out of his holster and away from him.

      His fingers were so thoroughly battered at this point, he couldn’t do anything to stop the theft.  Finally everything stopped.  Gunner snuck a glance.  All four of them were standing over him, blocking out most of the afternoon sun.

      The guy he spit on, the guy now looking down the barrel of Gunderson’s weapon, he said, “Killing guys like you with your own guns make this life worth living.”

      He drew back the slide, checked for a round, then grinned and said, “One for you…”

      And that’s when the arrow buried itself in his forehead.

      Gunderson heard three more arrows hit their marks and all four men fell, leaving the whole sky above him open and flooding with sunlight.

      A second later, a very pretty girl and a good looking guy walked over to where he was now uncurling himself and laying down.  He didn’t care that he was lying on the pavement.  Or that there were four dead men around him.

      He was trying to decide if he was mad at these kids for not letting him die, or if he was grateful that someone actually cared enough to help him live.

      “You okay?” the guy asked.  He was tall, good looking, his hair cut like someone did it with a buck knife, his beard long but brushed out clean.

      “Depends,” Gunderson said.  “Not sure what’s broken, if anything.”

      Slowly, gingerly, he rolled over and coughed out a bunch of blood.  His lip was split open and still bleeding, half of it feeling swollen, and his right eye was tight with the same type of pain.

      Sitting up, he flexed his fingers but something was wrong.  He looked down, saw his pinkie and ring finger going the wrong way.

      No wonder he couldn’t keep hold of the gun.

      From where he stood, the guy said, “Here, let me see them.  I think they’re just dislocated.  Can I?”

      “Be my guest,” Gunderson said, surrendering his hand.

      “I’m Rex by the way,” he said, pulling the pinkie out, then straightening it.  It didn’t hurt beyond the usual discomfort.  Then again, Gunderson had been stabbed half a dozen times in his life, shot three times and tortured twice—once with a baseball bat in a basement that left his arm and three ribs broken, and once when he had to take his daughter to a Justin Bieber concert to prove he could still be a good father.

      Rex did the other finger as well, fixing it too, but the pain he was feeling had nothing on the pains in his kicked head and his spine where he’d taken the bulk of the abuse.

      The girl standing over him, the one with the compound bow and arrows, she was deathly silent, her face so pale it looked green.  Gunderson couldn’t help but wonder about her.  She was cute, yet not anyone to trifle with judging by her proficiency with a bow and arrow and the stalwart look of her.

      Rex helped him stand, but the girl took one look at him and ran.  She went no more than ten feet before leaning over and retching in the gutter.

      Rex went to her.  He put his hand on her back, moved a strand of hair off her face and around her ear.  It was a long affair that Gunderson didn’t understand.  All he knew was that Rex cared for the girl.  It made him think of his own life, and what he’d missed being so soulless and so cruel.

      He heard Rex say to her, “What’s going on with you?”

      “Must’ve ate something bad.”

      “You been eating that same bad thing every day?  Because this is becoming a thing.”

      Still bent over, still spitting out bile, she said, “Maybe.”

      “Stop with the bs, Indy, tell me what’s what.”

      “I think you’re going to be a father,” she said with a fair amount of both apprehension and remorse.  Gunderson watched Rex stand up straight, and then he watched as a grin broke over Rex’s face.  She finally stood as well, looking at him, unsmiling and most assuredly measuring his reaction the way expecting women do.

      “You’re only happy because this thing isn’t growing in you.”

      “I’m happy because I love you as a woman, and now I’ll get to love our little boy, too.”

      “It’s a girl,” she said, keeping her voice low.  “At least, that’s what I’ll be praying for.”

      “Why a girl?”

      “My father always wanted a grand daughter.  I wish he was here, Rex.”

      “I know,” he says, sincere, rubbing her arm.

      Gunderson felt like a voyeur in a conversation he shouldn’t be hearing.  It was rude of him to stay.  As he started to walk off, Rex said, “Yo, hey buddy.  Where you going?”

      “Obviously you two are having a moment.”

      “Yeah, but where are you going?”

      “Wherever,” he replied with a weak smile.  “Thanks for your help.”

      “No man, you have to come with us.  You’re pretty messed up.  We have a doctor where we’re at.  Plus we’re a growing community and there’s plenty of room for you.  If you want.  I mean, unless you already have a place to stay, or people you care about.”

      “I don’t have either,” he said, a painful admission.

      Gunderson had been so used to being ejected from communities he hadn’t been asked to join he’d stopped thinking someone would have him.  Turning, he looked at the man, and at the girl.  There was something steely but desperate in Gunderson’s eyes, he knew this.  He’d stopped trying to hide it long ago.

      “Alright,” he finally said.  “So long as you have room.”

      “We do,” the girl replied, some color returning to her face.  “Oh, by the way, I’m Indigo.”

      Looking at her, he instantly flashed back to the massacre in the elementary school not far from there.  In his mind, he saw the word “Indigo” carved on one of his soldier’s bodies.  With a sickness in his gut, but a need to belong to something, someone, he swallowed hard and said, “It’s so very nice to meet you, Indigo.”

      

      
        
        END OF BOOK 6
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      Nick, Marcus, Bailey, Corrine, Amber and Abigail join Maria Antoinette, Gunderson, Indigo and the whole gang in the explosive conclusion to this bestselling series in The Terminal Run – coming late July/early August!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Savannah Swann. Yes. The girl the AI God/Maria Antoinette met outside Oren’s Hummus shop.  That wasn’t planned at all, but for my loyal readers who crossed over from the Swann series novels, I hope you enjoyed the surprise cameo. For those of you who have not read the series, Savannah is a genetically modified teen from my first series (Swann), an Urban Fantasy/SciFi series that’s vastly different from The Last War series. Before you rush out to read it/buy it, please be warned, Savannah’s story is not post-apocalyptic fiction and it should not be read by readers sensitive to more mature themes, including violence, sex and coarse language. In other words, Swann is by no means a “clean” series. However, for those of you anxious souls who have been through the series and were wanting more of Savannah, you’re welcome.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Leave a Mark…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        IF YOU ENJOYED THE BARBAROUS ROAD, MAKE SURE YOU LEAVE A MARK…

      

      

      Emerging authors like me still get that writer’s high reading the great reviews from readers like yourself, but there’s more to a review than an author’s personal gratification. Us independent writers don’t have the financial might of New York’s Big 5 publishing firms, and we’d never shell out a gazillion dollars to Barnes & Noble for that ultra-prime shelf space (yet!). What we do have, however, is far more valuable than shelf space or movie contracts or all the marketing money in the world: we have you, the devoted reader. If you enjoyed this book, I’d be immensely grateful if you could leave a quick and easy review (it can be as long or as short as you want) when prompted by Amazon*, or by visiting the product page and scrolling down to “WRITE A CUSTOMER REVIEW.” Not only do reviews like yours help this series get the exposure it needs to grow and thrive, reading your kind reviews has become the highlight of my day, so please be sure to leave a word or two if you can.

      

      *Please note, the way Amazon’s review system works is five stars is good, four stars is alright, and three stars or less is just degrees of no bueno.  Thanks again!

      

      CLICK OR TAP HERE TO JOIN THE LAST WAR’S VIP EMAIL LIST. STAY UP TO DATE WITH NEW RELEASE DATES AND COVER REVEALS, AS WELL AS EXCLUSIVE LOOKS AHEAD AT MY NEXT POST-APOCALYPTIC SERIES, THE AGE OF EMBERS, COMING THIS FALL. NOTE: IF YOU’VE ALREADY READ THE FREE EBOOK, THE ZERO HOUR, YOU CAN BE ADDED TO THE MAILING LIST WITHOUT HAVING TO CLAIM THE BOOK. JUST FOLLOW THE PROMPTS AND YOU’LL BE ADDED!

      

      CLICK OR TAP HERE TO VISIT ME AT FACEBOOK’S EXCLUSIVE THE LAST WAR FAN PAGE CLOSED GROUP PAGE AND GET AN EXCLUSIVE LOOK AT THE CHARACTERS FROM CURRENT AND UPCOMING BOOKS, INSPIRATIONS FOR FUTURE NOVELS AND WHAT’S AHEAD FOR THIS AND THE NEXT SERIES!
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