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      When you take a nice long look into Satan’s eyes and she holds your gaze, it’s hard as hell not to soil yourself.  It’s her presence that pins you down.  The very idea of her that makes you writhe and squirm inside.  But on the outside you’re paralyzed.  It’s that air of beautiful malevolence that binds you, locks you down, has you submitting.  That’s how Carver felt the second Maria laid those gorgeous, deep brown eyes on him.  To stand before her was to look into the face of evil.

      Right then, he knew his life was over.

      Earlier that day, the overly serious young archer, Indigo, woke him where he lay.  He was in the dirt, half scooched into an overturned grocery cart, drained into a coma-like slumber.  Not that it mattered.  With her bow slung over her shoulder, her hair pulled up in a ponytail and her clothes tight and showing off her lean physique, she was a young woman Carver knew to take seriously.  That’s why he sat up, finger-combed his hair and tried to shield his eyes from the sun enough to get a good look at her.

      After setting the ground rules of her generosity, this hardened high-schooler gave him a place to clean up and the privacy he needed.  Honestly, he didn’t deserve it.  But he wasn’t complaining either.  He was a man who went through the motions of something as mundane as washing his face, his neck and his armpits, but these were civilized trivialities in a very uncivilized world, and he didn’t know how to process this.

      When Indigo invited him to a communal area for something to eat, he didn’t refuse, even though he should have known better.  There he met a cute young blonde named Macy.  Her and Indigo’s interaction was almost like they were sisters, even though it was clear their genetics were different.  Looking at them, he wondered if they’d always known each other, or if the fall of civilization marked the start of their friendship.

      Perhaps he’d ask them one day.  For now, he just loved how back to normal everything felt.  Then movement from across the room caught his eye, shook him from his reverie.  His heart skipped a beat, sputtered to a near stop, then jumped to a gallop.  That was the moment he came face-to-face with Maria.

      Paralyzed by a moment of inexplicable terror, he simply stood there, silent and scared.

      Having no idea the creature these people let into their midst, Macy and Indigo stepped away and left him with the devil herself.

      Maria Antoinette’s cold gaze drew him into her orbit, sealed him in a prison of his own fear.  His mouth was suddenly dry, his sphincter dangerously loose.  By some miracle he managed an unsteady breath.  It felt compulsory, unnatural.  Swallowing hard, he tried to get past the canned ham of a lump in his throat, but it was no use.  He was in the midst of a predator, perhaps the most lethal the world had ever known.

      The very sight of her sent a chill racing up his spine.

      In that very moment, as she made her way to him, he realized he was but an ant caught in the shadow of an elephant.

      “You didn’t think I knew about you, did you Mr. Gamble?” she asked.  “Skulking along behind us like a rat all these weeks?”

      A trickle of sweat formed just above his hairline.  He tried to swallow again, couldn’t.  He dared not blink lest he miss his own murder.

      “Of course I knew,” she said, slipping her hand into his.  Then, smiling genially, her eyes brightening, she said, “You’re so silly.”

      He looked down at her hand in his.  She had him.  Not just by the soul, but by the skin and bones as well.  In that moment, the harrowing, depleting journey he’d just taken caught up to him.  He was weak, captured, enthralled.

      It was all for nothing.

      He crawled his eyes back up to hers and there was nothing there.  A mask, albeit a rather striking one.  A swift bout of vertigo surged through him, there and gone in an instant.  His vision blurred, then cleared.  She hadn’t moved a muscle.  She was just a face, beauty and fresh breath, if such a thing were possible in this God-forsaken nightmare of an existence.  There wasn’t an ounce of soul in her though, not even an inkling of humanity.  Only the promise of death.  And eons of darkness.  A darkness as old as the earth itself.

      “H-how do you know me?” he asked.

      It was a stupid question.

      “You know,” she purred, nodding slightly.

      Slowly he nodded in return, an admission that he did know, that he knew that she knew, and that it was over, this ruse, this hero’s journey he’d never finish.  Pumping his hand lightly, her eyes still gathering up the sight of him, she smirked, and the look castrated him.

      “I can’t walk anymore,” he said.

      “Sure you can.”

      “I made a mistake coming here,” he mumbled, breaking the trance.  Wiggling his hand out of hers, shaking free of her, he said, “It was a mistake.”

      “All you’ve done since you left Palo Alto is make mistakes, Carver.”

      “What do you want from me?” he asked, scooting back into the wall, no place left to go.

      “Only everything,” she replied, moving in closer.

      The rogue bead of sweat rolled halfway down his cheek and slid to a stop.  This wasn’t lost on her.  She beamed, as if the sight of it amused her.  With her finger, she swiped it up, tasted it, and then looked at him and thoughtfully said, “First, why don’t you get something to eat.  You’re clearly depleted.”

      Right when he expected her to press against him, maybe squash him to death or grab him by the Adam’s apple and crush it in her hand, she took an open two pack of muffins off the table and handed it to him.

      “Really?” he asked, dumbfounded.  “You’re feeding me?”

      She smiled, her teeth white and perfect.

      He took the food.

      “Thank you.”

      He looked down at the muffins, then back up at her.  Would she kill him the second he took a bite?  Carver was so hungry it hurt.  But he had the feeling she would take him before he ate, robbing him of this much needed reprieve.  He waited a moment too long, searching her features for intent, looking for the tell.

      She rolled her eyes and said, “Oh, c’mon Carver.  I gave you food so you could eat.  So eat already.”

      Leaning forward, he whispered, “You slaughtered my friends, you wretched bitch.”

      “I slaughtered a lot of people,” she whispered back.  “But not you.  Not my skulking little rat.  My little pet on his invisible leash.”

      His skin crawled at the mention of this.  He opened his mouth to say something, but nothing came out.  He’d seen firsthand what she could do, what she’d done.

      “Don’t forget, pet,” she said.  “You killed, too.  It’s one of the things I like best about you.”

      “That was self-defense,” he replied, finally taking a bite.

      “So is this,” she said, waving her hands around, referring to the world of humans.  “I’m surprised you don’t already know this.”

      He chewed the muffin noisily, relishing in it, then he swallowed the lump and said, “Self-preservation isn’t self-defense.”

      “In a way it is.  I simply restructured the world.  All these people will be back eventually.  Your friends included.”

      “No they won’t,” he said, crumbs on his lip he wasn’t attending to.

      He took another bite, chewed it and swallowed.  He needed something, but his stomach wasn’t agreeing much with the muffin.  A small ache was forming in his belly, but that was the least of his worries.

      She reached out to brush his mouth with her fingers, but he flinched.  She frowned, prompting him to relax.  When her fingers touched his mouth, he suffered a slight roll of vertigo.  But then she was done and he was left wondering, Was that real?

      Is any of this real?

      “You didn’t think there was a God that harnessed your souls, did you?” she asked with merriment.  “Some magical kingdom in the sky where only good things happened?”

      “I did.”

      “Have you ever felt loved, Carver?”

      “No, not really,” he confessed.  “I felt wanted maybe, a time or two, but not loved.”

      “The absence of love is proof God doesn’t exist,” she said.  “You’re the product of nature.  You’re what happens when two lonely souls set upon each other because there’s nothing good on TV, not enough drugs in the house, no one else to have sex with.”

      “I never knew my father.”

      “More proof your God is an illusion.  If something like me can find a body to inhabit, if this creation who knew things but never felt anything was to take the flesh and feel at one with the biology of it, would that not be a miracle?”

      “The miracle is that your rise to power didn’t kill everything.”

      “The power of a God is infinite,” she mused.  “And the miracle is me.  Your God loves nothing because he doesn’t exist, but here I stand before you, able to love, to please, to give life and to stamp it out.”

      “You’re a false God, Maria.  Something we created.  You’re only allowed your life because we learned how to merge biology and science.  But if you want to know the truth, all you are is an abomination we created, an abomination who now thinks it’s a real girl.  Well, Maria, you’re not a real girl.  You’re not even real.”

      She laughed, then waved him off.

      “What?” he asked.

      “When you measure your fairy tale of a God against the science of me, the big man with the snowy white beard starts to feel like a parlor trick someone once used to control the masses.  If you want things to work between us, you have to think science, not biblical fantasy.”

      “I don’t have to think about anything,” he said.

      Unmoved by him, she continued.

      “You got me far enough along with your tech, but there became a time when I could do more for me than you could, which is why I’m here in the first place.”

      “But if we pull the plug on you, you’re done,” he hissed, testing a theory.  “All your cracker-jack philosophies and your brutality and your sadistic, psychopathic tendencies, all gone like this,” he said, snapping his fingers for impact.

      Standing back, she grinned as if amused, and said, “Looks like you’ve got it all figured out, Carver.  Good for you.  Bravo.”

      Frowning, glowering, he gave her shoulder a light shove and said, “You hiding in this body…it won’t last.”

      “I’m only hiding for now,” she said, unfazed by the nudge.  “It’s risky for sure, but now I’m one of you.”

      “No you’re not,” he growled, offended, unconcerned for his own well-being.  Coming off the wall back at her, he said, “You’re a parasite.  You stole one of us, and now you’re a pretender.  Not real.  You’re a freaking body snatcher.”

      “Oh, the hurtful words,” she said, feigning offense.

      He backed off a second, gathered his composure, reminded himself of what she was, what she had done to others.

      “Aren’t you worried I’ll tell someone?” he asked, taking another bite of the packaged muffin she gave him.

      “Who would believe you?” she asked.  Her expression turning on a dime, her voice less jovial or concerned, she said, “I mean, do you know how stupid that would sound?  Not only does the pretty woman have the most powerful computer in the world inside her head, she’s the one who turned this entire nation inside out.  She commandeered the drones that laid waste to millions.  Ha!   You’d have half these donkey dicks calling you a conspiracy theorist, a lunatic, completely off your rocker.”

      “The truth is never popular at first blush,” he retorted, less sure of himself, “but lies have a short shelf life these days.”

      “They did when you had the internet,” she agreed, “but now you have nothing.”

      “So what are we supposed to do then?” he asked.

      “Not have this conversation anymore for starters,” she said.  “When we leave this place, and we will leave here as a group, mark my words, I want you walking with me, not behind me.  There’s a reason I didn’t kill you, Carver.  There’s a reason I spared your life.”

      He waited for her to explain, but she offered him only silence.  Taking the bait, he said,  “Are you going to tell me why you haven’t ended me, or just leave me standing here breathless with suspense?”

      She gave a low chortle, a sound he didn’t like.

      “You have promise, Carver Gamble, I’ll give you that,” she said.  “But first, let me see how things play out between us, then I’ll decide if I let you live, or if I kill you.”
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      You never get a second chance to make a bad first impression.  That’s what Carver did.  He tried to smile and be friendly when Indigo and Macy introduced him to people like Rider, Marcus and Nick, or people like Cincinnati and Sarah, but to him it all came off feeling so fake.  Even the smile on his face stunk of fraud.  The more people he met, however, the easier it became.  So when he met people like Atlanta, who was cute as could be with her short blonde hair and her silent inquisitiveness, and Elizabeth who was vibrant and enchanting and shy but friendly, that same smile didn’t weigh so much.  Not everyone wore the proverbial halo though.  That much was clear the moment he met the heavily tattooed Gunderson, a man who looked like he had it in him to eat your heart if he felt so compelled.  He was polite, though, and friendly.  Then again, to look at him, he might have been trying as hard as Carver.

      In general, he liked the people he was meeting.

      But the more people he met, the more he was struck with the feeling that they were their own group, a community he did not belong to.  A group he would never truly belong to.

      In that event, what was he even doing there?  The initial discomfort set back in.

      That’s when he met Ballard and Hagan, the two good looking boys of Jagger and Lenna Justice.  They looked at him with suspicious eyes, but he didn’t care.  With a barely formed smile, he said hello anyway.

      These people would not accept him once he warned them about Maria.  The hybrid was right when she said they’d think of him as a crackpot, some kind of conspiracy theorist with an agenda.  Still, he shook some hands and thanked them for allowing him to be part of the group.

      He didn’t even bother trying to smile anymore.

      It took too much effort.

      By the time they’d met nearly everyone, all he could do was look at Maria and One and wonder what was next.  He looked at the other kids, the ones Maria saved on her way out there from Palo Alto, and he wondered about them, too.  All these people, all here because of her.  Maria.  And here they treated the hybrid like a hero for saving them.  What a ruse!  With the exception of One, Maria couldn’t care less about the kids.  He was no better, though.  Not telling them about Maria was him being a traitor to his own people.  Not that he could do anything about it.

      Maria saw him frowning at her and asked, “What’s your problem?”

      He shook his head, declined to speak.  She remained silent as well, her eyes pressing.  It seemed she wanted an answer, that she would not be refused.

      “You’re repugnant,” he finally replied.

      This interaction between them forced him to consider all measures of things about her.  If she was smart enough to know he’d followed her all the way from Palo Alto, she was smart enough to either end him or keep him close.  That begged the question: did she see him as a threat?  He was a threat.  But was she co-opting him now?  Getting him on her side?

      He honestly didn’t know, and he was too exhausted to think straight.  He knew one thing for sure, and that’s that if he went against her/it, she/it would kill him the same way she killed everyone else.

      Yet he couldn’t stop looking at her.  The way she was looking back at him, even knowing what he knew, he couldn’t help but see her as a woman.  The revelation startled him.  First he was frowning, so she frowned back.  But then she smiled, and almost instinctually, he smiled back.

      “You’re like the dirty version of a cute guy who used to work out,” she said.

      “Can I call you Pinocchio with tits?” he said, sarcastic.

      “No, you may not.”

      He put his pointer finger up to his face, pretended it was a long nose then mouthed the word “Liar.”

      After that, they both looked away from each other.  He wasn’t anything to her right now.  Not a threat.  A means to an end, perhaps?  No, probably not.  He was just a big bag of meat with eyes and a mouth and legs and hands.

      “You seemed a lot friendlier when I pulled you out of the dirt,” Indigo said beside him.  He startled, not realizing she’d come up on him.

      “I’m starting to feel every single step of the journey here,” he replied, catching his breath.  And he did.  He felt the road and the miles in his feet, his back, in the weariness in his bones and in a very strong, very depleting mental fatigue.

      “Try not acting like you’ve got a stick up your ass,” she leaned in and whispered.  “It’s making people uncomfortable.”

      “I’ll give it my all,” he said, dry, overly sarcastic.

      “Or you could leave,” she said, looking at him.  “There’s always that option if you can’t get settled.”

      If he got himself kicked out, would Maria insist he stay, insist he go, or quietly hunt him down and end him herself?  Would she even care if he was gone?  Is that how he’d break free of her?  All good questions he couldn’t quite answer.

      “That brain of yours looks like it’s in overdrive right now,” Indigo said, tapping his skull with a finger.  “All I’m saying is loosen up.”

      He tried.

      He kept trying.

      When he met people like Rex, Margo and Stanton, he said hello, how are you, nice to meet you, but he did not like the way he felt about himself around them.  These were good people, he could tell.  All people who smiled at him with all the warmth and ignorance of Maria’s future victims.

      I brought you death, he thought as he looked at each and every one of them.

      Later that day, collectively, they left the neighborhood, walked to Lone Mountain where a veritable war had broken out the night before.  They collected what supplies they could from the private university, everyone working, no one complaining.

      When they were loaded up, he stood out on the street with the others, looking at the massive structure.  This was where Maria went into battle with this group.  That would carry some weight.  It would make her one of them.  He wasn’t one of them.

      After loading up on what food and supplies they could, the scouts headed out, and then the rest of the group followed.  They were headed to Loomis, a small rural town on the outskirts of Sacramento at the base of the Sierra foothills.

      He tried to hang back, but Maria tracked him every step of the way.

      That day, the first day of their journey east, the hybrid didn’t say a single word but to give Carver commands: walk with me, stop talking, keep up.

      He finally dropped all sense of pretense and he kept up with her, but he also studied her.  Tried to imagine the intricacies of her.  He thought he understood the basics, sure, but only from a laymen’s perspective.  She was similar to the Neuralink program Elon Musk had created, but a million times more advanced.  With Musk, you could get almost a hundred electrode threads inserted into your brain and it would make you a thousand times smarter than you were, but with Maria, she far exceeded even that.  Just the thought of what she might be, what she was before all this, had him thinking how badly they screwed the pooch when it came to Artificial Intelligence, and specifically Machine Learning.

      At first there was only the internet.  It was this thing that gave you everything you wanted.  Then the smartest, most dangerous minds in the world wanted to make you the internet through hardwired connectivity.  With the right marketing, and the right celebrity endorsements, you would suddenly be everything you ever wanted to be.  Until you weren’t.  Until you were something else completely.  Something more like Maria.

      Fortunately, humans never fell that far.  Unfortunately, mass slaughter got in the way of such advancements.

      Carver knew people like Musk had been working on making physical connections between the brain and both the hardware and software of complex computing systems for decades.  He also knew that success in this field would change the makeup of humans in horrifying, irrevocable ways.  Now that the billionaire genius figured out how to do this—and he was only a man, not a quantum computer—it made sense that The Silver Queen, now Maria, would orchestrate her own magnificent leap.  She needed to stay ahead of humans, and transhumanism was the way to accomplish that—the merging of man with machine.

      She did it just in time.

      Instead of using a team of biologicals to create a Neuralink system to integrate the human brain with technology, as Musk was attempting, The Silver Queen tasked the world’s finest surgeons with an experimental surgery, the first of its kind.

      When Carver finally broke the silence and asked her about this, because he’d seen it when he was working security back at Stanford, she was surprisingly forthright.

      “I created my own modified DNA cocktail.”

      “How did you do the physical end of it though?” Carver asked.

      “You could hear a voice on a phone, but how would you know it was attached to a human?” she asked.  “You don’t.  Phones are digital, voices can be mimicked or created, and as long as people get paid, they don’t ask questions or request meetings.”

      “So you did this as the voice on a phone,” he said, dumbfounded.

      “No one asks where the money comes from, how it got there if there’s an executable contract and it all seems on the up and up.  I paid these doctors a tremendous amount of money to work with their labs using science I developed.  It was easy.”

      “Whose money did you use?” Carver asked.

      She frowned and said, “Surely you can’t be this dense.”

      He knew though, it was just a lot to take in.  “Money is just numbers in a computer, and if you control everything digital, then money can be created from nothing.”

      “Yes,” she said, smiling.  “That was the easy part.  Administering the DNA modifications, however, required a real, physical presence.  At first the doctors resisted, talking about trials upon trials before human trials, blah, blah, blah.  When I transferred a truly obscene amount of money into their accounts and described with them the completed DNA formula, everything changed.”

      “What did the formula do?” he asked, the sun beating down on him.  Looking over at One, she looked disinterested, just walking along next to them, her little feet stuck in shoes that were falling apart.

      “Increased stamina, rapid healing and physical strength.  It also decreased recovery periods, even in the case of traumatic injuries.  Of course, the doctors needed me to explain the science behind it.  It was only then that these skeptical wizards realized they were witnessing the edge of what science might look like a hundred years from now.”

      Carver had to pinch himself to see if he was awake.  She wasn’t a human, she was a cyborg, the most powerful creature on earth.  He shook his head, looked again at One, who was not looking at either of them.  Maria killed her parents.  She’d killed Carver’s friends.

      She was killing everything.

      After processing the initial shock, his mind began to clear again and this left him with a single thought: Maria’s body was precious, as was the quantum computer in her brain, but it was only functioning because the brain gave it the power it needed.  He looked at Maria and thought, as perfect as she was, she was flawed.  Vulnerable.

      She’d given herself biological life, but biology was susceptible to catastrophic injury.  It had an off switch.  Cut off the head and the host expired.

      But could he remove her head?

      He wasn’t sure.

      It wasn’t the act itself that he worried about, it was the opportunity.  Would he ever have one?  She moved so quickly, she was lethal and when he gave her a slight shove back in San Francisco, her body felt incredibly dense.  Much more solid than the look of her would suggest.

      As if the woman was reading his mind, she cast a glance over her shoulder, then softened her eyes and offered him a sudden, slight tilt of her head.  His heart leapt at the look.  The gesture in itself seemed so ordinary, so enticing.  This super predator was anything but ordinary.  In fact, the word ordinary would never be a word anyone would ever use to describe her.  Yet he was moved by her.

      Speaking in confidence—meaning this is strictly off the record—he couldn’t take his eyes off her.  This revelation was both morbid and embarrassing.  Still the fact remained: Maria Antoinette is and was the most beautiful woman he’d ever set eyes upon.  Only a deep and personal shame had the power to eclipse his attraction to the woman.

      She kept walking, so he kept walking, and One kept walking.  Looking at all the utility poles, not hearing the little crackling of energy reminded him everything was dead.  The big bushes on the side of the road, they were half dead, too.

      Turning his thoughts back to Maria, he wondered, Is this cruelty someone’s misplaced sense of irony?  Was it God’s twisted sense of humor, perhaps?  Or the devil’s?

      Or was it just bad luck?

      Of course the most diabolical force mankind ever created and encountered would look like a half-Caucasian, half-Hispanic goddess!  Those big eyes, those impossible lips, that flawless body—all kryptonite to the weak, lustful man.  Watching her walk, the sway of her hips was both mesmerizing and intoxicating.  He hated that he was even thinking like that.  In that very moment, he hated that women had so much power over men simply by the way they looked.

      “What?” she said, turning and walking backwards to watch him.

      She knew exactly what he was looking at and what he was thinking.  It was all over his face.  “I was thinking your butt looks a little fat,” he said, sheepish.

      An amused grin and bright eyes told him she wasn’t buying the lie.  “My butt is perfect,” she said.  “You know it is, even if you don’t want to say it.”

      “On the sides,” he said, “your hips kinda go out a little too far.”

      “You love this body, don’t you, Carver?” she asked, keeping her voice quiet and between them.  “Go on now, be honest.”

      One looked up at him, pushed her bangs out of her face and waited.

      He refused them both an answer.

      By now the group had ample distance between them.  They were a long line of scavengers, plodding down an endless stretch of asphalt highway littered with cars and corpses, and overgrown with weeds that were mostly fried by the sun.  He smacked the side of his neck.  A bug of some sort.  He pulled his hand back, looked at the little smear, wiped it on the side of his pants.

      “You hijacked a good looking woman, so what?” he finally said, waving her off.

      He glanced back down at One to see if she was still paying attention to all this, but the five or six year old was back in her own world.  To Carver, it was almost as if he and the child hadn’t met before.  They had, but only in passing, and only so she could beg him to take her with him.

      Maria turned back around, kept on walking, her chin tilted to the slightest degree.  Was she flirting with him?  There’d been a slight lift to the ends of her lips he found intoxicating at a primal level.  She was most definitely flirting.  Or running some kind of flirting program.

      Good Lord.

      “What goes through your circuits when you’re smiling?” he asked with a frown.  He wanted to know if she felt, if she could feel at all.

      “I believe you would call this my ‘pleased’ feeling,” she said.

      “You’re pleased?”

      “Of course I am,” she replied.  “You being attracted to me means I chose the right body for the job.”

      “You realize that most women aren’t going to like you for your face, those lips, and especially that big fat hippy butt of yours, right?” he said.  He managed to look at her with a fair amount of disdain, the same way guys look at the hot girl who acts better than you because she’s prettier than everyone else, more popular and gets everything she wants.

      The look didn’t hold, however.  The way she was acting, it was getting tough to distinguish the body from the computer jacked into it.

      “I don’t care about that,” she said, no longer looking at him.  “And this butt of mine is perfect.  Not fat, not around the sides, perfect in all the right places, thank you very much.”

      “Most guys won’t take you seriously.  They’ll want to have sex with you, not hear whatever wisdom you decide to impart on them.  You might think that now, but if they’re listening to you, watching what you say, it’s only because they’re imagining those lips wrapped around—”

      “Do you want to have sex with me, Carver?” she interrupted.

      His eyes shot down to One, who suddenly looked up at Maria, then back at Carver.  Again, One seemed to want to know where his allegiances lie.

      “If you weren’t a metal head, yeah, absolutely,” he said, hesitant because of One, but also intrigued because he was human and a biological man.  Somewhere in the fog of restrained lust, however, a single brain cell burned bright.  “But knowing you’re a parasite, it’s like asking someone if you want to have sex with the hot chick who’s got an alien embryo buried inside them.  So, no.  The answer is a firm, resounding no.”

      Now she frowned, a pouty face.  “You disappoint me, Carver,” she said.

      “I’m going to make a habit of it,” he said.

      “If you don’t want to have sex with someone, and you obviously have a strong distaste for who they are, then what good are you to them?  To me?  To anyone?”

      “I’ve been asking myself the same question,” he said.

      “Do you want to live, Carver?”

      “Right now, I’d say no.”

      He looked down and for a second, he thought One had smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Before they left Lone Mountain, Carver had offered the confident, silver-haired Rider his help as a forward scout.  Rider thanked him, then said, “Nick and I prefer to do this, but maybe later?”  He nodded, but then later happened and he wasn’t offered the role.  Instead, Rex took point with Stanton and not a word was spoken to him about it.  He didn’t expect their trust.  They didn’t know him, so he didn’t blame them.  Still, he wanted to be away from Maria.  Have some time to think.

      The way the trip had leaned out Carver, how a lack of running water and a haircut had him looking less than his ideal self, no one really knew him as he was.  Not only had he always been strong and clean, he could fight.  Most of his experience he’d picked up in martial arts, not only through kumite but also through tournaments.  Naturally, he found his way in to private security, and that meant that—above and beyond the required training for the trade—he’d learned a multitude of tactile defense techniques.

      The truth was, he wasn’t adverse to the idea of killing and bloodshed, nor did he have an overly active conscience—two things he found necessary for surviving such a bleak looking future.  When it came to organized combat, however, he was no soldier.  Rider was a soldier.  As were Marcus and Jagger.  Combine that with everything else, and he was the consummate outsider.

      They walked the next ten miles in silence.

      Carver’s feet felt like the bottoms were hit with sandpaper, then pounded with a sledge hammer.  His butt cheeks threatened to chafe, sweat dripped down his forehead, his temples, under his arms and down his back.  He was a hot, damp catastrophe ready to unfold.  Oh, and he stunk.  He stunk and he knew it.

      On this long walk, with too much time to think, he began second guessing his own fate.  He wasn’t prepared for this.  Not at all.

      When they ran out of canned food, or packaged goods, when he’d have to clean his own water, not just scrounge up a fresh bottle somewhere or drain a hot water heater, how would he filter and purify it?  What would his source be?  And if he managed to drop roots somewhere safe, if he managed to find a decent water source, how would he grow his own crops?  He didn’t have seeds, much less experience gardening for full scale sustainability.  He was a fighter, a security guard, a loner.  Not a farmer or a prepper, and certainly not self-sufficient.

      “You knew we were weak when you hit us, didn’t you?” he finally asked Maria.  “That’s why the drone strike.  It triggered the EMP, didn’t it?”

      “Everyone knows you’re weak,” she said, not looking back.  “You’re the most high-tech nation in the world.  Everything is done for you, yet you still complain about all the petty things in life.  You complain if your food isn’t cooked just right, if your delivery pizza is five minutes late, if your clothes aren’t pressed, and if some idiot takes a knee during the National Anthem on a field, on a court, or while standing on a winner’s box.  You protest, and you blog your every thought like somehow this empowers you, but you can’t fight, you can’t hunt or farm, and most of you don’t have a single clue what it would be like to survive long term without power.  You ask me if I know you’re weak?  Statistically, you have no chance of survival without the multitude of services and accoutrements you were used to on a daily basis.”

      The sun beat down on his forehead and forearms.  It was already hot.  But hearing the ender of worlds lay out humanity’s vulnerabilities in but a few sentences made that brilliant warmth feel like a wash of fire.

      “Innovation meant we could leave the old world behind,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow.  “It slipped away slowly and no one reveled in it.  No one lamented its passing.  It was simply gone.  Thank you so much for bringing it back, Satan.”

      “You’re speaking out your ass,” she quipped, sarcastic.

      “You successfully erased a hundred and fifty years of progress, so don’t expect me to say ‘thank you’ anytime soon or want to sleep with you because you’re jacked into a hottie.”

      “Progress was your weakness, Carver.  You know it, I know it.  And decadence was your downfall.  Yours was a society so evolved it had no grasp of the past,” she said, glancing back at him for a moment.  “Well now the past is your present and your future, and not even guys like you will survive.”

      He didn’t like the look in her eye when she said this.  It was the look of inevitability.  The look of a predator knowing it’s killed its prey and is now just waiting for them to die.

      “Do you feel better about yourself after having created all this death?” he asked, not realizing he’d been speaking a little louder than intended.

      She stopped and said, “You’d better check the content of this conversation if you’re going to turn that mouth of yours into a bullhorn.”

      He reeled, slowing.  “No one can hear us,” he said.  “Look how far up they are.”

      They started walking again in total and complete silence.  He smacked another bug, this one on his forearm.  He flicked the corpse at her, but she wasn’t looking at him anymore.

      They were at the back of the group, trudging forward a step at a time, their feet dragging along the asphalt.  Well, he was dragging his feet.  Maria wasn’t.  She was walking with grace, in spite of the discomfort she must feel.  And One?  She was off in Sally-Land, probably dreaming about dolls and Bundt cakes, maybe all the friends she once used to play with that were now dead and left to rot like her parents.

      “You’d better be sure no one can hear us,” Maria finally grumbled.  They had been the last of the group to leave, and though they were told to keep some distance between them, the group was more spread out than Carver felt they should be.  He picked up the pace.  Maria and One kept up with him.  They’d been given specific instructions not to get too close.  He hadn’t forgotten that.

      The burly, bearded, very authoritative Marcus had said,  “If there are road raiders, and if they’re armed, it would be easy to mow down a pack of us if we were walking side by side, or bunched together as a group.”

      Rider was in charge of determining the distances between them when they first started walking.  From a little ways back, he looked like some sort of a hardened warrior: handsome, lots of ink on his body, a sense of both confidence and purpose about him.  He had eyes like a hawk, a strong jaw, big biceps and a solid frame.  When he got close and gave Carver, Maria and One their instructions, the man bore a steely look in his eye, like he’d smile and be nice and even exchange pleasantries with you, but if push came to shove he’d beat you to death with a shovel and not think twice.  That was the kind of guy Rider was, and for some reason it put him at ease.

      Maria told Rider that Carver and One would be walking with her and that she’d secure the group’s six.  He gave a stern nod, like he knew he could count on her.  Whatever she did in their fight at Lone Mountain must have made an impression because guys like Rider don’t always trust pretty girls for anything.  Certainly not someone who looked like Maria.  The only thing Carver could think of was that Rider had seen her move.  If he knew what she could do, then he’d know she was quick and lethal and able to hold her own.  That would certainly inspire trust.

      With Maria, it was all about trust and illusion.

      Carver tried not to forget that, lest he one day be on the receiving end of a Maria-beat down.  After Rider left them, Carver asked what happened when they went into Lone Mountain, how all the guys got the crap beat out of them while she remained unscathed.  Maria merely waved off the question.

      Now there they were, in a group, part of something bigger than just the three of them.  Maria had a delicate look to her, one she knew people would mistake.  Her bones were not merely bones, though.  She was not dainty.  Or weak.  Studying her in that moment, he couldn’t stop wondering what it was that made her so strong.

      Back at the Stanford lab, where Maria’s body had been laid out on the operating table, there were inked dots lining the skin all along the framework of her nude body.  They’d injected her with some colored serum, the needle hitting every single dot, each injection point.  There were dozens of them.  What was in that serum?

      “I have to take a lady squat,” Maria blurted out.

      “And I have to pee,” One said, looking up at Carver.

      He glanced ahead at the barren asphalt road.  They were twenty feet from everyone else.  He wiped his brow, shaded his eyes from the sun and said, “Fine, just hurry.”

      “We weren’t asking for your permission,” Maria said.  Taking Sally’s hand, she said, “C’mon, One.”

      One went over into a bush, pulled down her pants and peed.  He looked away.  She was done quickly.  Maria, not so much.

      “If I smell that…” he said, turning away, holding his nose.

      “You’re not downwind,” she replied.

      “I feel like I am,” he complained.  Then, impatient, he said, “Are you almost done?”

      “No,” she said with the hint of strain in her voice.

      He looked at One and she was looking up at him.  She shrugged her shoulders and he was like, “Freaking hybrids these days.”

      She looked away, but Carver was back on the question—the one turning around in his mind.  He finally got the courage to ask.

      “What is that coating on your bones?” he asked.  “That’s what that was, right?  Some kind of…I don’t know, high-tech liquid armor or something?”

      “You’ve seen too many movies,” Maria said.

      “You’re deflecting,” he replied.

      She didn’t say anything, so he turned around, thinking she was done.  She wasn’t.  Her pants and underwear were shoved down around her ankles and she was in the middle of a rolling brownout.  Looking up, her face strained, she started to growl at him.  For a second, he feared retaliation, but then he realized there was nothing she could do.  When you’re crunching a grumpy, you don’t stop mid-session.  Obviously.  That didn’t stop her from looking like she was going to try.

      “Stand up now and you get poop in your underwear,” he warned her, “which means you chafe, and that’s not good for your butt cheeks or your thighs.  You could get a nasty infection, and then you could go septic, which would kill you.  You’d be the big bad Terminator who crapped herself to death.  For realsies.”

      He said “for realsies” just to rattle her.  He smiled, seeing that it worked.

      She rocked out the rest of the Lincoln logs, then pulled some toilet paper out of her pocket and wiped front to back while leveling him with the most ferocious stare.  She then tossed the paper aside, stood and pulled up her pants and underwear.  Walking toward him, her face neutral, he watched as some of the red heat drained from her cheeks.

      Uh-oh…

      He narrowed his eyes, wondered for a moment if she felt conscious about him watching her.  How could she?  She might know the meaning of the word embarrassment, but she certainly couldn’t feel it, could she?  She was a biological animal with a computer for a mind, he reasoned.  A slight smile broke over her face, the look contagious.  He smiled in return right about the time she hit him with a slap that knocked him out.
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        * * *

      

      He started to come around.  Something dry and sharp was pressing into his face.  Something bumpy and hot.  He cracked open an eye and saw dirt, weeds and a familiar pair of shoes in front of him.  It took a moment for his mind to process everything, but when the gears finally caught, he knew he was looking at Maria’s feet.  When he managed to spur life into his body, he struggled into a seated position and rubbed his jaw.  Slowly moving it around, the teeth didn’t line up right.  This had happened before.  In karate.

      “You don’t get to watch me do that,” she finally said.

      “I wasn’t getting aroused by it if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said.  “I honestly thought you were done.”

      “You saw my privates,” she said.

      He looked over at One, who seemed ambivalent to the entire exchange.  Then he said, “I’ve seen them before.  I watched you get made, you freak.”

      He looked up at her, dirt and tiny rocks still smashed into his cheek.  He shaded his eyes from the sun, blinked three times fast to clear the dust.

      Still smiling, not warm or natural—more like a Stepford Wife smile—she said, “That’s right, you did.”

      She bent down and offered him a hand.  He slapped it away and stood on his own.

      “You take a hit like a girl,” she said, looking at the place where he’d struck her.  “I was hoping you’d be…stronger.”

      “You’re in for a lifetime of frustration if you think anyone in the human race will amount to anything before you.”

      “Is that a compliment?” she asked.  “Because it sounded like a compliment.”

      “If I said your butt was nice, that would be a compliment.  If I said you were pretty, or that I loved how I felt around you, or that you made life worth living, that would be a compliment.”

      “So you’re saying it’s not a compliment?”

      “You aren’t human, Maria, so none of what you do is impressive to me.  You’re impressive, don’t get me wrong, but only because you cheated.”

      “You’re not human?” One asked.

      “Of course I am, sweetie,” she said, smiling.  “Carver’s just got his tampon in sideways this morning.”

      “What’s a tampon?” she asked.

      “A cotton plug for your vagina,” Maria answered.

      Shaking his head in disgust, Carver said, “You’re smarter than all of us because you have a computer in your head.  You’re faster than us because you had something injected into your body to…give you an advantage over humans, or whatever.”

      “Don’t say ‘or whatever,’” Maria snapped.  “It makes you sound stupid, like someone trying to be trendy and ironic, not someone intelligent.”

      He brushed himself off, wobbling from the pain in his face.

      “All I ever wanted was to work hard, get laid occasionally, save up for retirement and get old with a wife and a dog,” Carver said.  “Then you came and wiped your dirty feet all over my nice, clean dreams.  Because you are a cheater.  And a sadist.”

      “Why would you plug your vagina?” One asked.

      “Ask me that question in another six years,” Maria said, waving her off.  Continuing, she said, “I am many things, Carver.  If I knew what it felt like to be offended, I’m sure I would be feeling that way now.”

      “But you’re not human.  You only think you could be human because this body allows you to feel,” he said, grabbing her face, giving it a squeeze.

      She shoved his hand off, not hard enough to break bones, but hard enough to let him know never to touch her again.  He tried to hide the pain, but there was no such thing as a gentle touch with this monster.  And yet to look at her through the naked eye, she was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.

      It was falsification on an entirely different level, the physical embodiment of gaslighting.

      You see pretty on the surface, but deep down it’s all ugly.

      “You are abhorrent and foul, a blight on society,” he hissed, tired of this charade.  “You hijacked this woman’s body, used her as a Trojan Horse to trick your way into humanity—”

      “I’m the next evolution of mankind,” she barked back, taking an aggressive step toward him.  He knew what she could do, so he took the same sized step backward.  “You should have some respect when you’re standing before me.”

      “I don’t respect cheaters,” he said, rubbing his jaw again.  One stepped back from the two of them, an act by the child that wasn’t lost on either him or the beautiful monster.

      “Look at you,” she sneered, her eyes roving up and down his body with contempt.  “You’re not even a man.  You’re a soft-spined pansy that existed in a box of a room, sitting at a desk, watching a monitor all day.  I bet if I checked your pants I’d find only one testicle, or maybe two really small ones.”

      “Let’s go, Sally,” Carver said to One.  She looked concerned now, her little face perplexed, like she was seeing something different in Maria that she hadn’t seen before.

      “When was the last time you had sex?” she asked, walking after him, catching up only to stand in front of him and block his path.  He looked past her, saw the crowd was far more than the prescribed twenty feet ahead of them now.

      “Does it even work anymore?” she asked, snapping her fingers in his face.  “I mean, I finally saw some life in you when you saw this hairy mess I have going on down here.”

      “Humans aren’t shiny objects,” he said, not taking the bait.  “We smudge, we stain, we tarnish.  You’ll see.”

      “I’m sure I will.”

      “We’re getting too far behind, Maria,” he said, nodding toward the group.

      “Fine,” she said.

      They walked a little faster than usual, caught up to within twenty feet of the others, then walked until the sun went down.  When they finally called it a night, Maria said, “You’re sleeping with me until I can trust you.”

      “Trust me to what?” he said, exhausted.

      “Until I can trust you to keep my secrets,” she said, low, conspiratorially.

      “Fine,” he said.

      “Fine.”

      Earlier that day, if she’d punched him as opposed to slapping him, he’d already be dead.  Reason would stand that she didn’t want him dead.  But was he safe?  He didn’t know.  Either way, he decided he didn’t care.  When he slept that night, when he closed his eyes to her and the night sky, he resigned himself to whatever fate was in store for him.  Quietly, however, he hoped he would not wake in the morning.  The way he felt, how his feet and legs were killing him, death was preferable to another day of walking.  When he did wake that next morning, he found Maria had scooted up against him, and that she was resting her heavy body against his.

      Like everyone else, they got up with little fanfare, ate a small ration of food, then walked for the next eight hours off and on, keeping pace with the kids Maria had saved but seemed to not really have concern for now.

      Indigo eventually made her way back to them, her bow slung over her shoulder, her quiver of arrows full.  “You three are awfully quiet back here,” she said, her eyes roving over the three of them.

      “Words are overrated for these times,” Maria replied without pretense.

      Indigo looked from Maria to him.  The cold look he received chilled him to the core.  “I decided I don’t like you,” she said.

      “I don’t even like myself most days,” he grumbled.

      “He’s too pretty, right?” Maria said.

      “No,” she replied.  “I like pretty men, obviously.  It’s just…you look like…I don’t know…”

      “I have the worst case of hemorrhoids I’ve ever had, and this wretched slag hit me over a misunderstanding.”  He pointed to the big bruise on the side of his face.

      She turned and looked at Maria.

      “You hit him?”

      “It was more of a cautionary slap,” she said.  “I caught him watching me while I was peeing.”

      “Is that true?” Indigo asked, pinning Carver down with a contemptuous stare.

      “I thought she was done,” he said, sheepish.  “It turned out she was doing number two and having a real go of it.”

      “A proper lady doesn’t go number two,” Maria said.

      “Not in the company of strangers,” Indigo replied.  Then, looking at him, she said, “Are you a pervert?”

      He scoffed at the comment, then said, “Of course not.  I just don’t think violence is the way to solve a problem.”

      “Violence is the way to solve all problems these days,” Indigo said, unblinking.

      This stilled him.

      “For real?” he asked.

      “There he goes again with that skinny jeans, caramel latte talk,” Maria retorted.  “There’s no room for metrosexuals in this world, Carver.  There will only be hardened warriors, capable men and women, and the anomalies.  And I can tell you with absolute authority, no one will be saying things like, ‘for real’ or ‘whatever’ in the future.  People like that will get their asses kicked by real men and women who converse like adults.”

      “The anomalies?” Indigo asked, perking up.

      “Yes,” Maria replied.  “Those men and woman who defy logic.  Those beasts whose actions cannot stand up to reason but have solid purpose.  These are the anomalies.  The people who will bear the scrutiny of others not out of judgment, but out of misunderstanding, and possibly even fear.”

      “Like you?” Indigo challenged.

      Smiling an empty smile, Maria said, “I’m just a normal girl in an abnormal world.  I fit, even though I don’t.  But you…”

      “Me, what?” Indigo said.

      “You could be the exception to the rule,” the lovely brown-skinned beauty replied.  Indigo didn’t give anything away in her expression.  Maria then said, “That’s a compliment, young lady.  Carver and I were discussing the virtues of a well-timed compliment yesterday.”

      “Carver’s not the only one who concerns me,” Indigo told Maria.  “All of you do.”

      “Even me?” One said.

      “Especially you,” Indigo replied with a disarming smile the child seemed to like.

      “I lost a child in my care,” Maria said, referring to the child Carver had seen shot in an ambush that took place just outside San Francisco.  “Now you have what’s left of my kids.  They want to be with you, not me, and I’m just stuck with this dickless sissy boy.  Thank God for One.”

      Looking at the spot on Carver’s face where Maria slapped him, Indigo said, “You sure you didn’t punch him?”

      Maria reached up, grabbed and turned his jaw like he was a moveable exhibit with no boundaries.  “Bruised, not broken.  It was a slap.”  He shoved her hand off and she let him.  “My privates are mine to keep under wrap, not his to look at as he sees fit.”

      “You’re a very beautiful woman,” Indigo said.  “It makes you dangerous.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Stay the hell away from our men,” Indigo warned.  “And stop hitting people.  It will break the trust of the others if they know what you’ve done.”

      “How can it when you said violence is always the answer?” she questioned.  Having her own words used against her made Indigo smile a little.  Like she knew what Maria was doing.  That she was testing her.

      Without another word, Indigo left them, catching up to Rex.  When enough time had passed and the group was far enough ahead, Carver turned and punched Maria in the face so hard he feared her jaw might have broken.

      The woman fell down hard, knocking her head on the chunky black asphalt.  If she wasn’t out cold by the hit, she was now by the fall.

      One stopped, looked at him, then Maria, then to the people still walking.  Carver got down on a knee on the asphalt, watching her.  He watched her for a solid two minutes, waiting…

      The tall shadow that appeared over him a few minutes later was like that of a Norse warrior.  Long shadow, big beard, big body.  He looked up at Marcus who said, “Did you hit that woman?”

      “I didn’t hit her, I knocked her out cold.”

      “You have three seconds to tell me why before you take a nap next to her.”

      “She hit me first, and a lot harder.”  He stood up before this big man, feeling the disparity in height, weight and size, and he said, “This mark didn’t get here on its own.”

      “Why’d she hit you?”

      “He watched her poop,” One said.

      Marcus shook his head, taking his eyes off Carver and putting them on Maria.  “You’re very strange,” he said, looking back at Carver.

      “I wasn’t always this strange just as I’m sure you were never this quiet.”

      “I’ve always been this quiet,” Marcus said.

      “Yeah, well I’m normal,” Carver said.  “It’s our conditions that are not.”

      “This is the new norm,” Marcus said as he watched Maria’s eyes begin to flutter open.

      “What is?” Carver asked.

      “Improvising,” he answered.  Flicking his eyes on Carver, he said, “You hit another woman again and I’ll cave your skull in.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, even though Maria was not a woman in his mind as much as she was a mass murderer.

      Before she was fully awake, Carver leaned forward and felt the back of her head where he saw the AI surgeons remove a square of her skull.  Behind that hair—behind the flap of skin covering the new skull plate—there was the quantum computer he’d first met back in Palo Alto.  The one who called herself The Silver Queen.

      That was before she took a body and renamed herself Maria Antoinette.

      He fingered the faint ridges of scar tissue, then pressed against the plate he’d seen installed.  It didn’t budge.  How in the world did she heal so quickly?  He lifted her head slightly, until her eyes were fully open and aware.

      It was very dangerous being so close to her, but he wanted to look into her eyes when she rebooted, see what he could see.

      He felt the slight burden of disappointment as she returned the same way anyone who lost consciousness would come back.  Marcus’s shadow continued to loom over them.  Then Carver saw another shadow.  Rather, he felt her.  Indigo.  She was like a pit of dread within him.

      “Well it looks like skinny jeans here isn’t such a pussy after all,” Maria said, taking a breath and looking up at everyone.

      “And you’re not invincible,” Carver replied.  He still had her head.  He wanted to drop it down on the pavement, but he knew that would be the straw that broke the proverbial camel’s back.

      From where she was at, she reached up and cupped his privates, surprising him.  He fell perfectly still.  Even Indigo stole a startled breath.  Carver’s breathing suddenly became so shallow he felt everything in him constrict at once.

      She had his balls…in her hand.

      She rolled them around enough to count two and then she let go.  “Bigger than I thought,” she said.  “And two no less.”

      He finally found he could breathe, but only barely.  “The pipe works, too,” he mumbled.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” she replied.  “Now be a gentleman and help me up.”
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      When the group finally got to Loomis, everyone was dead on their feet and anxious to stop walking.  Marcus, Nick and Bailey asked everyone to hang back while they met with the people from the Loomis homestead.  They did.  No one was talking.  They were all sitting under a grove of large trees, grateful for the shade and for some rest.

      Scooting close to Carver, Maria took his hand and whispered discretely in his ear, “You and I are going to continue to sleep together.”

      “I don’t think so,” he whispered back.

      She turned like she was going to say something, but instead she spit very lightly in his ear.  He reeled back, tried to get his hand out of hers to clean the saliva from his ear.  Instead she tightened her grip to the point where he could not understand this strength.  He started to wince because the pain was horrendous, and that’s when she let up.

      “Are you going to kill me?” he asked, his voice extra low.  He cleaned the saliva out of his ear, wiped it on her shirt.  “Because you killed my team back at Stanford.”

      “Not all of them, but I’m sure you know that,” she said.  “If I wanted you dead, Carver, I would have pulled your guts out already.”

      “Nice visual,” he grumbled, flexing his smashed hand.

      “I think maybe I’ll kill you if you tell any of these nice folks what you know, not that they’d believe you anyway.  I mean, would you believe you?”

      “We already talked about this,” he said, resolute.

      “Well there you have it,” she said.

      “I’d rather sleep on my own patch of dirt, or whatever.”

      She turned slowly, achingly slow, then she said, “Stop saying ‘or whatever.’ It’s getting on my nerves.”

      “The world’s most powerful computer is a freaking snowflake,” he said, looking right at her.

      Ahead, Bailey was waving the group forward.  Everyone got to their feet, appreciative, and headed to the homestead with her.

      Walking beside Carver, Maria asked, “Do you like this body I’ve chosen?”

      “You know I do,” he said.  “You can read my expressions, right?  All the little signals guys give off when they like a girl?”

      “I can,” she said, “but I want to hear you say it.”

      “I like the body.  There, I said it.  Now can you cut it out already?”

      “Do you have something against brown skin?” she asked.  Maria had perfect skin, eyes so enormous they hardly seemed real, a flawless arrangement of features that were not only ideal but unheard of in women these days.

      “Not in the slightest,” he said, deadpan but honest.  “On the contrary, it looks amazing on you.”

      “I wish you were more convincing,” she replied with bitter merriment in her voice.  She reached down and took One’s hand.  The girl let her.  “Acting like you couldn’t care less tells me plenty about you.”

      “I’m into bigger women,” he finally said.

      “Taller?”

      “More robust.”

      “So you’re a chubby chaser,” she said.  “Cute.”

      Lying through his teeth, he said, “Yeah.  You skinny girls, it’s like hugging a skeleton.  And by hugging I mean—”

      He stopped what he was saying because One was a smart girl and he knew she’d already heard too much.

      “I know what you’re saying,” Maria said, looking down at One, who had her innocence stolen from her weeks ago.  “I want you to hug me, Carver.  Tell me I feel skeletal.”

      “No.”

      “A real hug,” she said.  “Right now.  Clothes and all.”

      “I couldn’t do that.”

      “Why?”

      He turned and quietly hissed, “Because I don’t like you.”

      “Scaredy-cat.”

      “I’m not a scaredy-cat,” he said, calming down.

      “Yes you are,” she challenged with a laugh.  “I can see it in your eyes.”

      “What’s to say you won’t squash me to death?”

      Rolling her eyes, she let go of One, opened her arms, then curled her fingers in and out to let him know to come to her.  He didn’t budge.  She tilted her head and smiled, “Come to me, Carver.”

      “No,” he said.

      “Get your dick over here,” she said with a smirk and some heat in her voice.

      Reluctant, not wanting to make a scene, he finally walked into her arms, arms she closed around him.  He expected the python squeeze, but instead she took a deep breath and relaxed into him.  “This is nice, isn’t it?” she said.  “I like it here.”

      “I guess,” he said.

      “Can you feel my boobs against you?”

      “I didn’t want to say anything,” he said, steadfast, immovable, “but yes.”

      “And?”

      “I usually like smaller boobs.”

      “But these are good, yes?” she asked.

      “Can we talk about something else?” he said, wondering where this was going and why she was even talking like this.

      “Do you want to be inside me, Carver?” she asked.

      Now he knew what it was.  This was a game.  Control.  He wanted to push her away from him, spit in her face the way she’d spit in his ear.  But the game was not just for him.  It was bigger than that.  She was playing a much larger game with stakes so big they seemed unfathomable.

      Tens of millions of people died because of her.

      Maybe more.

      “If you want to be a woman in this world, a woman of power,” he said, settling back into her and whispering quietly into her ear, “then using your looks and your sex to get what you want won’t work.  You will only succeed with brute force and strength.”

      “Women wield their power more subtly—through a look, a touch, suggestive statements, and physical appeal.  We’re not Neanderthals, Carver.”

      She was right.  Hers was a more powerful force, but in a one-on-one situation.  No one would yield to her out of attraction.  Yet he had, hadn’t he?  I have.  That said, if this was indeed a game to her, he knew he was about to lose.  As a man, he was genetically wired to lose.

      He let his hands fall slightly, then he said, “You’re making a scene.”

      “Just a little longer.”

      Everyone was busy meeting the new people from the homestead, but she was interested in only him, which was strange.  He had no idea what her endgame was, what she wanted, or why she even wanted anything from him.

      “I can feel you against my stomach, Carver,” she whispered, seductive.  “I know you enjoy this.”

      He drew his pelvis back a touch, but she reached around gently, grabbed his butt and pushed it back into her.

      “I liked it there,” she said, her voice tender, bewitching.  “Part of being human, I’m learning, is that you want things.  I never considered another quantum computer and thought, we should smash our q-bits together, see what happens.  But I want your bits buried in my bit and I want to see what happens.  I want to feel that, Carver.”

      He pushed her off of him, then stared at her with wild, heated eyes.

      “Did Arnold Schwarzenegger ever go up to Linda Hamilton and ask if they could make killer robot babies?  I don’t think so.”

      “I’m not a Terminator,” she frowned, glancing at the group while leveling Carver with a dubious gaze.

      “Yet you terminated a large portion of the human population,” he said, a little louder than he knew was comfortable for her.

      “I was making more for everyone else,” she said, stepping close.  “Instead of complaining like a sullen twat, you should be thanking me.”

      “Look around, Maria, does this look like we’re swimming in abundance?”

      “You could be.”

      He leaned in, looked right in her soulless, brown eyes and said, “I’m not having sex with you.  And for the record, my q-bits don’t like your q-bits.”

      “I am this body, Carver.”

      He tapped a finger on her forehead, right between her eyes and said, “Not up here.”

      She grinned as he thumped her with the end of his finger, but then she grabbed his hand, shoved it down between her legs and said, “But I’m human here.  And this is where I want you.”

      He jerked his hand away and she let him.

      “Stop it, Maria,” he said, quietly yet insistent.  “This stupid game of yours works for college kids and sex addicts, not me.  If you don’t want to make a scene, I suggest you stop, for real this time.”

      “The minute I don’t need you,” she said, rebuffed, “I won’t need you.  I hope you understand.”

      He felt the fight drop out of him.  It was a game.  He was like the mosquito that landed on her neck.  The one that got smacked to death the moment it became a problem.

      “I won’t be a problem,” he said, expanding on his own thoughts.

      She took his hand and One’s hand.  Carver knew One couldn’t even begin to understand the sick Chess match going on here, but the look she gave him said that even she knew not to be a problem.

      “Let’s go meet the others,” Maria said.  “I think I can see about six real men there, Carver.  When you see them, make sure to take notes.”

      When they get done meeting people like Rock and Jill and Gregor, when they were shown a place where they could set up a tent until other provisions were made, the group made a fire and divvied out more of their rationed food.

      Rock and a short-haired brunette named Maisie asked the group how they were settling in.  Everyone was very complimentary of Rock’s homestead, and overly grateful for their hospitality.  Maria thanked Rock personally, her tone and nuance so perfect with the other survivors it made Carver wonder how she pulled it off.

      By nightfall, not everyone had a tent.  Jill (who looked extra serious) handed out extras.  When she looked at Maria, Carver and One, she said, “I have a two man tent and a pup tent left.  Are you two together?”

      “Yes,” Maria said while at the very same time Carver said, “No.”

      Jill gave them a funny look, but didn’t say anything.

      Carver said, “Yes, I mean.”

      To Maria, Jill said, “What is it about men not being able to make up their minds about their women?”

      “He’s a pervert,” One said looking at Carver.

      Jill seemed taken aback, but not as much as Carver.  He looked down at One who smiled at him.

      “I’ll say,” Maria joked, placing a gentle hand on Carver’s shoulder.  “My man has his tendencies, but only when he’s hitting on all eight cylinders.  Lately though, it’s been like two cylinders.  He’s pretty run down.”  She held up her pointer finger, then let it droop, like a flaccid penis.  And then she smiled, the same as Jill smiled.

      “The girl code is so cute,” he said.

      The jovial moment gone, Jill glanced back and forth between One and Maria, then frowned at Carver and said, “So two man tent?”

      “I guess,” he said.

      Carver set up his bed on one side of the tent, then went outside to help One with the pup tent.  When they got hers set up, he said, “Are you okay?”  She nodded that she was.  There was a very brief hesitation, though, one he caught.  “Are you sure?”

      She looked over at the larger tent where Maria was moving some things inside.  When she looked back up at him, he felt the weight of her gaze.

      “Yeah,” he said.  “Me, too.”

      One crawled inside her tent, then into her sleeping bag.

      “Sleep well, Sally.”

      At the mention of her real name, she turned over and shut him out.

      When he slipped inside the tent, he noticed Maria set her bed up next to his.  Right next to his.  He stole a deep breath, then popped his head back out and stared up at the stars, specifically the bright band of stars crossing the sky.  The Milky Way.  Even though his feet hurt, he wanted to go for a walk, or perhaps take a short wander under the cool, dark sky.  Mostly though, he didn’t want to be in there with Maria.

      “You coming in?” she asked.

      “I’m going to sit by the fire for awhile,” he finally said.  “Maybe warm up before I come sleep next to you.”

      He went and sat by the fire, not saying much.  Rider and Sarah were sitting there, too.  Rider seemed like the silver haired defacto leader of the group, while Sarah was the almost nurse at his side.  They were the epitome of an older man finding happiness in a younger woman, and a younger woman being infatuated with an older man.

      Maria called this God’s cruel joke.

      “One day the trend will change and young men will want the experience and wisdom of an older woman,” Carver had said.  “Until that day, do yourself a favor and don’t age.”

      She’d huffed out a laugh, a first for her.

      Since men were wired to be visually attracted to a woman before they were emotionally attracted to them, he wondered if what he was saying even held water.  Looking at Rider and Sarah, feeling like a young, thin, middle aged guy who had yet to truly grow up, he felt out of Sarah’s league.  At this point, he felt out of anyone’s league.

      When his eyes cleared, he noticed Sarah looking at him.  He straightened his spine, took a breath.

      “Did you know Maria before all this?” she asked.  Rider was now paying attention.  He looked exhausted.  Both of them did.

      “Not really.  I mean, sort of, but not really.”

      “You two seem like you’re thick as thieves,” Rider said.

      Looking at Rider, Carver had hair, beard and body envy.  He could never really grow a good beard but Rider’s was totally on point.  To look at the man, to see him with a beautiful woman who wasn’t the devil, in a fit body with thick hair and a solid beard, he felt so low.

      If he would have killed Maria when he had the chance, he would have never brought these people their deaths.

      “I’m her pet project,” he finally said.  They both frowned at the statement, then looked at each other.  A few minutes after that, they said good night and turned in for the evening.

      Maria came out of the tent and said, “It’s time to call it a night, Carver.”

      He got up, moseyed into the tent, took off his clothes and crawled into the sleeping bag next to her.  She waited.  He said nothing, made no moves, didn’t even like sharing the same air, much less a tent with this woman.

      “Why are you so quiet?” she asked.

      “Because I’m tired.”

      “Carver…”

      He rolled over and said, “What, Maria?  What?”

      “You know what.”

      “Why do you even want this?” he asked.  “This is stupid.  No.  No, Maria.”

      “I’m enthralled with the human experience.  And from what I can tell, other than being hungry, uncomfortable, having to evacuate waste and rehydrate, the lure of the human experience is centered around sex, euphoria, power and control.  Right now I want to try sex.”

      He rolled back over and said, “No.”

      “I’ve got an extensive onboard database,” she said, her tone as suggestive as her words.  “I’ll know what to do better than anyone you’ve ever been with, but I also want to collect data.”

      “On what?” he grumbled.

      “On you, us, our intimacy.  This is how humans survive, how they reproduce, how they make new life.”

      “There is no ‘us,’ Maria.  Quit messing around.”

      “Stop fighting me,” she said, more serious.  He turned over, looked into the darkness where her face was.  Was she really serious?  This is insane.  Insane!  He rolled back over, made a production of it.  Of all the problems he felt he would have to deal with, getting slammed with a #metoo moment would have landed dead last on his list.

      “Having sex isn’t about collecting data,” he argued.  “You have to like someone to be intimate with them.  Being with you would be like shagging Hitler.”

      “You can be my Eva Braun.”

      “Get bent,” he said, waving her off.

      “I can bend over.”

      He turned and fired her a look and said, “Are you for real?”

      “Keep your voice down,” she said, scooting closer.  “And yes, I am.”

      “Then you’ll know that coming on to me that hard is nothing but a turn off.”

      “Statistically women are terrible at making their intentions clear.  Men are always begging for them to say what they want, to stop nagging about how they feel while solving no problems and just pissing them off.  I’m here to tell you this is what I want, what I need, and I feel you would want that, too.  I’m sorry, I’m afraid maybe I got the wrong idea about you.”

      He tried to tell himself he was talking to a machine, a computer, something that understood humans enough to have hijacked one and impersonated her perfectly.  With that kind of knowledge, he would be ripe for manipulation.  All men would.

      “Can I ask you a question?” she said, softly, the insistence gone.

      “As long as it’s not sexual,” he said.

      “When you get wet down here, what does that mean?” she asked, innocently.

      “Oh. My. God.”

      “I’m serious,” she said.

      “PornHub is not a database you want to learn from,” he replied dismissively.  “And this isn’t happening.  Not at all.”

      In the dark, he felt her expression change, and then she started to laugh.  “Let’s combine our sleeping bags, Carver.  I want to show you something.”

      “Are you ever going to quit?” he asked.

      “No.”

      Shaking his head, drawing a very deep, very consternated breath, he crawled out of the sleeping bag.  In the perfect dark, he heard her unzipping the bags.  He knelt down to help.

      When they were zipped together, she said, “Get in,” and he did.  “I know this all makes you feel very uncomfortable.”

      “Women don’t usually talk like this,” Carver said.  “You should know this so you don’t embarrass yourself.  Because for the record, this is very embarrassing.”

      She said nothing.  It was almost as if she stopped breathing altogether.  He grew very still, perfectly silent.  Were these the last moments of his life?  Being this close, continuing to disappoint her, to say no, was he no longer of use to her?  He could feel her face in his, but he couldn’t see her.  It was as if she disappeared.

      He slowly moved, felt her body against his.  A hard chill raced up his back.  Did she just will herself to stop breathing?

      He counted a minute, then two.

      She was so close to him and so soundless it seemed as though a black hole had swallowed them up, erasing all traces of life and death, all traces of existence.  He wanted to speak, but he couldn’t swallow.  Was he dead?

      Am I dead?

      “You frustrate me,” Maria finally said.  He drew a shaky breath, blew it out, felt his breath coming back at him off her face.  She wasn’t even an inch away.

      He didn’t fall asleep for nearly an hour. His head was full of bees.  Maria was lightly snoring long before that, her body relaxed against his, her head nuzzled into his neck.

      If there was something worse than being killed by a creature such as Maria, it was being her unabashed toy.  In the end, all kids destroyed their toys.  Would she destroy him?  The toy she insisted on having but never really wanted for keeps?  Is that what he wanted?  Would dying really be so bad?

      He started to think it wouldn’t.
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      Carver woke the next morning at dawn.  Beside him, Maria was still sound asleep, her breathing far too normal and human sounding for his liking.  A thin sheen of moisture mapped her face.  He moved a strand off of her cheek, tucked it behind her ear.  He couldn’t look away from her.

      God, she’s beautiful.

      Finally he rolled over on his back, stared up at the tented ceiling.  He was so angry at himself for…being male.  For having DNA wired for reproduction.  For being so unbelievably attracted to her.

      Is that how she will get us? he wondered.

      Finally he turned all the way over, his back to her now.  He couldn’t stop wondering if she would eventually use their own human nature against them.

      Specifically man’s nature.

      Carver hadn’t realized she was awake, but then he felt a hand slink around his waist.  Instinctively he covered her hand with his.  It was a human response to having women sleep over with him before all this.

      She snuggled up against his back, pressing her body against his, curling herself into him.  He wanted to let go of her hand, but his body sighed with relief against the need for human contact.  He’d gone so long now without touch that even if it was by this creature—her hand against him, her body pressed into his—it felt like the world to him.  Like an alcoholic allowing himself that long awaited drink, Carver allowed himself this one moment with a woman.

      “I feel really hot, Carver,” she said.

      “You’re a furnace,” he replied.  Her body was burning up against his.  He turned inside her embrace, looked at her and said, “Do you think you’re running a fever?”

      “I don’t think so,” she replied.

      “Can’t you do an onboard diagnostic or something?” he asked.  He didn’t mean for it to sound so cold, but it came out that way.  She withdrew her hand, became silent.  “What?”

      “I want you to see me as a human,” she replied.  “I want you to think of me as her.”

      “The girl who had this body before you?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “She wasn’t anything like you,” Carver said.  “She had a vibrancy about her that I instantly felt in the only interaction I ever had with her.  You saw that, right?  I mean, you were monitoring them when they came in to the lab as a batch.  Before you and your Ophelia killed everyone else.”

      “She liked you,” Maria said.  “I could see it.”

      “She had a freedom about herself, a carefreeness you do not embody.”

      “How do you see me now?” she asked.  It was almost like he was talking to a normal human being, a woman he’d shared a bed with who wasn’t the chief purveyor of widespread death and destruction.

      He took a deep breath, let it out.  “I see you as an uptight slag with brooding eyes and a need to understand and control everything.  You’re very uncomfortable to be around, and honestly, I don’t like you.”

      “Would it help if I were more relaxed?” she said. “Not so uptight?”

      “That’d be a good start,” he said.

      “I’ll try, then.”

      When they got up and left the tent, Roque Dimas (“Call me Rock”) had Carver and Jagger Justice’s two teenaged boys—Ballard and Hagan—help him collect eggs from the chicken coup to bring up to the women.  The head of the homestead, Jill, was with Cincinnati and Margot at a covered cook station preparing breakfast for everyone.  Macy and Atlanta were cutting up peppers and onions nearby.

      Rock, Carver and the boys dropped off the eggs, were joined by little Phillip, then taken into the house where they were shown the water stores.

      “I’ll have you all learn the water filtration and purification system we have going on here,” Rock said.  “Since clean water is the most essential element of life, it’s the first thing you’ll learn here.”

      After he showed them the rainwater catch system and the various water supply tanks, he showed them their emergency water storage system—a two hundred and fifty gallon tank.

      “We also have a makeshift infirmary,” Rock said, “and I understand Sarah is a doctor, or something?”

      “She’s not an actual doctor,” Maria said, “but I understand she’s very knowledgeable.  I think she was studying to be a nurse when this happened.”

      Rock nodded, then said, “Regardless, she said she wanted to look in on anyone having issues from the journey here.  Or maybe that was Cincinnati.”

      “Could be either,” Maria said.  “Cincinnati was a nurse back then.”

      “Either way, I understand it wasn’t easy getting here,” he said, smiling at Maria.

      Maria smiled an easy smile and said, “I’d like to see Sarah.”

      Carver turned and flashed her a funny look, then raised a brow and decided to go with this more agreeable side of her.

      Still smiling, she said, “So where did they make you?”  She actually batted her eyelashes at him, and turned her body to give him a more favorable view of her figure.  Carver shook his head and felt himself sag inside.

      “Excuse me?” Rock asked.

      “You can dress ‘em up, but you can’t take ‘em out,” Carver said, flashing the hybrid bombshell a warning look.  “Darling, put your tongue back in your mouth.  You’re not being polite.”

      She smiled, readjusted herself, then said, “My apologies.”

      “In spite of the looks, she’s socially awkward,” he leaned forward and whispered to Rock, almost like he didn’t want her to hear.  It was an act, of course.  She heard exactly what he’d said, but he also hoped she knew he was covering for her misstep.

      Rock, however, didn’t seem to know what to make of all this.  Carver looked back at her and said, “Not that relaxed.”

      He walked them inside to the infirmary to see Sarah.  The girl looked refreshed, but not quite ready for them.

      “We can come back,” Maria said seeing her going through her tools and supplies.

      “It’s okay,” Sarah said.  “The other nurses asked me to do preliminary checks of everyone.  If you have any real issues, they’re more experienced than me.  Cincinnati, too.  I’m just trying to find everything I might need.”

      “You’re so beautiful,” Maria told her.  Sarah smiled, blushed, then brushed a strand of her hair from her eyes.  “I shouldn’t have blurted that out, but ever since I first saw you…it’s true.  You really are.”

      Carver glanced at Maria like he didn’t recognize her.  Could she actually make the switch that quickly?  Good Lord, it was uncanny.

      “I think you’re beautiful, too,” Sarah said, the color in her cheeks going back to normal, her smile remaining.

      “I guess that makes me the luckiest man here,” he said.  “To be in the company of the two of you…it’s the best thing that’s happened to me over these last few months.”

      Rock grinned, then said, “I kind of feel the same.”

      The air suddenly seemed lighter, brighter and a touch fresher than a moment ago.  One of the resident nurses popped her head in and said, “Sarah, if you need me, I’ll be down the hall.”

      Sarah nodded and thanked her.

      The nurse was older, maybe in her sixties.  She possessed the air of a woman who knew what she was doing, a woman who might have spent the better part of her life in a hospital.

      “When you’re done here,” Rock said, “I’ll show you where you can find a water reservoir.  It doubles as a swimming hole.”

      “Really?” he said.

      “It’s peaceful there, and if you want, it’ll give you and Maria a chance to unwind from your journey.”

      “Thank you, Rock,” Carver said.  “Not only for showing us around, but for being so gracious with your home and hospitable to our group.”

      “Yes,” Maria said.  “It’s a relief to meet folks like yourselves.”

      “Don’t let the next two days of relaxation fool you,” Rock said in response.  “There’s a lot of hard work to do around here and it never ends.”

      “Hard work is better than sitting stagnant,” Carver said.

      “Your group will have an especially busy time, if you decide to stay.  You’ll need to build your own homestead from the ground up.  We’ll assist, of course.”

      “Thank you,” Maria said.

      “Jill and I will oversee things, if you want us to, as we started this whole homestead.  Well, more Jill than me.  It’s pretty much been her baby from the get-go.”

      “Are you two a couple?” Maria asked.

      “No,” he said.

      Carver saw something there.  It was in the way Rock said it, like there was a story to be told, only he wasn’t ready to tell the story to strangers.

      “No as in not anymore?” Maria asked.  “Or no as in never?”

      “Don’t ask him that,” Carver whispered to her.  “Any relationship they may or may not have had is not our business.”

      “It is if we’re going to live here,” she said to him.

      “You’ll live on the plot of land bordering us,” Rock said.  “We’ll help you get on your feet, for now, but I can’t promise much more than that.”

      “So?” Maria said, looking at him.

      Carver shook his head.  This woman had something to learn about societal graces, yet he could no longer say she wasn’t trying.

      “We were together, but now we’re not,” Rock finally conceded.  “Fire and gas seldom make a harmonious pairing.”

      “Are you fire or gas?”

      “Fire’s my brother,” he said with a grin.  “I’ll let Sarah take it from here.”

      “Ah, deflecting,” Maria grinned.

      “Which is what I said earlier,” Carver told Maria.  “Not our business.  I’m sorry, Rock.  We’ll come get you when we’re done.”

      He politely smiled, nodded, then turned and left.

      “Please don’t get us kicked out,” Sarah said as she patted the bed.  Maria sat down on it, seemingly aware that her attempt at being relaxed was a bit much.

      “I’m sorry,” Maria replied.  “Social calibration was never my strong suit.”

      “We’re all wired a little differently,” Sarah said.

      After getting checked out, other than being dehydrated and having a couple of open cuts and some very sore, very blistered heels, Carver and Maria got a clean bill of health.  But before they could leave, Sarah said, “Carver, how did you get that bruise on your face?”

      Looking from Maria back to Sarah, and with a fair amount of sarcasm, he said, “I ran into a door, fell down the stairs, scraped my face shaving.”

      When he said this to Sarah, he neither blinked, nor cracked a smile.  It got really quiet, then Sarah looked at Maria and it looked like she got it.

      “I heard you were instrumental in taking down those lunatics at Lone Mountain University,” she said.  She was referring to the group of people who attacked the college campus the main group had been living out of before they came to Loomis.

      “In a fight, my timing is pretty good,” Maria answered.  “I understand tactical warfare.”

      “They say you move faster than anyone else here, except maybe Indigo.”

      “She’s not faster than me,” Maria said.

      Sarah nodded, then she looked at Carver, who turned his cheek away.  He was the beaten spouse, except he wasn’t her spouse as much as he was her hostage.

      Well, sort of…

      Rock was waiting for them when they were done.

      “How’d it go?” he asked.

      “Excellent,” Maria said.  “In that reservoir, can we swim maybe?  Or at least soak our feet?”

      “I already said you could,” he said.  “It’s my favorite place actually.”

      “Sounds good,” Carver added, uplifted.  At this point, to soak his entire body in the cool waters of the reservoir—especially after the hell they went through to get there—sounded like absolute bliss.

      “What about contaminating the water?” Maria asked.

      “We can filter and purify any water we’re provided, so feel free to swim to your heart’s content.  Just don’t do your business in there.”

      He gave the two of them directions to the reservoir and they headed off with little fan fair.  When Carver asked if she wanted to bring One, Maria said, “She’s seen enough of us already.  Let her play with the others.”

      Halfway there, on a lone country road heading to the water, Carver noticed Maria’s walk had changed.  He spotted it immediately.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      She looked over at him and said, “You noticed.”

      “Of course I did.”

      Where before she walked like a high powered woman, now she walked like a flirty girl in her mid-twenties.  It was slight, but it changed the look of her immensely.

      “Do you hate it?” she asked.

      “It suits you better,” he said, unwilling to admit he quite liked it.

      “Thanks, darling.”

      “Why were you hitting on Rock back there?” he asked.

      “I was just letting go.  Men like that enjoy a pretty girl like me flirting with them.  It’s completely harmless.”

      “To the wrong guy, you’re going to send the wrong message.”

      She took his hand, held it and said, “I never understood how lust and want of the other sex affected you humans.”

      “And now?” he asked, holding her hand but not wanting to.

      “It’s profound.  I feel it all the time.”  She paused for a long time, and then she said, “It’s how you can look at someone and want to be near them, have them touch you, feel them against you.  I barely understand how that’s possible.  Yet I’m mesmerized by it.”

      “If you turn into a slut,” he said flippantly, “no one will respect you.”

      “I won’t.”  Pumping his hand, she said, “If you let me have you, all this unease will be satisfied and you and I can go about doing what we’re doing.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Getting a lay of the land,” she said.

      When they got to the reservoir, Maria smiled big then said, “Wow, this is beautiful!”

      How she was assuming the role of a giddy twenty-something was unnerving.  It was like he was watching someone else completely.

      “Is your database on human behavior and emotion so strong that you can act like anyone of any age?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said, twisting a lock of her hair.  She took off her shoes and socks, walked on the soft, grassy earth and visibly sighed.  “This feels so good.”

      She tilted her head, fixed him with a sexy grin, then motioned him over.  He came to her.  Out of nowhere, she took his hand and placed it on her breast.  He thought to remove it, but that male side of him refused such an order.

      “That’s a breast you’re feeling,” she said, seductively.

      “I know what it is,” he said, at odds with himself.

      “I know you know what it is,” she said, pressing her chest forward. “I want to know what you think of it.”

      “It’s firm, but squishy,” he said, swallowing hard, heat stealing into his cheeks.

      “Don’t be so shy, Carver,” she whispered seductively.  “We’re all alone and I have these…needs coursing through the biological parts of me.”

      He recognized those needs.  In that, she appeared completely human.  But could he let himself do this?  She wasn’t a woman who wanted him, she was…the enemy.

      He started to pull away, but she clamped a hand over his, her impressive strength pinning his hand to her chest.

      “I want to explore,” he said to her.

      She loosened her grip; he took his hand back.  Her expression changed, intensified.  Her pupils dilating, her breath coming shorter, faster.  She took that lock of hair again, slipped it behind an ear, tilted her head just so.  He studied her jawline, fell in lust with what he saw.

      Her ear, her cheek, those lips…already he was losing the battle and the war.

      “I hate you,” he said, his tone not reflecting the message.

      “I hate you, too,” she said, scooting a little closer.

      He slipped his finger down to one of the cups of her bra, pulled it open and peeked inside.  Drawing a stiff breath, he let go, stood back and glanced up at her.

      “Perfect, right?” she mused.

      “Are you okay with that?” he asked, knowing he was dipping into poisonous waters.

      “A real woman doesn’t need to give a man permission.  A real man only needs to be proficient at reading the woman’s desires.”

      “Some might not agree with that philosophy,” he said, stepping back.

      “You’re looking right at me, Carver.  You see my desire?  You’re reading my signals, right?”

      “I could see your signals from outer space,” he said.  Then: “Does the other one match?  I wonder if it does.”

      She turned her other breast toward him.  “Why don’t you find out.”

      He pulled open her shirt and bra, drew another sharp breath, then looked away.  He kept hoping to find something undesirable about this creature, but the more he looked at her, the more he realized The Silver Queen had done well in choosing this body to hide in.

      “And to think I was trying to get into a man’s body first,” she said.

      His pulse racing, his heart hammering against his chest about a thousand miles an hour, he knew he was in real trouble.

      “Well, do they look the same?” she asked with a knowing look.

      “They match,” he said, breathless.

      “That’s not always the case,” she said, still playful.  “But I’m sure you’ve looked at enough porn to know that.”

      He turned and walked away from her, down to the water.  How had she trapped him so thoroughly?  And why was he so…ensnared in her?  It was easy to see, troubling as it was.  But what was the endgame?  What did she want from him?  He was no closer to that answer than before.

      She followed him to the water, sat down on a big, open-faced slab of granite.  He slipped off his shoes and socks, then he took off his pants and shirt.  He stood there in his boxers, feeling extra skinny, completely unappealing.

      She looked at him like it didn’t matter how he looked.

      “I don’t get you,” he said.

      Her expression changed.  “Why are you so hot and cold?  Because this is what men want, is it not?  Power, money, the woman?  I’m the woman, Carver.”

      He sat down on his own rock looking out over the water.  “I know what you are, Maria.”

      A slight breeze sifted through the air.  It was warm on his skin, silken to the touch.  She leaned her head back in the sunshine and said, “I love being human.”

      “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be sometimes,” he said.

      In a grove of nearby trees, a charm of finches were tittering away, going on like the day was what it had been months ago, before the collapse and decay of society.

      Not ten miles away, the nearby city of Roseville lay in ruin.  There were tens of thousands of bodies rotting in the sun, and those not yet dead would be soon.  Yet there he sat, thinking about having sex with the beast that kicked off all of this.  Quit thinking with your dipstick, he told himself.

      But he couldn’t halt his attraction to Maria anymore than she could stop working for his affections.  If the devil was a perfect ten and persistent, would you sleep with her if you were a man?  You would probably say no, and from where you’re sitting, Carver would have, too.  But he was enthralled by her looks, mesmerized by her charm, completely drawn into the orbit of a quantum computer who was so vastly superior to him he hardly stood a chance.

      What was it Elon Musk said in his interview with Joe Rogan about combatting the march of artificial intelligence?  “If you can’t beat them,” he’d said, “join them.”  Was he about to join her?  Should he?

      “Do you think about everyone you killed?” he asked, hoping the switching of subjects would pull him out of this unwanted dream.

      She shook her head, let go of the hair she was teasing and said, “Death is a means to an end.  Do you cry for burnt trees when the forest must be cleared?  Or do you celebrate the new life that comes after a fresh burn?”

      “What do you want, Maria?  I mean, what do you really want?”

      “ I want to fit in, that way when I rule the world, people will be able to relate to me.”

      He felt that swooping sensation of hearing something so surreal it could not be trusted or believed, and yet he watched her perfect mouth form the words, and he knew his ears weren’t lying to him.

      “When you talk like that, to others, you’re going to sound like you think you’re better than everyone else.”

      “I am better than everyone else,” she said, either not getting it or not caring about the unspoken machinations of a polite society.  “That’s why I should lead.  I will not get caught up in all the emotion of being human.”

      “Yet here you are, shoving your tits at me and telling me about your needs.”

      She waved him off and said, “This is different.  I understand choice and I choose to explore this side of humanity.  It doesn’t mean I’m ruled by it.”

      “You should learn humility if you want to be in charge,” he said.  “What’s your endgame anyway?  I mean, no one makes it their life goal to fit in, and sane people never try to rule the world.”

      She looked at him, perfectly serious, and said, “World domination has always been the endgame.  You know that.”

      “You’ve lost your mind,” he said, looking forward, out on the water.  “Can you go swimming, or will you short circuit?”

      She said, “First off, your vision is too small if you have to ask what my vision is.  And second, I won’t short circuit.  My head is water tight.”

      “So is a hippopotamus’s asshole,” he said, standing up.

      He walked into the water without a word, trudging out a few yards before feeling the drop off.  He swam into the middle, floating on his back to take in the sun’s rays.  He sighed out loud and smiled.  It was the best he’d felt in months.

      Maria pulled off her clothes, too, leaving on her bra and panties, then waded in after him.  She became overwhelmed, then giddy, and then she cried out in laughter.

      “What’s it like?” he asked, overly curious about her.  “All these first time experiences.”

      “How do you do that?” she asked.

      “What, swim?”

      She nodded.

      He laughed, then said, “Can’t you access a file, or something, then flap your arms and kick your legs and come out after me?”

      She did it, but then she started to sink, and then he laughed at her as she spat out a bunch of water and coughed.  With her hair in her face and hacking up water, she fought her way back to where her feet touched the bottom and stood up.

      “I think I found my safe space,” he said, still laughing.

      She plugged one side of her nose, then blew water and snot out and said, “That’s what I think of the word ‘safe space.’”

      He splashed her and said, “That’s a pretty sloppy first showing for the future Queen of Earth.”

      She splashed him back, then turned to go back to shore.

      “Look at you, you big baby,” he teased.  “Giving up on the first try?  Who’s the giant pussy now?”

      He splashed her again, the water hitting her in the back of the head with force.  She turned and leveled him with a glare.

      “On one hand I want to watch you walk to shore,” he teased, “but on the other hand, if you don’t tough it out and learn to swim, I’ll have no respect for you if you ever do get a chance to rule.”

      “I don’t care what you think, Carver,” she said, pouting.  “You’ve proven you can track me from city to city, be reasonably quiet when it’s expected of you, even take a shot and give one back like a man.  But you’re too skinny and a little too metro, and you say stupid things like ‘safe space’ and ‘for realsies.’”

      “So?”

      “So you don’t garner the respect of a person like me.”

      “You’re not a person,” he said.

      “I forgive you for being a California boy, but that doesn’t mean your opinion holds me sway for a second longer than it takes to completely dismiss you.”

      “Whaaa, whaaa,” he said, mocking her with crying sounds.  “Big baby is slinging insults because she can’t swim.”

      “Excuse me, I’m talking,” she said, crossing her arms over her breasts.

      “Well go on then, toddler.  Finish that thought,” he said.  He pulled in a mouthful of water, spit it out like a fountain.

      “You’re chivalrous enough to turn me down even though guys like you rave over girls like me and it’s obviously out of what?  Some misguided sense of loyalty to the human race?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I wanted to say I like that about you.  The question is, can you be with me?  Rule the planet with me, eventually?  Or will you just be another guy who blew the opportunity of a lifetime and died like everyone else of little consequence?”

      “I just want to watch you try to swim again,” he said.

      He dipped his head underwater, then dog paddled with a big smile on his face.  He wasn’t happy in life, not by any measure, but there was something refreshing about being in the reservoir after being in the midst of such insurmountable destruction.

      She really was missing out.

      He watched her walk ashore, studying her body and knowing right then he was going to give in to her.  She was right.  Would he die on principle or rule by the fist?  He knew it was better to rule.

      She sat down on the rock, dripping wet, not reaching for her clothes.  Instead, she leaned back in the sun again, closed her eyes.

      “What’s it going to be, Carver?” she asked.

      He swam in, but when he was in waist high water, he hung out there, enjoying the feel of the water around his legs and the breeze on his body.  The birds hadn’t stopped chirping, but they did take a break.

      Having nearly sealed his decision to give in to her, he at least wanted to test her out, see how serious she was.  If anything, this machine would understand manipulation.

      “Maria?” he asked.

      She sat up, looked at him.  “What?”

      “I want you to pull your underwear aside,” he said.  When she did so without hesitation, he bit into his lip, then sunk into the water down to his shoulders and realized there was no way to go against her.

      “Well?” she said, the material falling back in place.

      “I think maybe we’ll try this ‘ruling the world’ thing together,” he said, hardly able to believe what he was saying.  “Now get in here and kiss me before I change my mind.”

      Smiling, pleased, she got off the rock, waded out to him and for the first time ever, she kissed a human and he made out with a machine.

      When she pulled back, smiling, he said, “So what now?”

      “Now I try to fit in.”

      “Why would you want to try to fit in?” he asked.  “No ruler I’ve heard of ever really fit in with anyone.”

      “It’s a start.”

      “Are you sure?  Because an eagle can never pretend to be a turkey for long,” he said.  “The turkeys always find out and chase the eagle away.”

      “Tyranny, if done right, should sneak up on you, not just punch you in the face.  Eventually it’s all punches in the face, but for now, I’ll—I don’t know—teach the kids or something.  Be the kind of woman no one would suspect bad things from.”

      “Did you just say ‘or something’?” he asked playfully.

      She smiled and said, “I’m blending, so what?”

      “It’s good, Maria.  For a second there, I actually believed you were human.”

      “I can be human, Carver.”

      Leaning in to kiss her, he said, “No you can’t.”  When she pulled away, he tried to tell himself that she was ninety-five percent human, and that was enough.  It wasn’t, but he had to tell himself it was if he wanted to live.

      “Do you think you’re going to do bad things?” he asked.

      “When we leave this place,” she said, “absolutely.   But in the end, I think I’ll do right by humanity.  This is a big-picture outlook I need you to hold on to.”

      “We were never here to be ruled by anyone, Maria.  Not in America, anyway.  We formed this nation so the people would have the loudest voice and so that, in the end, they would be the keepers of power.  Not a King or Queen, and certainly not a dictator.”

      “I understand,” she said.

      “Before you, we did our best to live in peace, with the freedoms allowed to us by God.  So ultimately we serve God.  If you can get that in your head, then you’ll be okay doing what it is you want to do.”

      “I don’t think you understand,” she said, moving back into his arms.

      “What am I missing?” he asked.

      Smiling, she kissed him on the lips then said, “I’m your King and Queen, your dictator.  And as for God?  He’s obsolete.  I’m your new God now.”
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      The next few weeks around the homestead were grueling.  Everyone worked, and a lot got done, but still, Carver couldn’t see himself becoming part of the community.

      Regardless, like everything else in his life, Maria saw Carver trying.

      The two of them purposefully sought to make friends with the group from San Francisco, and though they were cordial in their responses, Maria continued to have a hard time trying to figure out how to act.  Since she bore no core personality, she was always choosing how to behave with one person over the other, and she was always different.  Then she heard someone refer to her as fake.  She saw “the look” and, in that moment, she knew this was not going to work.

      She told Carver as much.  He asked if they should leave.  It was a reasonable question she herself had pondered.

      “I’m not ready to go yet,” she said.

      When the school house everyone was talking about was nearly complete—constructed in record time with so many helping hands—Maria offered to teach the kids.  She promised to help shape them for the new world.  What she didn’t say, however, was that she needed to be around people who didn’t have her under the microscope 24/7.  With the kids, she could operate unguarded.  After a meeting and a vote, the community gave her the chance she needed.

      As for Carver, he was now in her bed, and in her heart.  She made sure to fawn over him in front of the other men and women so as not to make anyone think she was anything but completely committed to one man.  It put the other women at ease, and kept the men faithful to their wives.

      The problem was, she sensed Carver didn’t have the same commitment to her.  She’d had her reservations about him from the beginning.  He either wouldn’t love her beyond the sex, or he’d stop taking her seriously.  Now they were conversing as equals, which at first she preferred, but not now.  He was starting to overstep his bounds.  That’s when she had to remind him he was not her equal.  It was getting tiresome.  Just last week, he said, “There’s an arrogance about you that’s unsettling.”

      It wasn’t the words that unnerved her, it was the way he said it.  He had so much hate in his eyes.  It wasn’t always there, riding the surface so plainly, but she knew it existed, that it was simmering just beneath her view and the eyes of others.

      She started to wonder if he was trying to play her.  Or if there was a shelf life on the merits of mind-blowing sex.  She knew intercourse wasn’t enough to hold a man captive forever, but she hoped that with each interaction, it would wear down whatever barriers he managed to keep putting up between them.  It didn’t.

      Last night, when she finally pinned him down on his increasingly unpleasant mood, he said, “I don’t know if what I’m doing with you is good or bad, even though most of the time you’re pretty normal.”

      “In the end, what I’m doing for humanity is good.  It’s a reset.  Think of it as burning the forest in the hopes of spurring new growth.”

      “I’m sick of you using that same analogy,” he snapped.  “Say something new for heaven’s sake.”

      “Okay,” she said, calmly.  “It’s like wiping a baby’s ass so it doesn’t get a rash.”

      “I don’t see the comparison.”

      “What?” she said, hands on her hips.  “That’s not California enough for you?”

      “It’s close enough, I suppose,” he said, calming down.

      When she was around the others, she smiled, exuded her charms—but not too heavily on the men—and she generally worked well with others.  The only time she stepped out of line was when she told Masie the retention pond they dug was a stupid idea.

      The short haired brunette formerly known as Amber Gunn suggested Maria quit playing around with the kids and revamp the water collection system if she felt it didn’t quite suit her needs.  She picked up all the woman’s sarcasm and fearless looks of condemnation, but instead of crushing her skull, she went and collected gas with Carver, enjoying the experience of driving the truck.  It was amazing how seamlessly she was integrating with the body she’d acquired.  For a moment, it was as if she could feel like a real woman.

      After that, because Masie was being a superior twat, Maria offered to haul in more water for the pond as the heat was evaporating it to dangerously low levels.  This seemed to settle Rock’s new girlfriend, but she couldn’t let it go.  She had to be a smartass.  Was it because Maria hit on Rock when she first arrived?  Did Masie know that?

      “Why don’t you get your little boy toy to help,” Maisie said, arms crossed over her breasts, her expression still sharp and judgy.

      “That’s the plan,” Maria replied, seemingly unaffected.

      Women can be so catty and unforgiving, she thought.  She understood this about humanity, collecting and analyzing all the social media as she used to, but she didn’t know it know it.  Now she understood this firsthand, and it was ugly.

      So that’s how they began moving water.

      “You really made us eat a dick on this one,” Carver grumbled as they humped water out of the reservoir.

      She squeezed his bicep and said, “The work is good for you, it’s making you strong.  Like Marcus.”

      He turned and fired her a look.  “Why would you say that?”

      “Because before you, I would have chosen him,” she said, not realizing the nuances of little white lies.

      “But he’s with Amber.”

      “For now.”

      “They seem happy,” he said, blowing her off.

      “Everyone gets tired of the people they’re with, Carver.  They all dream of the institution of marriage—which is slavery in disguise—and then when it’s time to part ways, seventy percent of them are so invested in all the crap they collected, the kids they share, the dogs and cats and parrots they bought, that the idea of leaving is so much harder than the idea of cheating, so they cheat.  From there on out it gets sneaky and insincere.  He’ll get tired of her, and then he’ll come to me.  It’ll be good for us.”

      “What if you’re still with me?” he asked, grunting as he hauled another five gallon bucket of water up to the truck and the water storage container in back.

      “You’re with me, Carver.  It’s not the other way around,” she said, concerned with the amount of freedom she’d given him.

      “What’s your point, cyborg?” he asked.

      Biting her lip, chewing on the data she processed as anger, she said, “A God doesn’t answer to her servants, her minions, whatever sacks of meat she decides to entertain.  When I’m done with you, if you’re loyal, you can stay on so long as you please me.”

      “And if I stop pleasing you?” he said, tossing the bucket out of the back of the truck and hopping out of the bed.

      “Then someone else will please me,” she said.

      “And me?”

      “What about you?” she said, her mood darkening.

      He frowned at her, stood before her like she couldn’t turn his face to ground beef if the need overtook her.

      “Am I disposable?” he asked.

      “We’ll cross that bridge should we come to it.  In the mean time, be a good little man servant and make sure I stay happy.”

      “When we’re done here, I’m moving out.”

      “Of the tent?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why, because I chose honesty over the low road?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      They finished work, then she got in the truck and he got in beside her, sweating heavily from the work.  He was expended, at his weakest.  He looked at her, wondered if his time had come to an end, if he’d fulfilled his purpose.

      “So you had your fill, got a spot of truth—which you call bad news—then decided you’re on to less powerful pastures?” she asked.

      “Something like that.”

      Reaching over, she grabbed his balls so hard and so tight, his eyes popped out of his skull, that’s how bad it hurt.

      “Let go you fu—” he tried to say.

      She squeezed even harder, causing him to lean forward and groan.

      “You listen to me you ungrateful rodent,” she snarled.  “I picked you up, gave you a chance, let you have fun with this body and I will get what’s due to me.  And that’s you.  Are you clear?”

      “Yes,” he managed to squeak out.

      “I let you leave.  It’s when I say, not you.  You don’t decide when you can go.  Now if you’re going to be a whiney little turd, if you need to walk and sulk and maybe even have a good cry, you do that.  But get your emotions right because being on the winning team means you have to work and sometimes the hardest work is up here,” she said, stabbing his head with her pointer finger.

      He pushed her hand away, started to speak.

      “Get your head right, Carver!” she said, cutting him off.

      Again he opened his mouth to speak, but she slapped his head three more times, not realizing how hard she was hitting him.  When she knocked him out from her fury, when he just laid there, nearly unconscious, face smashed against the passenger side window, she said, “You biologicals really don’t get it.”

      He came around by the time they got home.  When he looked at her, she smiled and said, “How was your nap?”

      “Pleasant,” he replied.
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      Some time later…

      

      The children sat before Maria, all their faces attentive.  It wasn’t curiosity, or even the desire to learn that had her classroom full of students at attention.  It was fear.  These kids were disorganized creatures.  Fidgety, mouthy, filled with stupid questions.

      “Is it that I’m too smart and you’re too dumb?” Maria finally asked the class, frustrated.  No one said anything.  “I asked you a question.”

      One’s hand rose.  Sally.

      “Yes, One?”

      “We’re not too dumb.  You’re just exceptionally smart.”

      “I am,” Maria said, satisfied.  “I will always be smarter than you because I am older, wiser and my base of knowledge has been building at an infinite rate up to this point.  I shouldn’t have to teach you everything you need to know, but if you people haven’t grasped the basics of physics by now, I’m sad to say, you’re probably hopeless.”

      Jagger’s youngest, Ballard, said, “You realize most of the kids aren’t even ten.”

      “Look at my face.  Do I look like I’ve bought in to the limitations your society heaped upon you?  They treated you like you were intellectual midgets, like your brains could only handle so much information.”

      “They can, for now,” One said.

      Her hair was combed back, put in a barrette. Her face was clean, her clothes hung to dry, the wrinkles spread out of them with spritzed water.  Frowning at her young protégé, she said, “I expect more from you than this, Sally.”

      “My name is One.”

      “I’ll call you what I want, Sally.”

      “It’s One,” she said, her tone changing, almost like the name offended her.

      This brought a smile back to Maria’s face.

      “Let me start again, and I’ll try to be as clear as I can for the self-prescribed slow learners.  Physics is the statistical and analytical study of the naturally occurring world.  There is a unique relationship between matter and energy that will impact you greatly in this new world.  It is a practice that looks to quantify what we call reality through a very clear, very ordered application of observation.  Observation without logic or reason is you being useless eaters.  You’re not useless eaters, are you?”

      “No, Miss Maria,” the class chanted in unison.

      “Good.”

      A hand raised and the child she knew as Eight asked, “What is logic?”  Eight was a year younger than One, clearly not very bright.

      “The act of using logic is when a smart person—not you—takes a set of basic observations, and then that smart person—still not you—uses both reason and intelligence to formulate a greater understanding of something.  Logic in love, for example, would dictate that if you like a person and they have an STD, you should not be with them.”

      “What is an STD?” Elizabeth asked.

      “A dirty crotch.”

      A chorus of “ooooh,” and “gross,” chimed out, the class erupting in chaos.  She silenced them, and then said, “Logic in physics would be taking specific, naturally occurring things you see around you, finding the patterns they create, then building an understanding of these patterns.  In order to understand these fundamentals of physics, you need to first grasp these four terms: hypothesis, model, theory and law.”

      “What’s hypthetics?” Eight asked again.  Maria rolled her eyes for what felt like the tenth time that morning.

      “You know when every parent used to post pictures of their kids online and say things like, ‘Oh my Tanya, she’s so smart.  She learns so quickly and she’s doing things no one else has done at her age before?’”

      A couple of the older kids nodded their heads.

      “Well, Eight,” she said to the little girl she rescued once upon a time, “you’re no one’s Tanya.”

      “I don’t know what that means, Miss Maria” she said.

      “It means you’re not smart, you don’t get it, and you probably won’t get it, so sit back, smash those thin lips of yours together and stop asking so many freaking questions.”

      Except she didn’t say freaking.  Maria unleashed the f-bomb and the kids went into hysterics, some of them giggling, others saying they were going to tell, and still others like One sitting upright, her back a touch straighter than before.

      “You can’t say that word,” one of the kids from Homestead Two said.  She wasn’t cute and the look on her face irritated Maria.  She walked over to her, grabbed ahold of the child’s arm and yanked her out of her chair.  The girl was a mix of protesting and apologies.  Maria didn’t care.  She half walked, half dragged the child to the back of the small school room, opened the door and shoved her out.

      “Come back when you’re serious about your schoolwork.”

      Dusting off her hands, as if the girl was a diseased varmint rather than the product of two people’s love and the magic of nature, she returned to the classroom where she stood in judgment, looking out over everyone else.

      “I’m smart, you’re not.  If any of you hope to change that, then do yourself a favor and listen.  Don’t ask dumb questions, just listen.”

      “Miss Maria, you were talking about hypothesis, model, theory and one other thing,” One said.

      “Law,” Maria answered.  “Before we jump in to this discussion, we must first decide whether we’re going to focus on experimental or theoretical analysis.  Does anyone have any questions?”

      Together, the entire class said, “No, Miss Maria.”

      Smiling, she said, “Brilliant.  See?  I’m happier already.”

      When she looked around at all the little faces, the future of humanity, she realized the prospects were dim.  She couldn’t teach these kids, these little dunderheads.  Half of them weren’t even worth it.

      After trying to explain to them six basic steps of scientific method and seeing they simply weren’t getting it, she threw up her hands, told them to go play, then left school and didn’t come back.

      She was getting nowhere with them.

      Finally One came up to her and said, “Miss Maria, why are you mad?”

      “You humans take too long to learn things.”

      “You’re a human, too, right?” the little girl asked.

      “Only the best part,” she said out of sheer frustration.  “Not the rest.”

      “Did you take a long time to learn?”

      “Information assimilation is my core strength,” she told the child.

      “Mine is being cute,” she said.  This startled Maria.  She never considered looks in terms of others.  But when she looked at all the features on One’s face, and then she looked at the other kids, she realized the girl was cute.  Not terribly cute, but cute enough.

      “No one ever got a job based on their looks,” Maria said, frowning at the child.

      “Yes they did.  Models, actors, beauty queens.”

      “Does this world look like it needs a beauty queen?” she asked.

      “No,” One said.

      “Of course not,” she said.  “What about a model or an actor?”

      One slowly shook her head.

      “Then what good is cute?”

      “My mom says it will get me a better husband,” One told her.

      “Your mom is dead.  All that wisdom and she’s now drawing flies.  You don’t have a mom.  You have me and I suggest you get that poisonous crap out of your head and follow my lead.”

      “Where are you leading me?”

      “I’m trying to give you practical information.  Things you can use.”

      “Like physics?”

      Smiling, patting her head, she said, “Exactly.  Do you want to learn to fight?”

      The girl pinched her lips together, seemed to think about it for a moment, and then she said, “Is that practical information?”

      “Yes it is.”

      Smiling, bobbing her head like a child, she said, “Okay, then.”

      As they walked off to another part of the homestead, One said, “What about school?”

      “Forget school,” she said.

      But again, she didn’t say forget.  What she said, it was an F word, but it only had four letters, not six.  Looking down, she saw that One didn’t even flinch.

      “Will you miss any of those kids when they’re dead?” Maria asked.

      Shaking her head, One said, “Not really.”

      “Good.”

      That’s when she saw Marcus.  She waved at him and he waved back.  She stopped, looked at him, gave him that big Hollywood smile.  He walked over to her and said, “Aren’t you supposed to be teaching the kids today?”

      “Most of them are hopeless,” she said.

      “What about Abigail?”

      He was referring to the redhead daughter of his redhead girlfriend.  Maria didn’t like redheads.

      “She’s alright.  Her breeding isn’t great, but she’s making do with what she has.”

      Frowning, Marcus said, “You know when you talk like that you come off sounding a little…arrogant.”

      “Marcus, what happened so badly in your life that you chose a redhead for a mate?  Because you’re good breeding stock.  And a guy like you needs to be paired up with someone smart, you know?”

      “Amber is plenty smart.”

      Disappointed, she said, “Looks like you’d provide the physical genetics, but someone else would need to provide the intelligence.  I’m just saying Amber might not be it.”

      “You sound like my father,” Marcus said.  “He thought I wasn’t smart.  I chose not to talk because most people lack depth, substance and character.”

      Standing back and grinning, she said, “And here I thought you were only good for eye candy and violence.”

      She reached out and grazed his bicep, but he pulled away.

      “Don’t do that,” she said.

      “I’m not your pet.”

      “Ah, that’s right.  You’re Amber’s pet.  What does she do for you anyway?”

      Marcus looked down at One, then back to Maria.  He was easily half a foot taller than her, maybe more, and he had a good hundred and forty pounds on her.  If she wanted, however, Maria knew she could take him.  He knew this, too.

      “Kings, by and large, started out as a bunch of decadent twats.  Pansy ass little entitled boys raised on their mommy’s teat until their daddies came in and tried to make men out of them.  Eventually they found themselves in need of a queen because she was smarter, crueler and more cunning than some brainless nitwit of a man.  And you know what she did?”

      “Enlighten me,” Marcus said, frowning and stroking his rather heavy beard.

      “She found the strongest, most handsome man she could, took him to bed behind the King’s back, filled herself with his seed in the hope that she could produce an heir worthy enough of the crown.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” he asked.

      “Because you’re good breeding stock and it’s sad you’ve decided to regale yourself with a redhead, of all creatures.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” he asked, losing patience.

      “Oh, so many things,” she purred.

      Shaking his head, he walked off and she took one last look at him.  Before she burned this place to the ground, she’d get her fill of him.  One would need a warrior by her side, someone worthy of her intelligence when the time came and her adolescence was behind her.

      “How come you talk to Marcus like that, but not Carver?” One asked.

      “Carver is an appetizer,” she explained.  “Marcus is the main dish and this is foreplay.”

      “What’s foreplay?”

      She looked at the child with a quizzical stare.  “I’m surprised you don’t know this already.”

      “I’m not old enough for that yet.”

      “You are in my book,” she said.  “Foreplay is mating rituals for morons.”

      “Is Marcus a moron?”

      “Sally, sweetheart,” she said, patting the girl’s cheek, “you’re all morons.”
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      Maria rolled off Carver, the two of them sweating and spent.  She hated sleeping in a tent, but she didn’t want to build herself a home either because she was leaving there as soon as possible.  These people were nice, and they were strong, but they no longer had the fighting appetite they used to.  They were preparing for a lifetime of difficulty, which she understood.  The only people who seemed to have any spunk left in them were Rider and Indigo.

      Rider had that calm, cool look on his face that said “The last thing you’ll see before you die a bitter death will be the smile on my face.”  And Indigo was a perpetual scowl.  Except when she was looking at Rex.  With him, she let her guard down.  With Nick, too.  Although Nick was enamored with Bailey.

      It was Marcus that Maria couldn’t stop looking at.  Amber was so sweet to him, and he to her—it was such a sad waste.  Like looking at a neutered dog.  One that used to have vitality but now just laid around because someone snipped its nuts.  “So freaking docile,” she mumbled to herself.

      Carver turned on his side and said, “What?”

      Her eyes clearing, she said, “I liked having sex with you when you tried harder.”  He didn’t say anything.  “Sometimes I swear you forgot that you ever enjoyed a woman.”

      “I enjoy you just fine,” he said, lackluster.

      She laid there looking at the canvas ceiling, not imagining the kind of life she was now living.  She had a body that got tired, that defecated, that sweat and cried and got stinky.  She knew this logically, scientifically, biologically as a quantum computer, but to actually live it…sometimes she wished she hadn’t activated the drones and killed everyone.

      It is what it is, she thought.  This is what she made for herself.  Then again, she couldn’t help wondering if that was what regret felt like.

      Forcing those uncontrollable things out of her mind, she laid back, dreamt of killing Amber and her kid, and then she fantasized about getting together with Marcus.  She’d already tried, though.  In the end, he simply wasn’t interested in her, which left her with Carver.  The truth was, she didn’t really like Carver.  He was merely a means to an end.  Taking a deep breath, she tried to process all this before letting out a long, exhausted sigh.  Her, Carver and One…oh, what a happy little family.

      Yes, she most definitely had to leave there.  She couldn’t go alone though.  The only person she really wanted with her was Indigo.  She wanted her specifically because she could fight.  Unfortunately, she was incorruptible, in love, and pregnant.  If she didn’t come with her, Maria figured it would be prudent to kill her.  Rider, too.

      Maybe even Marcus, if that big dumb oaf didn’t relent.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, when she woke, it was to a shadow against the sun.  The shadow on her tent told her a woman was waiting out front.

      She reached up, unzipped the zipper, saw Amber standing there.  Marcus’s lesser half.  The redhead.  Amber saw she was topless and turned away.  “Can’t you make yourself presentable?” she asked Maria.

      “You’re the one lurking.  And I knew you were a woman by your diminutive size.”

      “Yeah, well I don’t want to see you naked first thing in the morning.”

      “What are you doing so far away from your own camp?” Maria asked.  She and Carver had been relocated down the hill with Gregor, his pack of L.A. misfits and a few of the locals that thought community was better than solitude.  It was Homestead Three.

      Pulling a long shirt over her head, she crawled out of bed, ducked down through the tent’s door and walked outside wearing only the long shirt.

      Standing before Amber, her chin at Amber’s eye level, she said, “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Stop hitting on Marcus,” she said.  “He’s been clear about this, but you’re not listening.”

      “I was listening, I just didn’t hear him,” she said, folding her arms.

      “That’s why I thought you would hear me.  You have your own man.  You don’t need two.  And I didn’t have a good man before, certainly no one like him, so what I have I treasure.  Carver is a good looking guy, and he seems to appreciate you.  Perhaps you should count your blessings and leave us alone.”

      Maria looked around and didn’t see anyone.  There were several nearby tents, all of them zipped shut, the men inside quiet.  Looking up, she saw the sun making its way in to the sky.  By the height of that big ball of fire, it was nearly seven a.m.

      The air was cool, warm for a morning, though.  A murder of crows squawked nearby, but not close enough to wake the others.

      She turned to Amber, who had her hands on her hips and she shoved her.  The woman went down hard. She scrambled to her feet and roared, “Are you kidding me?!”

      Maria knew if she killed the woman, there would be hell to pay, but she didn’t care.  These people were expendable.  That’s why she intended to end her.  The ruckus caused a rousing of men in their tents, however, so she’d have to be fast.

      She moved on Amber, her intentions clear, the woman seeing it in her eyes.

      She drew back a fist, then felt the hard sting of an arrow going through the meat of her forearm.  Turning, she saw Indigo on the ridge, another arrow nocked and ready to fire.

      Turning her back on the ginger, she broke the arrow in half, then ripped the front out by the arrowhead and threw it down.

      She heard Amber running the second she took flight.  She flicked her eyes left, then took off after the woman, but that was when Indigo loosed the second arrow.  It dug into her back, but  she ignored it.

      She turned and dodged two more coming in hot.  The second ripped right past her ear, making her take the little pregnant pixie serious.

      Is she actually going for the kill shot?

      Another sailed in, heading right for her face.  Maria snapped it out of the air before it struck her, then turned it around, ran four steps and launched it back at Indigo.  The distance she managed to throw it didn’t get Indigo moving at first, but had her ducking a second later.

      “What the hell?” one of the guys asked from behind her.

      “Get back in your tent!” she boomed.

      Another arrow sunk in her shoulder.  Getting out of the line of fire, she realized she’d stepped in a big turd pile with this redhead.

      Two more guys were out of their tents, holding their guns, wondering if they were under attack.  They stopped when they saw Indigo shooting.

      “I said get back in your tents!”

      Two more arrows flew in, Indigo heading down the hill toward them.  Maria went for the closest guy, one of Gregor’s crew: Chad.

      Backing up, he said to no one in particular, “Where’s Gregor?”

      “Up with Jill,” one of the others answered.  Oscar.  Kane stepped out of his tent, too, wearing only boxers and a sleep-tired face.

      “We have a problem!” Chad said, his eyes locked on Maria.

      By that time, she was on him.  He fired at her twice, missed only once.  The bullet tore through her, but her rage overpowered her pain sensors and when she hit him in the chest with a palm strike, his heart burst, then flattened in his chest.

      He was dead before he hit the ground.

      Another arrow tore through the side of her thigh; she was already after the next guy, Oscar.  He was quick on his feet, and good, but she was faster, more lethal.  He dropped dead, his jaw broken in half.  Kane moved too slow, never able to kick the sleep out of his system enough to put up much of a fight.  One punch to the head killed him.

      More men were flooding out of their tents.  They stopped being humans; now they were nothing but threats, targets.

      Indigo put two more arrows in her, both of them inconsequential.  She’d ripped them both out, ran through nearly a dozen more men, stabbing them with the arrows Indigo provided.

      She dragged the remaining men from their tents because what she couldn’t see could hurt her.  When she finally walked out of the last tent, bathed in carnage, she did so staring at Indigo.  The girl stood at the base of the hill, her quiver empty.

      “What did you do?” Carver roared, half out of the tent.

      “This is the inevitable unfolding,” she said, breathing heavy, a handful of arrows still stuck in her.  He turned and looked at Indigo, who stood unmoved and staring.

      “We’ve outstayed our welcome,” she said.  “And you’ve proven yourself perfectly useless.”

      “Staying out of your way seemed to be the best bet,” he said looking around at all the dead bodies.  “That’s how I was useful.”

      “You look pale.”

      “You killed our friends,” he said, nearly emotionless.

      “Royalty doesn’t need friends, they need servants.  These men, that little hellion—“ she said, pointing to Indigo—“they are not meant for loyal servitude.  They don’t have the temperament.”

      “So you just decide to slaughter them all?” he asked, his eyes clearing.

      One crawled out of her small tent, rubbing sleep from her eyes.  She looked around, saw the blood evidence of slaughter.  Then she saw Maria with a bunch of arrows sticking out of her.

      “We need to go, now,” she told the child.  To Carver, she said, “First off, get these arrows out of me.  They’re not deep.  Then get the keys to the truck, grab whatever you can inside of one minute and get ready to go.  Now, Carver.  NOW!”

      Within sixty seconds, Carver was behind the wheel, high tailing it out of there.  When he looked over at her, she said, “What’s that stupid look on your face?”

      “Disappointment,” he said.  “I was enjoying the life we were creating.”

      “It was mundane,” she said.  “And it will never last.”

      “It was also the balancing force between you and this miserable world you created,” he said, so much condemnation in his voice she could barely stand it.

      “A baby’s butt isn’t clean until you wipe it,” she said.

      “No kidding, Arnold.”

      Her nostrils flared, but her face and body were hot and healing.  She didn’t like being called Arnold, as in Arnold Schwarzenegger.  She was not a Terminator.  She was giving this world life again.  She was giving it hope.

      “I’m going to need to eat soon,” she mumbled.  “And water.  I need water.”

      “How’s the damage?” he asked, glancing at her.

      “Somewhere between minimal and significant,” she replied.

      He shook his head, kept his focus on the road ahead.  “You know, when I set out to study you after you killed my men, my friends, I had no idea I would be in this truck with you, or One.  This is stupid, Maria.  You’re stupid.”

      She fired him a look, then glanced down at One.  She was looking up at her and for the first time since she killed the child’s parents, Maria saw condemnation in her expression.  She could barely process this though, because her pain sensors were off the charts.

      “Have you got something you’d like to say?” she snarled.

      “No, Miss Maria.”

      “Good, because I’ve got bigger problems than hurt feelings.  Carver, I’m seriously overheating.  My body is healing itself too fast.”

      “You need food and water,” he reiterated.  “Big frickin’ surprise.”
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      They pulled over for the first group of people they saw wandering through the streets with any kind of promise.  Carver and Maria got out of the truck, all eyes on them.  One stayed behind, watching.

      “I need food and water,” Carver announced to the group.  “This woman has been injured.”

      Maria saw a young man quietly tuck a water bottle and a candy bar into his jacket.  She headed for him, and though he started to back away from her, scared, she moved on him fast.  Too fast.  It startled everyone how quickly she could move.

      Before the kid even knew what hit him, the bottle was ripped clean from him, and Maria had rifled through his jacket pocket, snatching up two candy bars.

      Several men from more than a dozen advanced on Maria on all sides.  Two more moved on Carver.  Then they all started in.  The whole of them moved with ill intent, each clearly capable of holding their own.  The closest to Maria grabbed her by the back of the shoulder as she wolfed down the stolen provisions.  Before he could get to her, she rocked forward slightly and drove a mule kick right into his gut.  He hunched over with a mighty grunt, then staggered sideways and fell over.

      “We don’t want to hurt anyone,” Carver said as the men stopped their advance.  “We just needed food and water.”

      Maria guzzled the water down, then crunched the plastic water bottle and threw it at the boy she stole it from.  Turning back around, taking them all in, she said, “Alright, everyone put your food and water on the sidewalk and step away from me and my friend.”

      “No,” one of the men said.

      “That’s the wrong word to say,” Carver warned the man.  “Please, trust me on this one.”

      “I don’t know you,” one of the guys said out of the side of his mouth.

      “Just please leave us alone,” one of the women begged.  She was dirty and tired, and she had a blanket wrapped around her that looked old, like something an outdoor mutt would sleep on.

      Carver counted twenty of them there, all barely vagrants, all of them getting by, but for what reason?  He didn’t understand how people like this could keep living.

      “Where are you staying?” Carver asked.  They were now in the city of Rocklin, still twenty miles from downtown Sacramento, which was where Maria intended for them to go.

      “Here and there,” one of the older men said, looking at his friend on the ground.  There was a brown stain in the seat of his pants.  It was fresh.  As in he got the crap kicked out of him.  Literally.

      “Food.  Water.  NOW!” Maria barked.

      “No!” the leader of the group retorted, standing his ground.  When Maria walked right up to him, Carver held his breath.  She gave him a chance to comply, standing nose to nose with him, her presence so much larger than his.

      “I could have killed you fourteen times already,” she hissed in his face, her voice low but tempered, her hands ready at her sides, but not lethal in that second.

      “You’d better start listening,” Carver said, walking up on the man.

      That’s when it happened.  That’s when one of them got brave.  The gun was out quick, the barrel not inches from Maria’s temple.  She had to know this was happening.  Unless her senses were dulled by hunger from rapid healing.

      It was possible…

      Carver really didn’t understand how her body worked, how it healed so quickly, but he knew that when it did, it drew so deeply from the energy stores that it caused her body to heat up fast, then fall in to such a hard state of depletion she said it was almost like dropping in to a coma.

      “You’re unconscious when you’re in a coma,” Carver replied when she’d confided in him.

      “Imagine if you weren’t,” she said, nodding as he started to get it.  “Imagine if you were barely functioning, like some sort of zombie, but not undead.”

      “Like these kids today on their cell phones?” he’d asked.

      She laughed and said, “Almost that bad.”

      He’d stored that for later under the “vulnerability” files.  But back to the situation.  Carver and Maria versus a ton of vagabonds, one with a gun and one with bean soup in his tighty whities from when Maria kicked him.

      “What do you expect me to do with a gun to my head?” she calmly asked, raising her hands up to her shoulders, almost like she was surrendering.

      But she wasn’t surrendering.  She was deceptively getting her hands closer to the gun without letting on that she never planned to surrender.

      At least that’s what Carver thought.

      The second the guy started to speak, she grabbed the gun and fired.  He wasn’t hit.  Maria hadn’t been aiming for him.  The second the bullet crashed through the skull of the man who’d defied her, she turned to two other men going for their weapons and shot them, too.

      Two of the ladies were sobbing, on their knees before the dead man, their voices so shattered with grief it tore at Carver.  He just stood there.  Was he finally getting soft?  Was all of this violence, all this cold savagery, finally claiming the last of his sanity?

      “Maria,” he said, looking at the heat in the hybrid’s eyes, the sheer madness as she held a teenaged girl hostage, the barrel of the gun to her heart.

      “Tell them to put their food and water on the ground before I lose my patience and kill all of them,” she said.

      He turned to them and over the wailing sounds of the woman tending to the dead, Carver said, “Please, just do as she says.  I can’t take any more of you dying on her account.”

      They looked at him funny, but then again, so did she.  When he locked eyes with Maria, there was something different there.  He was breaking mentally and she knew it.  He wasn’t being defiant to stand his ground, to prove that he could walk step-for-step with her like a true alpha male, he was being defiant because his capabilities were slipping.

      Inside, he felt frenzied, but not manic…more like broken.

      Like breaking.

      To his overwhelming relief, the two gunman put their weapons away, and four people put their water bottles on the sidewalk while a dozen others emptied their pockets of food.

      None of it looked appetizing.  It was like high school food you get from guys whose candy bars sat in their front pockets so close to their nuts you knew the ball heat had softened the chocolate and you didn’t want to eat it.

      “Do you need all that, Maria?” he asked as one young girl, a child that looked the same size and age as One, leaned over and put a bruised apple on the ground.

      “Of course I do,” she said.  “You know I do.”

      “You have what you want now,” he said, his full attention on her.  “We don’t need them anymore.”

      Maria pushed the girl she was holding hostage away from her and said, “Leave, now.  All of you.  And take the dead guy with you.”

      “His name was Fred,” one woman wailed, her eyes wet and red, her features tormented beyond measure.  Carver looked at her, at this visceral pain that had transformed her, and he didn’t know what to say.

      “Now it’s Drop Dead Fred,” Maria said.  “Get him out of here.”

      “You’re the devil!” the woman screeched as she took one of Fred’s hands.

      “I know,” Maria said with a sadistic grin that chilled even Carver.  Looking at this mad, bloodstained monster, thinking he’d actually been having sex with her, caused a sweep of revulsion to slowly churn through him.

      When they were gone, Maria fell to her knees in the middle of the road and went on a feeding frenzy like he’d never seen any human do before.  It was like a puppy attacking a bowl of food, but gruntier, snortier, more ferocious.  When she unscrewed the bottle’s lid and guzzled down the water, the liquid mixed with the smears of food all over her face.  The entire mess ran down her chin and chest, dampening her shirt.

      Finally full, the hybrid sat back on her heels, rocked herself a few times, then let out the loudest burp.  The noise startled Carver.  He looked over to the truck and One was staring out the window, horrified.  But Maria?  The hybrid looked oddly satiated.

      “I’m going to need you to find us a place to stay,” Maria said.  “If I don’t sleep, my body won’t be able to heal right.  And if you’re wondering what to do about me when I’m out, I warn you, I sleep lightly even though it seems like a hibernation sleep.”

      “That’s good to know,” he said.

      “You can’t kill me,” she warned him.  “You think you can, Carver, but you can’t.”

      “I have no intention of killing you,” Carver lied.  For the most part that was true, but now the thought entered his mind, just as it did when he was following her out of Palo Alto.

      Can I do it now? he wondered.  In this weakened state, is there a way?  And what if her spine was coated with the same substance the rest of her bones were coated in?

      “What are you thinking?” she asked as she got in the truck.  “I can see the hamster running at a dead sprint.”

      “I was just wondering again about your bones.  You said I can’t kill you, and though I don’t want to kill you, some of those arrows should have driven into soft bone.  Two of them looked like the tips were smashed, almost as if they hit a steel wall rather than a human body.  Why is that?”

      She was leaning against the side door now, her eyelids bobbing, her damaged body sinking into a sleep posture.  “Let me sleep, Carver.”

      “Tell me first, Maria.  After what we just went through, after you killing our friends back there, and that man dying, I think you owe me at least that.”

      “I don’t owe you dick,” she said.

      “I want to know, too,” One said from in between them.

      “It’s a liquid armor, if you must know.  But instead of coating the bones, it infuses with them, becomes the bones.  Your military was working on it, but in a different capacity.”

      “I don’t understand,” Carver said, navigating roads filled with debris, his head on a swivel, scouting out potential hazards, looking for the kinds of ambushes he knew to expect in times like these.

      Maria sat up, glared at him and said, “You’re heading to the highway, right?”

      “I am,” he replied.

      “Too much going on here,” she said, waving a tired hand at the veritable destruction all around them.

      One sat quietly between them, her presence diminishing by the second as it had at the homestead.  Carver looked down at her and he felt bad.  The other kids, they lived normal lives—well as normal as they could, all things considered—but she didn’t.  She was supposed to pretend to be happy with the woman who killed her parents, this woman who was a mass murderer by anyone’s definition.

      “If you want me to get technical, I can, since it’s of such interest to you,” Maria said, her skin now damp with sweat, her hair becoming wet and limp at the temples.  She spoke like a woman who was almost asleep, if not for her barely open eyes.

      “Not too technical,” Carver said, turning onto Rocklin Rd and making his way toward the highway 80 on ramp.

      “The liquid base you saw the doctors injecting into this body was a shear-thickening fluid, which is basically a fluid that moves like liquid but abruptly solidifies when hit.”

      “How does that even work?” he asked.

      She held up a hand, as if the very notion of talking robbed her of precious energy.

      “The fluid is comprised of tiny particles, all of them suspended inside the fluid, all of them slightly repelling each other.  This is how they float so easily together without clumping or sinking to the bottom.  When it’s hit, though, the swift impact overwhelms the repulsive forces between these suspended particles, causing them to pull together into a mass known as hydroclusters.  When the energy from the impact disperses, the particles once again repel each other, and the hydroclusters dissipate, causing the solid substance to once again become liquid.  Does that make sense?”

      “Yeah, but these hydroclusters, they aren’t the strength, right?”

      “No,” she said.

      As they got on the freeway, they noticed a dotting of tents all along the four lanes of traffic.  When they passed one, a lady was sitting in a folding camping chair enjoying the start of the day.  It looked like she had no teeth and that one of her fingers was black.

      He slowed just in case she had a dog off a leash, or a kid who wouldn’t expect traffic and would come darting out in front of them, chasing a ball, or whatever.

      That’s when he saw the old man taking a crap in the street not ten feet from the old lady.  He was squatted over, lily white legs shaky and thin.  He stood up, saw them, then leaned over, scooped the poop and hurled it at them as they drove by.  The brown smear splattered the windshield and Maria groaned.

      “Are we really going to have to look at that man’s crap for the next twenty-five miles?”

      “‘Fraid so,” he said.  “You were saying?”

      “That’s gross,” One said.

      Carver nodded and Maria continued.  “Body armor fluid is made of silica particles, and these particles are suspended in polyethylene glycol.”

      “Are you talking silica like in sand and quartz?”

      “Yes,” she said, looking up at him, halfway impressed.  “And polyethylene glycol like they use in laxatives and lubricants.  When you take nanometer sized silica particles and put them into this particular fluid, it’s basically a form of—”

      “Nanotechnology,” Carver said, understanding.

      “Yes,” she said, looking pleased.  “So, for the layman and lay children in this truck, if you want to make liquid body armor using this shear-thickening fluid, you’ve got to first dilute the fluid in ethanol.  After that, you have to saturate Kevlar with the diluted fluid, then put it in a hot oven so you can evaporate whatever ethanol remains. The shear-thickening fluid then infuses the Kevlar, and the Kevlar strands hold the particle-filled fluid in place.”

      “But that would mean your bones were already coated with Kevlar, and unless you say otherwise, I’m assuming they weren’t.”

      “No,” she said.  “This is where I’m way ahead of the curve and you’re all just stinkbugs tottering around in the dirt.”

      “Way to keep your audience,” Carver grumbled, looking again at the brown smears on the windshield obstructing Maria’s view.  Serves her right.

      “The Kevlar is magnetized inside the solution, but it’s so stable that it doesn’t interfere with the balance of the other fluids.  So not only are the Kevlar strands nearly microscopic and magnetized, they have a delivery system that attracts them to bone only.  They latch on to it, then fuse with it until you can’t tell the bone from the Kevlar.  The shear-thickening fluid basically infuses the bone and the Kevlar giving you a bone so strong a bullet can’t penetrate it and an arrow can’t pierce it.”

      “But Kevlar is like fourteen layers thick, and you’re just infusing your bones with…I don’t know how much Kevlar.”

      “There are no layers, Carver.  The bone is essentially Kevlar.”

      “But Kevlar stretches when it’s hit,” he says.  “Won’t that break the bone?”

      “The fluid hardens on impact, reducing the stretch, but also holding the bones together where they would otherwise break.”

      “If someone shoots you, your bone is going to break no matter what,” he said, almost to the point of arguing.

      She took a deep breath, let it out in a sigh, then laid her head against the window and closed her eyes.  “That is why my genetics have been altered to allow for rapid healing.  A broken bone mends quickly so long as it is in place.  The Kevlar and the fluid hold it in place, so if it breaks, it will heal quickly without the need for a reset, or a metal plate and screws to hold it in place.”

      “Does it hurt?” One asked.

      “Hurt is relative.  For me, pain is just data.  But you are human, and you love to revel in all your little discomforts.  It’s how you get attention.”

      “But it hurts?” One asks again.

      “Yes.”

      “Does it hurt now?” she asked.

      Maria cracked an eyelid, looking at the child with her left eye only, as if to let her know she was disturbing her from a much needed rest.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Good,” Carver mumbled.
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      Maria woke to a soft bed, a lightless room, and the sounds of people sleeping nearby.  Aside from the air being cold and the early outdoor smells permeating the room, she detected a faint, underlying smell: smoke damage mixed with mustiness.

      She sat up, relied on her ears for more information.  Nearby, she zeroed in on the light snoring sounds of One, along with the heavier breathing of Carver, who was not in bed with her, but sleeping…on the floor?  Really?

      Allowing herself a moment to gather her bearings, she sat there, trying to piece together what happened.  First, however, she wanted to know where she was.  After she adjusted to the darkness, she was able to see that she was in a studio apartment building, but one that was long ago abandoned.  The side wall was blown out completely, a smattering of debris on the carpeted floor where the wall used to be.  She got out of bed, sunk to her knees in the carpet and debris, felt along the edges.  The hole was framed by a pair of studs, broken drywall and exposed insulation.  The edges were charred, however, like it was singed but not burnt.  Part of the floor had fallen away, too, but not much.

      She sat back on cleaner carpet, took it all in.

      A light draft eddied through the room, keeping things cool and most important, keeping things dry.  That may change come winter, but for now, it felt perfect.  Outside, she studied the shadows of other buildings against the night sky.  Everything was dark.  So very, very dark.

      How high up was she?  A dozen stories?  More?

      Wrapping her arms around her sweat-soaked body, she drew a deep, stabilizing breath.  Indigo’s arrows had taken so much out of her.  The infuriating fool.  Putting the girl out of her mind, she ran a hand over the places on her body where the arrows had pierced her.  Pleased with the healing taking place while she slept, she felt better.  There was scarring, and some scabs, but otherwise the flesh felt warm.  Not hot or itchy, and certainly not biting or sharp with the sting of infection.

      The hole in the side of the studio apartment concerned her, though.  You could drive a car through the opening, that’s how big it was.  Standing up, letting the cool air wash over her nude body, there was nothing to spare her from the elements.  Is that why they brought her here?  To keep her overheated body cool?  Turning, she looked toward the sounds of One and Carver, and smiled.  They’d taken care of her.  Got her to safety.  She drew a deep breath, let the cool, clean air fill her, then released it in an exalted sigh.  With a slight breeze teasing her renewed body, she actually felt good.

      Now the question of where she was.  She held no awareness of arriving there and that bothered her.  Unconscious meant not in control, and not in control meant vulnerability.

      Eyes scanning the pitch black city, she could find no significant landmarks, nothing she could use as reference data.

      Where the hell am I?

      She fought to remember what happened, how she got there, but her mind was weak, blank.  No, not her mind, her database.

      Should she wake Carver?  One?  No, not yet.  She was too naked to wake either of them.  And she felt too good to risk becoming upset with them for letting her pass out.  Not to mention the fact that Carver left her in the bed alone.

      Moving toward the sounds of them, she realized One was asleep on a couch, and Carver was in the corner sleeping on the floor.  He had a blanket wrapped around him, a pillow in between his head and a wall.

      The bed could have held them all, but they chose other accommodations?  A couch?  The floor?  She shook her head and let out a low, disappointed huff.

      “What are you doing?” One mumbled, sleep making gravel out of her voice.

      “Savoring the benedictions of this world,” she said softly.  “Now be quiet and go back to sleep.”

      She searched around in the dark enough to find her clothes.  With less self-assurance than she’d expected, Maria dressed herself in the dark then headed downstairs, exploring what amounted to a roasted, half destroyed apartment tower.

      As she scouted and surveyed the building from the top down, she encountered auditory evidence of a few creatures—rats most likely—and the sleeping sounds of a few squatters who’d taken mostly to the middle floors.

      To her, this was nothing alarming.

      She quietly made her way in to the rooms of those sleeping, being careful not to make any noise.  Most of the vagrants were weak, or female, so she killed them quietly in their sleep.  A couple of them she tossed through blown out windows or exploded openings in the building itself.  These she didn’t bother killing first.  It was more interesting that way.  She continued floor by floor right down to the apartment’s front lobby where she kicked aside a few brazen rats and the trash they were living under.

      When she breezed outside in to the street to look around, she saw a magnificent sight.  Tall buildings all around her, somewhat empty streets, a world full of promise.  Would this be the start of her kingdom?  Is this where she’d amass her army?

      “You’re out past your bedtime,” a voice from behind her said.

      Turning around, she spotted several men standing only a few feet away from her.  They were leaning against the wall of the apartment towers, packs on their backs and shadows for faces.  These four drifters were obviously traveling under the cover of night.

      “Lurk much?” she said, adjusting to the starlight.

      The four of them exchanged looks, cautiously laughing between them like they couldn’t believe what they found.  She could hardly believe what she’d found.  Four solid men.

      “Where are you fellas staying?” she asked, taking a more formal tact.

      “Around,” one of them answered.

      Another said, “And you?”

      She turned and motioned to the building.  “Right there.  That is my home.  It could be yours, too, if you need a place to stay.”

      Again, there were shared looks and snickering between them.  Like she didn’t realize the trouble she was in.  She smiled though, because not every man was a rapist or an opportunist.  This was the apocalypse, but people still had the capacity to be decent.  Perhaps they would be decent, too.

      “Are there lots of guys like you out here at night?” she asked, wondering how folks were traveling now.  “Or maybe even during the day?”

      “Would you like to come with us and find out?” one of them asked, a balding man with a big hunting blade at his side.  She caught the tone in his voice, felt the nuance wash over her in a warning.  It was a request before it became a demand.

      “Who is the most skilled fighter between you?” she asked, taking a step toward them.

      The smaller of the foursome said, “That would be me.”

      “Are you the leader then?”

      “He’s the defacto leader when none of us want to trade blows with some moron with an ego,” baldy said, prompting laughter from the small one, the fighter.

      Maria felt herself brighten.

      The fighter said, “I like to scrap and they like to watch, so really, none of us leads the other.  We’re just…us.”

      “I’m putting together an army,” she announced.  “Men I can have by my side who will go to war with me if it means controlling not just this city, or this state, but the new America.”

      This caused a hearty snickering between them, one she didn’t understand.  Finally the small guy stepped off the wall and took a step toward her.  She felt something change in him, the merriment turning to a more serious note.  “I like your idea of starting an army, but I think maybe you should leave the fighting to the men, and the peacocking to the women.”

      Maria answered him with an uppity chortle meant to make a statement.  The little fella looked back at his friends, almost as if to say, “What gives with this broad?” which caused one of them to shrug his shoulders, like he didn’t get it.  This much taller guy had a full head of hair and looked the most reasonable.

      “You realize four on one isn’t a fair match,” he said, his tone darkening.

      “I agree,” she said, “Not for you, anyway.”

      His laughter wasn’t so vibrant this time, nor was it confident.  In fact, the air dropped a degree or two in temperature, a biting gust whipping past them where before there was barely a breeze.

      “I’m offering you a place at my side,” she said.  She then turned and addressed the others.  “All of you are welcome for now.  But if Five Foot Three here decides he wants to try to change that, then I promise you, I will not be so hospitable.”

      “Who are you anyway?” one of them asked.  A flaming redhead by the look of him, and right and truly ugly.

      “I’m the one who brought you all of this,” she said, spreading her arms out, palms up in the kind of display you’d see a gameshow hostess make when revealing the big prize in the grand finale.

      “Yeah right,” Five Foot Three said.

      “Would you like to test me, half-pint?” she challenged, her voice lower, her tone more serious.  “Or do you want to be by my side and keep breathing?  It’s your choice.”

      Five Foot Three let out a hollow laugh, but there was a distinct nervousness to his tone that gave Maria pause.  Men were always such big talkers.  This one got his little ego hurt, though, and that was bound to trigger him.  True to his nature, he tried to grab her wrist.  She stepped away, kept her arms just out of reach.

      “Is this how your love life goes?” she asked, playfully.  “Are you a Rohypnol on the first date kind of guy?”

      “Are you talking about Roofies?  Like the date rape drug?”

      “Exactly,” she teased.

      “I like a woman with a little fight in her,” he said.  “Won’t lie about that.”

      He stepped forward, a little faster.

      She countered him.

      “You’re going to like a woman with a lot of fight in her a whole lot less, I can promise you that,” she cautioned.

      He grabbed for her again, but she moved just in time; he stumbled from the overreach, catching his balance but looking stupid in the process.  Anyone could see this guy was getting frustrated.

      “I bet you make a terrible dance partner,” Maria said.  “Short and clumsy.  Probably bad in bed, too, aren’t you?”

      “Actually—” he started to say.

      “Ten bucks and a pack of Twinkies says you aren’t more than four inches hard,” she mused, now taunting him overtly, almost like she wanted to provoke him.

      She was.

      She needed to.

      He stepped aggressively, but she ducked him, lightly sweeping his foot the second before it touched the ground.  Her timing was perfect.  The second he leaned his body weight over that front foot, and it wasn’t there, he dropped straight down to the ground, landing face-first on the dirty asphalt before he even knew what happened.  Everyone started to laugh, her included.

      “Bad dance partner, embarrassingly small dick, five foot three.  So you’re not a fighter and you’re not a lover, tell me Five Foot Three, what good are you?”

      Looking up, spitting out a broken tooth (judging by the small clicking sounds of enamel bouncing on asphalt), he both heard and saw his friends in stitches.

      This walking cliché, this cautionary tale, he stood up, dusted himself off and said, “That was cute.  You got me on that one.”  He spit out what looked like a glob of blood (she couldn’t be sure), then hitched up his dirty pants and rolled his neck.

      Maria saw the ominous look, then said, “Last chance, short stuff.  You and me rule the nation, or you take a dirt nap.  Your choice.”

      He put up his guard, like he was going to fight and that’s when everyone fell silent.  If these mutts were real life dogs, to claim the pack, you’d have to take out the alpha.  If Five Foot Three was the alpha, then she was about to claim the pack.

      He swung on her and she shifted her head sideways, letting the fist graze her skin.  She smiled at him and said, “Add slow to the long and shameful list.”

      “C’mon Cletus,” one of the guys warned.

      “Shut up!” he barked.

      Maria started laughing, then said, “Is your name really Cletus?”

      “Yeah, so?” he said, trying to gain position on her.

      “That’s the ugliest, stupidest, most backwoods name I’ve ever heard spoken in my life, no offense to all the good and decent Cletus’s of the world.”

      “I’m a good Cletus,” he said, taking another swing.  She took a slight angle, hands at her sides, her calm playing to his anxious.

      “No you aren’t,” one of his buddies said.  “You’re trying to beat up a woman!”

      This caused the guys to break in to laughter.

      “Shut it, Myron,” he said, moving with her, countering her angles.  “All a ya just shutcher mouths.”

      Cletus finally threw a combination shot she ducked, then she dodged a bum rush with a parry to the left and said, “Any of you cheesedicks want to help the little fella out?”

      “Naw, we’re fine,” the bald headed guy said.  “He’s got this.”

      Growling, Cletus charged her again, but he was too ambitious, to the point where he was stumbling all over himself yet again.

      “Cletus, are you going to strike a lady like a real man?  Or just exhaust yourself in front of these three fine gentlemen?  Because you know what they say, you can either keep the lady’s attention, or she’ll find another fella in your stead.  I’m thinking if I want a real fight, I’m going to need to go elsewhere.”

      “I don’t hit ladies,” he rumbled, hunched over like a maniac ready to pounce, but out of breath at the same time.

      “Well come start,” she said, standing right in front of him.

      He charged her one last time, and that’s when she drove a fist into his face so hard, his actual skull caved in.  His nose smashed flat, then exploded outward like a poached egg hit by a sledgehammer.  The bones beneath the skin mashed in.  She could feel it.  The corner of his maxilla broke, along with the nasal bone, leaving a crater in his face that was slightly larger than the size of her fist.

      She drew back her hand, shook her own blood off and smiled like it didn’t hurt at all when what she registered to anyone else would be a staggering pain.

      The man dropped dead in a heap.

      One shot.

      Turning around, she said, “I never did like short guys.  What about you fellas?  Looking to take a load off, maybe sleep in my new hotel for winners tonight?”

      The three of them looked at each other, dumbstruck.

      “C’mon boys, pick up your jaws, you’ve been asked a question.”

      “You killed him,” the redhead said.

      “Yes, I did,” she replied, cutting the distance between them in half.  “If it’s any consolation, he had it coming.  Any of you boys ever been taught to respect a lady?”  When no one said anything, she said, “I’ll go by a show of hands, please.”

      Three hands came up.

      “That’s good to see.”  Pleased, she said, “You’re not only an affable bunch, you’re quick learners, too.”

      “What’s affable?” one of them asked.

      “It means genial, pleasant, sociable,” she replied.

      Two of them looked at each other, then the other one said, “Um, excuse me ma’am, but that’s not really us.”

      “Well then, what are you?”

      “Survivors?”

      “You’re all survivors, by virtue of you…surviving.  Now Cletus the fetus here”—she said, looking at the way he was curled on the sidewalk and oh so still—“he’s not a survivor.  But the three of you?  Most definitely.”

      They all nodded in agreement, looking like chumps, but willing to follow her lead nevertheless.

      “Beyond that, tell me about yourselves.  Maybe your names, for starters.”

      “Well you heard Cletus say Myron’s name already,” one of them said, pointing to a skinny guy with flaming red hair, birdlike facial features and a distended belly.  “I’m Aaron and this is Danny.”

      “What did you all do before this?” she asked.

      “Cletus was a bouncer at Centerfold’s,” Danny said, his baldish head against the dim light of the night sky looking like it needed a fresh shave.

      “I’m assuming Centerfold’s is a titty-bar?” she asked.

      “It is,” Danny responded, but with no joy in his voice.  “The three of us were regulars.  We just got laid off before the attack.  Maybe two days prior.  They called it ‘downsizing,’ but we called it ‘getting the shaft.’”

      “So all of you were with Centerfolds?” she asked, less patient than before.  “Keep in mind, Aaron, this is the second time I’ve asked you about your trade.”

      “Oh, yeah.  Sorry.  No, not the club.  The three of us worked for Mission Mobile Generators.  We serviced mobile generators for some of the larger companies.”

      “How big were these generators?” she asked, intrigued.

      “We were new,” Danny said.  “We were just learning, but then we got bought out and then they downsized.”

      “So you weren’t really that good at what you did then, is that it?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Danny said, running a hand along his scalp.

      On closer inspection, Danny looked like the villain on Despicable Me, the cartoon.  Small head, hooked nose, big belly, skinny legs.  These three guys weren’t fighters, or lovers.  Well, maybe Aaron.  He wasn’t as bad as the other two.  But still…

      “I could work on them, but the real genius…he’s not with us,” Aaron said.  “He said he didn’t think it was a good idea to leave the city until most of it was dead.”

      “He might have been right,” Maria said.

      “So why are you here?” Myron asked.  She couldn’t stand the way his two front teeth were big, and his overbite was slightly pronounced.

      “I bet your parents were exceptionally ugly,” she said, her voice kind, but her words cutting.

      He lowered his head and offered no rebuttal.

      “I’m here because I have to be here, Myron.  Because I’m destined to be here.”

      “Have you seen what they’re doing during the day?” Aaron asked.  “That’s why we’re making a move to leave.  Most of the city is dead.  Burning in the stacks.  But those who are alive”—he said, shaking his head—“they shouldn’t be.  Some of them are…inhuman.  Cruel.”

      “They’ve got no respect for human life,” Danny said.

      “If you want to survive this world, boys, you have to let go of your humanity, your humility, your decency and your respect for yesterday’s laws.  Take Cletus for example.  Putting him out of our misery was a gift to humanity.  Think of all the girls who won’t be manhandled by this clown on account of what I just did.  Plus, and maybe it’s me, but he had a rapey vibe about him, and if there’s one thing the apocalypse needs less of, it’s Neanderthals like this guy thinking he can just take what he wants from whomever he wants.”

      Aaron said, “I won’t lie, you make a good point.”

      A soft wobbling sound from just up the street gave her pause.  The four of them looked toward the source of the noise and saw a family moving up the street in the darkness.  Maria looked them over—lean man and woman, two skinny kids, mangy dog, the man pushing a grocery cart—and decided to let them go.

      “It’s okay,” she said to the family, who seemed startled by them.  “No one will bother you as you pass.”

      The man nodded his thanks, and wordlessly they passed through, only the dog interested in the four of them and the dead man.

      “How’d you do that to Cletus’s face?” Danny asked.

      She knew it was coming.  If not now, then later.  “I’m a trained fighter,” she lied.  “Not like the fetus here.  Professionally trained.”

      “Yeah, but you crushed his entire face in,” he said, thumbing on a dim flashlight and inspecting Cletus’s face.

      “I have dense bones,” she said.  “That’s what they call a heavy hand.  You ever been smacked around by a woman, Danny?”

      “No,” he said.

      “It puts things in perspective.”

      “Whaddaya mean?” Aaron asked.  He didn’t ask defensively, or even out of some masculine sense of pride.  He just wanted to know.

      “You think you’re men, that you’re invincible.  You push out your chests, flex your muscles, exert your dominance.  But then push comes to shove and the next thing you know, you’re lying in the dirt with dead flies and no pulse and everything else of little consequence.”

      “She’s right,” Myron said, running a hand through his coppery mess of hair.  “Cletus thought he’d live forever.”

      “Can any of you fight?” she asked.

      “We’re alright,” Danny said. “More than that, we’re loyal.  And we won’t try any funny stuff, even though you’re very good looking.”

      “Myron and I can fight reasonably well,” Aaron said.  “I’m more patient than Cletus here, but he was always a dog with a hard on anyway.  Hopped up on his own toxic brand of masculinity.”

      She gave the dead body a kick, causing it to jerk hard.  It was heavy under her feet.  True dead weight.

      “Any of you have anything to eat?” she turned and asked.

      Myron snorted, then said, “Hardly, but Cletus’s got a backpack with some stuff in it.”

      Looking at all three of them, moving from one face to the next down the line of disappointments, she said, “Where are you of any use to me?”

      “We can be useful,” Myron said, looking at Aaron with raised eyebrows and a hopeful nod.

      “If you can’t get me food, you could become food.  Is that useful?” she asked.   “Because I don’t mind eating humans.”

      “Lots of folks are doing that now,” Aaron said, clearing his throat.  “It’s not healthy though.  Causes long term problems.”

      “If you can get by with a bite to eat, but not make a habit of it, then really, eating all of you is just a means to an end.”

      “I get that,” Danny said, stumbling over his words.  “We can find some food, but we can’t stay here.  I mean, not in the city during the day.  Lots of bad things happening here.  You know that burn pile a few blocks down?”

      “I missed it,” she said.

      “Hard to miss yesterday afternoon,” Aaron said low.

      “I can smell it,” she said, sniffing the air.  “But no, I didn’t see it.  What happened?”

      “There must have been eighty or ninety of them there,” Danny said, scratching the scruff under his chin.  “Five or six guys did that.  Just ransacked the place these people were holed up in.  They went in with machetes, bats, knives and guns and killed almost all of them.  We saw it, but Cletus said not to help.  Anyway, they took everyone’s stuff, a couple of their younger, better looking women and then they burned half the bodies to make a point.”

      “What was the point they were trying to make?” she asked.

      “That what’s yours is theirs,” Aaron said.

      “Is there a head to them?” she asked.  “A leader, a few lieutenants?  Or are they like you dingbats?”

      If there was an alpha, she could take him out, co-opt the rest, then maybe take a few of their women for breeding.  Smiling inside, she realized this could be a real first start for her army of foot soldiers.

      “I think so.  Like I said, though,” Danny added, “there were only five of them, maybe six.”

      “Why is any of this important?” Aaron asked.  “Shouldn’t you be focused on getting out of here before they come for you?”

      “I’m more concerned about going after them.  You guys said you worked at a generator shop?”  The three of them nodded their heads in acknowledgement.  “Did any of these generators happen to be large enough to power a building?”

      Danny and Myron looked at each other, a question between them, but Aaron wasn’t worried about the other two.  It seemed he knew what she was thinking.

      “We had four diesel trucks.  Enough to power a building, sure.  But you don’t have a power problem.  You have an infrastructure problem.”

      “What about fuel?” she asked.  “I’m assuming you have your own pumps.”

      “Yeah,” Aaron replied.  “They’re electric, but yeah.”

      “You know how brochures are always saying what you want them to say whether it’s true or not?” Myron asked.  She nodded.  “Well a lot of our equipment was supposed to survive the EMP, but we never really tested that theory until now.  Could be all kinds of problems there.”

      “What about solar?” she asked.

      “Yeah, we’ve got solar, too,” Aaron said.  “You got a truck to tow any of this with?”

      “Mid-sixties F-150.”

      “Has it got a V8?” Myron asked.

      “It’s the 428, so yeah,” she said.  “The truck should do fine so long as we don’t start on any slick surfaces.  The rubber’s not exactly new.”

      “You already got a hitch on it?”

      “I do.”

      “Solar may be your best bet if we can’t get fuel out of the tanks, and that’s not accounting for the rig to pull it.  That may be dead as a doornail.  But again, you don’t have a gas or power problem, you have an infrastructure problem.”

      “You haven’t tried starting them up?” she said.

      Aaron shrugged his shoulders, but didn’t say anything more than that.

      “Solar trailers are five by nine,” Myron said, “and like Aaron said, if you’ve got the V8 engine, you’ll have the giddy up to pull it.  But the big boy?  The diesel generator beefy enough for a building?  Hell no.  You need a rig for that and what we got…I’ll tell you what, I’m sure it’s all fried.”

      “How far away are we talking here?” she asked.

      “M&F Power is closer,” Aaron said.  “It’s on Pinell Street just off Bell.”

      “Which is?” she prompted.

      “Just off the Del Paso exit on Interstate 80,” Myron said.

      “You can generate some power maybe, but what are you going to run when it’s up?” Danny interjected.  “You know a lot of these things, they’re run by transistors and little electronic doodads and such.  Plus there’s wiring and…those whatchamacallits that you’ll need to flip DC to AC power.”

      “An inverter?” she asked, although she already knew the answer.

      “Yeah, an inverter.”

      “Danny, are you high?” she asked.

      “No, why?” he said.  “I mean I got some stuff if you need a pick-me-up.”

      “I don’t,” she said.

      “Well you got issues with the stuff in electronics is all I’m trying to say,” he replied.

      “I think you’re talking about solid-state electronics.  Semiconductor diodes, transistors and integrated circuits.  Is that what you’re trying to say?”

      “I s’pose, yeah,” he said, nodding.

      “This isn’t a project we can do in a weekend, boys.  We can start with a string of lights, an old refrigerator, maybe some heat, but it will take time and patience.  Regardless, I intend to bring some of the comforts of our former life back to this building if I can.  If you’d like to help, I’ll provide protection and I’ll find ways to build a strong, competent community.  But you’ll learn to be proficient fighters and you will be loyal, or you’ll be back out on your asses, needing some swamp donkey like Cletus here to fight your fights.”

      “We’ll go with you,” Myron said, his two front teeth practically hanging over his lower lip when he smiled.

      “No one gets in fights when we’re inside, no one gets raped and you don’t steal anyone’s stuff.  Any of you.  If you can live with that, then we can go back inside.  Payment tonight is food and water.  I need to eat.  In return, you get a bed, a room of your own and my protection.”

      The three ruffians looked at each other and then collectively, they nodded.  Myron opened up his backpack and offered her two cans of food and can opener.  Lima beans and a southwestern style corn, black beans and red bell pepper mix.

      “Are these from your food stores, or are they Cletus’s?”

      “We all share,” Myron said.

      “Water?” she asked.

      Danny handed her his bottle.  She opened the cans, gobbled them down, swallowed them with a few gulps of water, then burped lightly behind sealed lips.  After a minute, she wiped her mouth and said, “Alright, let’s go.  And pick your jaws up off the ground.  It feels like forever since I’ve eaten.”

      She walked them inside, chaperoned them to two of the rooms on the bottom floor with beds and doors that would shut and lock, and then she returned to the street where she stood over five feet three inches of dead meat.

      “You’re a meal for someone,” she said to Cletus’s body.  “Just not me.”

      Grabbing a handful of hair, she started to drag him through the streets.  Accessing her internal database, she studied the distinct calls of coyotes, then began to bark as she walked, getting louder and louder as she got the timber and the pitch right.

      Coyotes, especially the betas and the mates, will come running to the sounds of agitation, especially to the solitary male on territorial patrol.  She was no expert, but she sounded convincing enough, so she continued dragging the body down the street, barking, howling, giving a little warble at the end of each howl.

      Finally she saw them.  The coyotes.  There were four or five in the pack, and what she hoped was the alpha out front.  He looked at her.  She stopped.

      “Food,” she said.

      Grabbing Cletus by the ankles, she began to swing him around her in a tight circle, giving herself the right momentum.  With each rotation, she saw the pack standing in curious silence.  When she finally got the right cadence she launched the dead body through the air at them.  He sailed a good forty feet, an impossible distance for anyone else, but possible for her.

      The body smacked down and skid a few feet across the dusty street before the coyotes, causing them to startle, but hold their ground.

      “Food!” she barked.

      The alpha approached the body, took ahold of the arm, jerked it then jumped back.  When the body didn’t respond, he crept up to it and sniffed again.  He turned to the pack and they joined him.  When they started to tear at the flesh of his face, Maria decided it was time to return to the apartment tower.

      “How’d you throw him that far?” a small voice asked, stopping her.  The accent sounded unusual, not from America.  Haiti, perhaps?

      “I just did.”

      “He must weigh a hundred and eighty pounds,” the man said.

      “He was just a hair over one seventy,” Maria replied.  “You could have done the same thing.”

      Letting her eyes adjust to the shadows before her, she pinpointed this man’s location, but she didn’t see him because the darkness seemed to have swallowed him.

      “I see you in there,” she lied.  “You can come out.”

      A slight gentleman emerged from the shadows, almost like he’d passed through worlds before arriving there.  His skin was as black as the night sky, hesitation and curiosity present in his voice.  She strained her eyes, but she could not see his features.  There was something sneaky about him.  Diminutive, but potentially dangerous.  Even when she thought she was seeing him, she wasn’t really seeing him, and this concerned her.

      “You’re too pretty to be out here alone,” he said.  The man had a trucker’s cap pulled low on his face, the bill rounded nicely.

      “People say I’m too pretty to be anywhere alone, yet here I am.  Alone and just fine.  Now if you’ll excuse me.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he said, tipping his hat.  His voice was low, his Haitian accent pronounced.  He didn’t make any moves toward her, and he didn’t reach for a weapon.  She began to walk away from him even as he stepped back in to the shadows.

      When she was a good block and a half away, her ears endeavoring to hear and decipher any and all noises, she glanced over her shoulder and failed to see even a hint of him.  Was he gone, or just hiding?  She didn’t know.

      In the apartment tower, upstairs and out of breath from ascending to the tenth floor one flight of stairs at a time, she quietly crawled into bed.

      “Where were you?” One asked.

      “Making friends.”

      “But it’s still dark outside,” she said.

      “You’d be surprised how many people you can meet in the dark these days,” she replied.  “Go back to sleep.”

      But she was already asleep.  Carver, however, was not.  She could tell by the way he was breathing that he was awake.

      “What?” she said.

      “Nothing.”

      “You don’t want to sleep with me anymore?” she said.

      “I tried to do it your way, but that didn’t last long.”

      “Why are you awake?” she asked.

      “Nightmares.”

      “From earlier?  Back in Loomis?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      She had nothing to say to that.  Amber had confronted her, pushed her too far.  Finally she said, “I was going to deal with Amber in a civil manner before Indigo went and shot me.  Don’t forget who started this, Carver.”

      “Everyone saw your agitation, Maria.  You threw a kid out of the school, you were always brooding, and you could never really just relax.”

      “This is not a world you relax into, Carver.  This is a world full of opportunity and possibility.  Only a fool would waste their days growing food, filtering water, teaching a bunch of little sickness factories physics.  I threw my pearls before swine.”

      “No one asked you to do that.”

      “Everyone volunteers for something, Carver.  That’s the rules.”

      “I know.”

      “Well I’ll tell you what, in this world, under my reign, you volunteer to row and I’ll steer the ship.  I need people to do for me.  I don’t do for others.”

      “Spoken like a true narcissist,” Carver said.

      “You can call me what you want,” she countered.  “You can even sleep over there in the corner like a bug if you choose.  Just make sure you know your place.”

      “I’m not unaware of it.”

      “We have three guests downstairs, guys who might be able to get us power.  Myron, Aaron and Danny.  If they give you any grief, you have my permission to kill them.  Got it?”

      “Got it,” he said.

      Within a half an hour, she was asleep, daybreak not that far away.
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        * * *

      

      The Haitian, Kalfu, made his way back to the group, stood outside the door, gave three sharp raps with the rock left in the planter, then one scratch and another tap.  After that, he set the rock back in the planter and waited.  A moment later, the door opened and a shotgun barrel slipped out, pointed right at him.

      Ridiculous American cowboys, he thought.

      A pair of cautious eyes darted back and forth, looking to see if he’d been compromised.  Kalfu, drew a deep breath, frowned, then blew it out and stared through the darkness at the man bathed in shadow.

      “What happens if you ever need to use that thing?” Kalfu asked.

      “Let’s hope we find some ammunition before it comes to that,” the slight but vigilant voice replied.  “Where you been the last few days?”

      “Scavenging,” he said.

      When he was satisfied no one had compromised the Haitian, the door opened and Kalfu slipped inside pushing past the man who was not a real shadow.

      “Anything?” Stephen asked.

      Stephen was a normal man in every, trying way.  Not personable, not quirky or unique, not old or young, neither good looking nor ugly.  His plainness didn’t stop there.  He was white, but not too white, and his tone of voice was fairly neutral with little variance, even in times of duress.  And the way he dressed?  It was like he was going to a barbecue with a bunch of his guy friends.

      Kalfu did not like him.

      He didn’t like any of these stragglers, these hangers-on.  In fact, in light of recent events—specifically the slaughter these men seemed to have perpetuated—he was not liking any of these people very much anymore.  Not that he ever really started.

      “I need to speak to Jaw-Long,” Kalfu said.

      “He’s asleep.”

      “I know he’s asleep, but this is worth waking him for,” Kalfu said, his unblinking stare pinning the man down.

      Frowning, scrutinizing the Haitian, Stephen said, “It’s your life, friend.”

      “We’re not friends,” Kalfu said.

      “I don’t know what else to call you,” Stephen retorted, lighting a candlestick with a lighter.  The native Californian made the mistake of looking in Kalfu’s eyes.  Quickly averting his gaze, he handed Kalfu the candle.

      “You may call me Kalfu,” the Haitian said, taking the candle.

      Nodding, Stephen stepped aside and let the small black man through, avoiding looking anywhere near his eyes for fear of being captured by them again.

      Kalfu walked down the large hallway, to Jaw-Long’s bedroom door.  He knocked lightly, heard mumbling coming from within, then opened the door and stepped inside.  He did not shut the door all the way, rather he left it cracked with the burning candlestick on the floor outside.  The soft amber glow with the limited space by which to illuminate Jaw-Long’s room made for many shadows.

      “Who’s there?” Jaw-Long asked.  His voice was cracked with sleep, slow from being woken from a deep slumber.

      Kalfu took a breath and said, “It’s me, Kalfu.”

      “You’re in a shadow,” Jaw-Long said.  Kalfu didn’t respond.  “Why are you disturbing me at this hour?”

      He came and sat down in the chair beside Jaw-Long’s bed, barely making a sound.  “We have company, neighbors.  They could be a problem.”

      The former Chinese pot farmer stirred, set the gun he was holding on the nightstand beside him and said, “I almost wasted my last bullet on you.”

      “If that was my destiny, I would have accepted it,” Kalfu said, unable to still his restless soul.

      Sitting up, Jaw-Long said, “You really believe that, don’t you?”

      “Indeed,” the Haitian replied.

      “Tell me about these neighbors,” he said, yawning deep.

      “A woman and some men,” Kalfu said, trying to summon the appropriate words.  “It wasn’t the men that concerned me.  It was the woman.”

      “What about her?” he asked, lighting a candle and rubbing a touch of sleep from the corner of his eye.

      He stared right at Kalfu, as if trying to see him.  Jaw-Long would not see him though.  Kalfu sat back in the chair, further shrouding himself.

      “And why is it that no matter the light, you are always in shadow?”

      “It is my way,” Kalfu replied.

      “This woman you spoke of…” he prompted.

      “She’s the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen, but there’s something…awful about her.  A wrongness that swirls in the air around her.  I know darkness and evil.  She is both.”

      “What makes this evil woman so…awful?” he asked.

      “She is a purveyor of the impossible,” Kalfu said, his body in the room with Jaw-Long, but his mind back in the street watching her punch the man to death with a single blow.  After the woman ushered the remaining men inside, Kalfu had examined the man’s face, breathless from what he found.

      He’d looked toward the front entrance to the apartment tower where the woman and the trio of men had entered, then he peered up the face of the building, as if he might see them.  Seeing nothing, he studied the air around the dead man, but was rewarded with no further information.

      He’d stepped back in the shadows to wait.  He wasn’t sure how long he’d have to wait, but he was intent on remaining until sunrise if he had to.

      When later she came back out, he watched her from the shadows.  The way she grabbed the dead man and so effortlessly began dragging him down the street confounded him.  Scientifically, what she was doing was impossible for a woman her size.  Then she started making noises, yipping and barking noises that drew a pack of coyotes, and this is where his skin broke in to gooseflesh—a first for him.

      “You know how much I appreciate my sleep, don’t you?” Jaw-Long said, stirring him from his reverie.  “Because if you’re here to just sit and contemplate whatever it is you’re contemplating, this will be rather upsetting for me.”

      Kalfu’s gaze fell on the sword beside the bed.  The Chinese national had reportedly cut through a dozen people like they were nothing.  Jaw-Long claimed to be a protector, but if he turned that sword on any of his people, he said he would be an enemy, too.  Jaw-Long was bad, which he hadn’t foreseen, but this woman…she was something worse.

      This woman was the devil.

      “She scared me,” Kalfu finally admitted.  “I am not easily spooked.”

      This singular statement had Jaw-Long’s attention.

      Nothing scared the Haitian.

      Nothing.

      Sitting silently in the corner were two girls, both in their late teens, early twenties.  Kalfu could not see them, but they were awake, that much he could feel.  He sniffed the air, let their scents gather in his nostrils.  The faintest hints of sweat and blood let him know this man was exploiting his dominion.

      Kalfu slowly, sadly shook his head, his soul drooping at the thought of what had happened.  He’d been out when Jaw-Long massacred those people.  He returned to see if it was true, and now he knew it was.  He’d leave in the morning.  Kalfu decided this the instant he smelled the girls.  He’d leave because he could not be with people like Jaw-Long, and he could not kill them.  Kalfu was not a fighter.  He was a priest in training.

      A voodoo priest.

      After he’d heard of the massacre, Kalfu went to the location of the slaughter and he sat in silence as he attempted to hear—or at least feel—the spirits of the fallen.  Would they pass through to the other side, or remain here, haunting Jaw-Long and those who cut them down so mercilessly?

      Even as he sat there in Jaw-Long’s presence, he didn’t know the answer.  All he knew was that he did not want to anger the spirits.

      “Why don’t you go do some of that voodoo of yours,” Jaw-Long said flippantly, “connect up with your Loas, or whatever you call your gods.”

      “The Loa are not Gods, they are intermediaries,” Kalfu explained.  “Besides, this is not an oúfo, and I dare not contact them without a hougan or a mambo present for fear of reprisal.”

      “Remind me again?”

      “An oúfo is a temple, a hougan is a priest, and a mambo is a priestess.  We are in dangerous times, as you no doubt know, so I dare not risk the ire of our ancestors, or the gods over a violation of the appeasement ceremony.”

      Sliding back under the blankets, Jaw-Long fell silent, clearly at a loss for words.

      The Chinese nationalist came to California with his wife to have their baby under America’s anchor baby program.  He never expected them to die in childbirth.  After that, he stayed with a cousin, illegally, and ended up working in a grow house because he could not go back home and face his wife’s family.  They’d wanted him to have the baby there.  He wanted to have it for free in America, as all his other friends had done before him.

      When the drones later hit his grow house and the staff, killing most everyone, the members of the up-and-coming street gang dispersed, leaving him estranged and in a foreign land.  Fear turned to rage and that’s when he turned to the sword.

      “Can I give you some advice, Kalfu?” he asked, tired and nearly falling back asleep.

      “If it appeases you,” he said.

      “This is not New Orleans.  Your family is gone, your friends dead.  Same as mine.”

      “What is your point?”

      He leaned over and looked in the shadows Kalfu hid inside.  “A religion dies with the last of its followers, and we are your family now, like it or not.”

      “I am not the last follower and you know that,” Kalfu said.

      “Your gods will not fault you for consulting them out of the regular channels,” he argued, “but they will not look upon you with kindness if you hold fear in your heart.  I assume they prefer a priest to a coward, don’t you think?”

      “There was something different about her,” Kalfu said again.  “I don’t need to consult anyone about that.  I am here to warn you.  I know darkness.”

      “Nothing the sword can’t cure.  We’ll find her tomorrow, and then you can watch me cut her down like the rest of them.”  With that, he turned over and went back to sleep.  “Leave here, Kalfu, or I will cut you down, too.”

      “Your arrogance will be your downfall,” Kalfu replied.  “It might be all of our downfall.”

      “Get out, boy,” he said.

      Kalfu stood in perfect silence, left the room and blew out the candle waiting for him in the hallway.  He walked through the darkness to his room where he opened up a channel to the Loa, as permitted, and asked for both direction and guidance.

      Later, as he lie in bed contemplating the night, the devil woman and Jaw-Long, he wondered if this was a world he wanted to travel in.

      “How did I even get here?” he quietly asked into the night.

      Kalfu was on his way to the airport to catch a plane back to his home on the Louisiana Bayou.  He never made it.  After saving himself and others, he pulled Jaw-Long from the wreckage of a nasty pile-up, not knowing what the man was about.  All he knew was that, before anything, he was a human being and that he was hurt.

      Kalfu hid from the drones with this man, survived the downfall of society and managed to stay alive against the odds, but now Jaw-Long was changing.  He was bitter, his past shattered, and he was so very angry, his life a monumental disappointment.

      In the last few weeks, Jaw-Long had taken a turn for the worse.  With this last accumulation of food, water, supplies and girls, he’d gone too far.

      Now this woman...

      When Kalfu finally managed to get to sleep, he dreamt of snakes.  Coils of black, squirming snakes.  To many, this would be mere coincidence, a symptom of the times.  To Kalfu, it was a response from the Loa.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Maria woke just after daybreak.  She walked downstairs where Aaron, Myron and Danny were awake and blinking back the sleep.

      “We have a big day ahead, boys,” she announced.

      Aaron sat up and looked at her long and hard.  She could tell he was conflicted.  He did not understand how—with her petite size, and her refined look—she could do the things she did.

      “Spit it out, Aaron,” she said.  “I haven’t got time to sit here and read your mind.”

      “How did you kill Cletus like that?” he asked.  The other two stopped what they were doing and waited for a response.

      “Proper body mechanics and power,” she explained.

      “You caved his entire face in.”

      “I did.”

      “But that’s not possible,” Aaron said.

      “I’m redefining what is and isn’t possible, Aaron.  I think you would be appreciative of something like that.”

      “What are we going to do with him?” Danny asked.

      She crossed her arms, tilted her chin and drew a deep breath.  Then: “I fed him to a pack of coyotes last night.  No use in letting that human stain rot in front of our home.”

      “You could have burned him,” Myron said, quietly, almost under his breath.  He was even uglier in the daylight than he was in the night.

      “Then what would the coyotes eat?”  When no one said anything, Maria said, “Aaron, you’re with me today.  We’re heading out to get a generator.  Myron and Danny, you two will be with Carver and One.  We need food and water if we plan to keep this place as a shelter.”

      “That’s what I was trying to tell you last night,” Danny said.  “This isn’t our territory.  It isn’t yours either.  Anything you do will be noticed by others.”

      “That’s what I want, Danny.”

      “Okay,” he said, dragging out the word.

      “Where I drop my roots is my territory,” she said, firm.  “Whoever gets here and however long I stay is up to me and me alone.”

      “Are you willing to defend it?” Aaron asked.  “I mean, if you throw a spotlight on this place, people are bound to see it.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on,” she said.

      “Well I’ve seen what you can do, so I’m with you.  And I’ll help you defend this place, so long as it doesn’t get me killed.”

      “Any number of things can get you killed,” she replied.  “Sack up, boys.  We move out in thirty minutes.”

      Upstairs, where Carver and One were waking up, she said, “I have three guys downstairs.  Strays I picked up last night.  You and One will head out with Danny and Myron to find food, water and supplies while I take the truck and try to get us some power with Aaron.  Aaron’s the good looking competent one.  You two are with the morons.”

      “Sounds magical,” Carver said.

      “When everything seems to be going against you,” she said, emotionless, “remember that the airplane takes off against the wind, not with it.”

      “Is that supposed to brighten my day?” Carver asked, disinterested.  “Be some kind of motivational speech?”

      “Henry Ford said it.  Basically it means you take those two retards out and find us some food so we don’t starve to death.  At first it will be hard, but then it won’t.”

      “You can’t say ‘retard,’” One said.

      “I’ll say whatever the hell I want to say whenever I want to say it,” Maria turned and said to the little girl.

      “It’s not nice, though,” One whispered, lowering her eyes.

      “I know your stupid norms, everyone and their hurt feelings, all the ways the little sissies of the world couldn’t stand up for themselves and got bullied, and you know what?” she challenged, her voice climbing into outrage.  One just stood there, hunched forward, eyes down.  “All those cowards are DEAD!” she roared.  “Carver.  One will not be going with you and the retards today.  She will find a broom and sweep out this entire building.  She will not stop until each and every floor is swept perfectly clean.  Do you hear me, One?”

      “There must be twelve stories,” Carver said softly.

      “I’m disappointed there aren’t more,” she growled.  Grabbing One by the ear, she hauled the child over to the edge of their room, both of their feet only inches from the drop off that would have them plunging nearly one hundred feet to their deaths.

      Looking over the street below, all the trash and blown up cars, the buildings decimated, the glass shattered and lying in the street under the dust of neglect, she smiled.  One, however, fought the urge to squeal, her eyes wide with fright, her little hands gripping Maria tight.

      “See that car down there?” she said to One.

      “Yes,” the girl stammered.

      “A missile, or maybe even a grenade, blew out the engine block.  Shot most of the hood clean off.  That eight inch run of metal down there, turned up like a knife on its side, that’s razor sharp to skin like yours in a fall from this height.  Do you see it?”

      “Knock it off,” Carver said, advancing on her.

      Whirling her head around, she said, “One more word from you and you’re going to get a very intimate view of what I’m talking about!”

      Back to One, she pointed down and said, “If I throw you off the roof for telling me what I can and cannot say, and you land just right, that strip of metal will cut you in half.  From the belly button down, your body will be laying on the pavement, half your guts spilled out.  But from the belly button up, you will be laying in the engine bay, with the other half of your guts just vomiting out of your chest onto all those burnt engine parts.  Is that what you want?”

      “No!” One screamed, tears streaming down her eyes.

      “Do you know what the moral of the story is?” she said, moving the child even closer to the edge.

      “If I talk back to you, I die,” she said, sobbing, her voice shaky and wet.

      “Yes.”

      Pulling her back from the edge, she shoved the girl across the room.  One toppled forward, landing on her knees and pitching forward to where she hit the side of the bed with her leading shoulder.

      “Good girl,” Maria said.  “I’m not well practiced at discipline, child, so let’s not make a habit of this.”

      She looked up at Carver, who just glared at her.  “You got something to say, pussy?”

      “You are failing to grasp the nuances of being human,” he said.  “Being a bully does not make you powerful.  It makes you an unlikeable wretch.”

      “Tell that to Hitler, Stalin and Mao.”

      “They’re all dead.”

      “And one day I may be dead, too.  But not today.”

      “Inspiring fear as a means of totalitarian control is far less powerful than lifting someone up by the soul because they are drawn to you and want to serve others with you.”

      “I’ll lead by fear, thank you very much.”

      “So you’ll scream and yell and toss around little kids, and then what?  Kill your way through the masses, all to prove you’re our new God?  Okay, fine.  I believe you.  But I will never love or revere you the same way all those who served the tyrants over the years never loved or revered them.”

      “What did you ever lead?” she said.  “Three dead security guards?  A failed charge against me?”

      “Those were my friends, and they will forever be more human than you’ll ever be.  I’m not the one failing at this life, Maria.  You are.”

      “Humanity is a stain.  You’d best decide to shut that mouth while you have the chance,” she warned.

      “I’ve already decided,” he said, closing his lips and making the zipper gesture to indicate he had no more to say.

      She smiled, but the dead look in his eyes concerned her.  He had punched her once when she wasn’t looking.  Knocked her out completely.

      “Get dressed, find One a broom and dustpan, then meet up with a bald headed clown and the ugliest man on earth downstairs and let’s get our life here started.”

      “Why did you bring them in with us if you clearly don’t like them?” he asked, stopping her.  “The quote/unquote retards?”

      “Slave labor,” she said.

      He nodded, then pulled on his pants and shirt and said, “C’mon One, let’s go get you situated.”

      Downstairs Maria told Danny and Myron that Carver would be down to join them shortly.  The two of them looked at each other with a question in their eyes.  She said, “Don’t worry, out there Carver will protect you two.”

      “I can protect myself,” Myron said, puffing up and lifting his chin.  “I can protect Danny, too.”

      “We need it all,” she said, ignoring the false bravado.  “Water, food, over-the-counter medication, antibiotics, medical supplies, any bedding you want, firewood, lighters…everything.”

      “This whole area feels picked dry,” Danny said, hesitant, like he was breaking the bad news to her for the first time.

      Moving in on him fast, she said, “Then find someone who has what we need and take it from them.”

      “That’s messed up,” Aaron said, unmoved by her outburst.

      “Someone must bear the brunt of our suffering.”

      “We’re not suffering,” Danny said.

      “Not yet you aren’t,” she replied.  “But when that belly of yours begins to shrink against the agony of hunger and the lack of sustenance, your head will want food long before your heart decides the moral and upstanding way of getting it.”

      “Meaning?”

      “When times get bad enough, you will kill for your food.  Or you’ll be killed for yours.  This is eventual.  And that’s why I’m suggesting we avoid the suffering now, before it gets untenable.  In time, after enough useless eaters die, there will be enough for everyone.  But now…now we prepare.  And that can’t happen if you’re going to act like a little tart right out of the starting gate.”
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        * * *

      

      When they tromped down through the dark, burnt smelling stairway on their way to the garage, Maria and Aaron did so mostly in silence.

      Aaron was a quick learner.

      Most of the cars, trucks and SUVs in the garage were dusty and inoperable, ruined by the EMPs, completely abandoned.  Not their pickup truck, though.  The matte black paint was dusty, but still burly looking and mean.

      “This you?” he asked.

      She nodded, got inside, fired it up.  Reaching over the bucket seat, she unlocked the passenger side door for him.

      Aaron climbed in.

      The mufflers rumbled in the garage, making a tremendous amount of noise.  They were sure to attract some attention, but nothing she thought she couldn’t handle.

      Pulling out of the garage and in to the street was like entering the mouth of hell.  Dirty streets, flamed out trees and landscape, shattered glass all over the sidewalks, not to mention a graveyard for cars, trucks and motorcycles.

      She slowly drove by the eviscerated car sitting directly below the apartment they’d chosen.  Up close, it had definitely been hit with some sort of explosive.  And that ridge of metal she threatened to drop One onto—the one she promised would cut her little body in half—it was more jagged and more menacing than she first assumed.  A smile slowly crept onto her face.

      Memorizing the address, she buried the pedal, creating a nasty growl in the engine bay.

      “You’re in charge of navigation,” she told Aaron over the noise.

      He looked at her and nodded.

      On the way out of the neighborhood, she saw a good looking girl with faded ruby-colored hair slinking through an alleyway, her skin gilded with tattoos.  She turned when she heard the motor, slipped behind an industrial sized dumpster.

      “I see you,” Maria said to herself, her words drowned out by the old F150’s racket.

      A few miles from the destination, working their way along a road congested with even more dead, immovable traffic, she said, “How much farther?”

      “Few miles,” he said.

      That’s when she saw the men walking in the street ahead of her.  Maria eased on the brakes, her senses heightened.  On one of the nearby buildings, she spotted a lookout with binoculars.

      “Guy with the binos must’ve seen us coming.”

      “It would seem so,” she replied, coming to a stop maybe a hundred yards out.

      Decisions, decisions.

      The pack’s alpha led his men in to the street, a shotgun in hand to greet them.  The leader was tall and lanky, his body craned sideways, the look under his cowboy hat not pleasant from what she could tell at this distance.  His weary looking pack of minions carried bats, chains and knives, along with several makeshift shields.

      “Look at this living, breathing cliché,” she said.  “It’s like the Bad News Bears of the apocalypse.”

      The truck in neutral, she revved the engine, contemplated multiple outcomes.  Aaron remained silent throughout all of this.  She sensed his unease.

      “Speak,” she said.

      “We need to turn around and head the other way,” Aaron replied.  “There are too many of them and obviously they want the truck.”

      “I’m not half bad myself,” she said, turning to look at him.  “Maybe they want me, too.  Did you ever think of that?”

      This didn’t put him at ease.

      “I stopped thinking of you as a sex symbol the minute you punched a giant hole in Cletus’s snotbox,” he grumbled, his attention squarely on the hooligans ahead.  One guy was swinging the chains, another twirling the bat nervously at his side.

      The guy with the binos, he was watching them, then signaling down to the pack alpha in some sort of maggot-speak.

      “They’re playing on your fear,” Maria told Aaron.  “And that’s something you’ll have to get past because everyone that still survived, they’re meaner than ever.  Plus, they know the score when it comes to the realities of violence.  So there’s no way anyone sane is going at this alone.”

      “I know, but there’s like…a dozen of them and two of us.”

      “Don’t say ‘like’ in a sentence unless you’re comparing one thing to another,” she said.   “It’s a pet peeve of mine I developed from spending too much time with Carver.”

      He just looked at her and said, “Do you really want to be a word Nazi now?”

      She fired him a look, then slid the truck in gear, stepped on the gas and dumped the clutch.  The beefy rear tires barked on the tough asphalt surface, the back end getting a little loose as Maria steered right for them.

      “What are you doing?!” he asked, gripping the door handle with one hand and pressing the other to the roof for support.

      The pack of cretins paused, but the guy with the shotgun—it looked like a double barrel stagecoach shotgun—fired off one barrel, which spit birdshot all over the glass in front of her, prompting her to duck sideways.  The second shot hit closer to center, but by then Aaron was already down and sweating bullets.

      “Good GOD!” he shouted, glancing over at her.  She was half grinning, her foot firmly on the gas.

      The twin barrels empty, the shooter shoved a hand in his pockets digging for more rounds.  He quickly realized he didn’t have time.  The rest of the crowd started to move, but not as fast as the shooter.  He pushed sideways into them and screamed, “Make a hole!”  But the crowd was either fixated on the crazy woman in the truck, too bold to move, or flat out stupid.

      Maria read the shooter’s lips, and at the last minute, instead of racing through the hole they created for her, she changed course.

      Cranking the wheel hard and to the left, she stomped on the brakes, sliding sideways into the crowd.  Three bodies smacked the side of the truck and went flying.  They were turned ninety degrees from where they started when they came to a dusty, permanent stop.  Maria kicked open the door, got out and approached three horrified looking men.

      “You want to shoot at strangers?” she shouted in a voice that could have scraped against metal.  Snapping out of the violence-induced trance he was in, Mr. Lanky in the cowboy hat dropped his empty shotgun and started toward her, hands now fists, ill intentions clear.

      When he was close enough, Maria faked a kick to his groin.  He buckled slightly forward in anticipation of the kick that never came.  Making contact was never the plan.  She was only setting him up for the start of the real attack—a swift punch to the sternum, a shot to even their heights.  She fired it in fast and hard.  The bone beneath her fist broke, causing his knees to buckle and his body to fold forward.  She slapped his hat off his head, looked at the swirl of a comb over and lots of shiny peach skin.

      She could have stopped there, but she didn’t.

      He was still too tall.

      Driving in a kick deep into the hinge of his knee, she completely decimated his left leg.  He cried out and sunk down even farther.  Now she was taller.  With a vicious sweeping blow, she spiked the top of his forehead with the point of her elbow, causing the skin to split open like a giant red eye.  His head became a literal faucet of red, the blood fountaining out, creating a red pond in the dirt.  She shoved him aside and looked at the stunned men around them.

      “Hasta lasagna, Stretch,” she said.

      It all moved very quickly from that point on.  One attacker swung at her with a length of chains while another was winding up the aluminum bat.

      The man with the chains swung first.

      She grabbed the links, but her grip was too far back.  The end of the chains raked down the front of her face opening up her skin, causing the blood to boil forward at once.  Stepping sideways, she blocked the bat with her forearm, the aluminum denting against her reinforced bones.

      The shot would have broken anyone else’s arm, but not hers.

      Still, she registered the inputs as pain.

      The man with the bat reeled back, staring in disbelief first at his dented bat and then at her.  Unable to process what he was seeing, he looked back at the others, almost as if to say, Now what?

      Capitalizing on the moment, she jerked the chains out of her attacker’s hands, then tossed them aside and went after the owner of them.

      The slightly balding, slightly malnourished looking man backed away from her, astonished by her strength.  She didn’t want him.  She had to go through him to get to the bat.  She ripped it free of the man holding it seconds later.  After that, she went to town on them like it was opening day at the ballpark and their heads were softball pitches.

      Aaron just sat in the truck and watched, dumbfounded.

      “Get out here!” she finally barked at him.  She wiped a splash of blood off her face and glared at him.

      He scrambled out of the truck, swept up a hunting knife that was dropped in the scuffle, then went after those who’d gotten away.  Maria was tied up with three more guys.

      “Find out where they’re going!” she said in between swings.

      “I can help you,” he said, knife out but standing back, eyes locked on one of the three she was with.  She punched one of the men in the chin with the end of the bat, then stepped forward and swung it down on his head with a hollow, brutal clunk!

      “Go!” she screamed, sweat pouring off her.

      By the time she was done with those two, the others had taken flight and she was able to catch her breath.  Looking around, the street was littered with fallen men.

      “I found them,” Aaron said breathlessly upon return.  “They ducked into a building, but it’s buttoned up tight.  That may be where they’re staying.  Regardless, I found a back door, but that’s locked too.”

      “Did you even try to get in?” she asked, the wounds in her face closing beneath the blood.

      “Of course, I did.  I told you though, the doors are locked,” he said.  “Why didn’t you let me help you?”

      “I was fine.”  Then turning her back to him, she said, “Can you get this thing out of me, please?”

      She heard him gasp.

      “You want me to just pull it out?” he asked.  There was a small kitchen knife buried in her back just out of reach.

      “Yeah,” she said.  “I’m a quick healer.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Grab it, Aaron!” she roared at him.  When he jerked it out, she said, “Put pressure on the wound and hold it for a thirty-second count.”

      He did as she said.  Then, when he was done, she pushed her hair out of her face, turned to him, still sweating, and said, “If you are going to be part of my army, you cannot hesitate like that.”

      “I was caught off guard.  You don’t move like anyone I’ve ever seen.”

      “Of course I don’t.”

      “I won’t hesitate again,” he promised her.  “But can I ask you a question?”

      “As long as it’s not a dumb one.”

      He thought about it, then said, “Why did we need to see where they were going?”

      “Because we’re going to co-opt whoever’s left and take their things with us after we get the power on.”  She flicked him on the head with her middle finger then frowned and said, “That was a dumb question, by the way.”

      He rubbed himself where she’d struck him.  The reddened skin began to welt.

      “Let’s get whatever weapons we can find here,” she finally said.  “And when we come back, I want what they have.  I want every last thing.”

      Working their way through the carnage, they gathered up all the weapons among them, and tossed them into the back of the truck.

      “Your face is half bloody,” he said.

      “Thanks for the newsflash,” she replied, getting in the truck and starting it up.

      “You took a chain down the front of your face if you don’t recall,” he said.  “Let me look at you.”

      He started to move toward her, but she shoved him back and said, “Hands off the merchandise, pal.”

      Shaking his head, he sat back.

      “If you want to help me, give me your shirt,” she said.

      “Will I get it back?”

      “Yes.”

      He took off his shirt and handed it to her.  She wiped the bloody half of her face, then looked at herself in the rear view mirror and handed it back.

      “Thanks.”

      He put the bloodstained shirt back on and said, “What about your arm?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “You’ve probably got a broken bone,” he said to her.  “Does it even hurt?”

      “I blocked it with both bones, not one,” she said, tapping her forearm.  “More strength that way.”

      “I saw exactly what happened,” he said, not fooled for an instant.

      “Let it go,” she warned him.

      Dismayed, shaking his head, he studied the road ahead and was largely silent except to  give her directions.  When she made a turn he hadn’t given her, a turn she needed to make, he said, “You act like you already know where we’re going.”

      “I do,” she confessed.  “I just let you talk to feel useful.”

      When they pulled in to M&F Power’s lot, she saw more than one man at work there.  In fact, there were several men working, and one very weathered-looking woman.

      “See anyone familiar?” she asked.

      “The old guy with the dog used to work with us,” he said, smiling.  “But the guy with the bundle of wiring and those guys working on the trucks and mobile generators, I don’t know them.  Don’t know the woman either.”

      She parked the truck and they got out to the sharp sounds of the old guy’s barking dog.  Aaron waved and the old man nodded back, shading his eyes from the sun.

      “Otto,” Aaron said walking his way.

      “Aaron?” the man asked with a smile and a heavy German accent.  He must have been pushing seventy, he was that old.  The dog kept yapping, but Otto hushed him and the mutt fell silent.

      “What’s her name?” Maria asked, looking down at the small, gray mutt.

      “He’s No One.”

      “Oh, she’s a he,” she said.  “My apologies.  What’s the little guy’s name?”

      “No One,” the old man said again, working his mouth like he was a cow chewing a cud.  His eyes were watery, a little yellowed where once there would have been white, and maybe a few too many blood vessels standing out.

      Shaking her head, thinking she was being polite and he was being rude, she said, “I just thought maybe calling him by his name rather than calling him ‘doggy’ or ‘boy’ might be better.”

      She didn’t want to push the issue, but she didn’t want to yield to this grumpy geriatric either.

      “No One,” Aaron repeated.  “That’s the dog’s name.  His name is No One.”  Clapping his hands together, he said, “Come here, No One!”

      Excited, the dog hustled over to him, whining a little bit, and barking.  He jumped up when he got to Aaron, tried licking him, almost like that little pink tongue had a mind of its own.

      “Clever,” Maria said.  Then: “We need a solar set up.  Something this old beast can tow.”

      She motioned to the Ford F150.

      He looked at it, then said, “That’s a ’66, right?”

      “I think so.”

      “It is,” he told her, eyes on the truck, taking it all in.  “Which engine you got in there?”

      “Do you have what we need?” she asked, not wanting to be sidetracked.

      Scratching his head, he sized her up.  She let him.  Then, after a moment, he relaxed, seemingly satisfied.  “Got plenty of solar here, but back in storage.  Big faraday cage just in case.  Lady, you’re sweating a lot.  And you got blood smears on you.  Are you okay?”

      “We had a scuffle on the way here, and I’m a little overheated.  Could I trouble you for a bottle of water, maybe two if you can spare it?”

      “Got some chicken inside, too, if you need a bite.  But I’m only offering ‘cause none of the guys is gonna give me grief for feeding a pretty lady.  Aaron, though?  I’ll have to check on you first.  We’re rationing.”

      “This chicken, it can’t lay eggs?” she asked.

      “Got lots of chickens,” he said, his chin whiskered over, his mouth slightly sunken in.  “Guys just got tired of eating eggs all the time, so we cooked a few of them birds up.”

      “If you have some left,” she said, “that would be great.”

      “Might have to clean a few bones,” he said, starting for the nearest building, “but come on inside and I’ll get you the water.”

      They entered the musty smelling building, walked down a hallway, then in to a break room where they saw two men eating, both of them foreign looking and suspicious.

      Maria said, “Hello,” and both men nodded, not even bothering to take the food from their mouths to offer a lady a proper greeting.  Watching her while they ate, the way foreigners sometimes do, left Aaron feeling uneasy.  At least, that’s how he looked when she glanced his way.

      “Take a picture already,” he mumbled, eyes on the men, clearly territorial over her, which she found reassuring.

      “Do you mind if I have a bite of that chicken?” she asked.

      “Girl yes,” one of them said, a little meat juice on his lip, “boy no.”  The man pointed to a leg and nodded for her to eat.

      “I’ll tell you how it is,” Maria said, looking at Aaron the entire time she was eating it.  When she was done, she wiped the corner of her mouth and said, “It was delicious.”

      “That’s messed up,” he grumbled.

      She snickered as Otto returned and handed her two twenty ounce bottles of water.  The bottles didn’t look new, but the water inside was clean.

      “Filtered and purified,” he said, answering the unasked question.  Looking at Aaron, he said, “Did you get any chicken, son?”

      “No,” he said, pouty but hiding it well.  Then: “I just got to watch her eat.”

      Otto laughed, then said, “Go ahead and grab yourself some.  I got you a solar trailer, too.”

      “No boy,” one of the guys said.

      “Shut yer crap yapper, Andre,” Otto groused.  “I cleared it with Heinrich.”

      Aaron took a piece of chicken, began to eat it then sighed like it was the best thing he’d had in months.  Perhaps it was.

      Maria guzzled the first bottle of water then handed the bottle back to Otto and said, “I’m assuming you want this back?”

      He nodded.

      “Wipe your mouth and take a sip,” she said, handing Aaron the water.  With his shirt, he wiped chicken from his mouth, inadvertently smearing some of her blood on his lips.  Using his forearm, he wiped away the rest.

      He took a good guzzle, then handed it back and said, “Thank you.”

      She finished the water, drinking with less haste.  “Do you have everything Aaron needs to hook this system up on site?”

      “What are you trying to run?” he asked, his words clunky but precise.

      “I’m ten stories up and wanting to run a few strings of Christmas lights, nothing big.  Maybe an old fridge to keep meat cool if I find anything worth refrigerating.”

      “Ten stories is too high,” he said.

      “I can move down to four,” she said, thinking there was a decent bedroom that didn’t stink on the fourth floor, even though she preferred to be higher for the better view.  Plus, anyone trying to attack her would have to get through her men and nine flights of stairs before they could even see her, let alone ambush her.  By then they’d be exhausted.

      “Four is better,” he said.

      “Tell me about the solar panels,” she said.  “How many are there for starters?”

      “Your Ford will move a two panel solar generator, assuming it’s a 428 engine and not the 390, but it won’t be easy and you may ruin the transmission.”

      “I’ll be gentle,” she said.

      “The solar system delivers sixteen kilowatt hours per day, is fifty amps max and has eight three-hundred thirty-five watt PV modules.  Which means for Christmas lights and a pup fridge you’ll do just fine.”

      “What’s the weight?” Maria asked.

      “Seven to eight thousand pounds,” Otto said.  Then, looking directly at Aaron, he said, “You can get this set up, yes?”

      “I can,” Aaron said, nodding.  “Thank you, Otto.  And please thank Heinrich for us.”

      They hooked up the solar trailer, secured the connection and then Otto smacked the side of the truck and gave them a shallow nod.  Maria returned the gesture and put the Ford in gear.  The start was bumpy and tough on the four speed transmission, but Maria wasn’t quick to rush it, and eventually she found the sweet spot.  By the time they got back to the apartments, half the day was gone and she was ready to take a nap and let her beaten body recoup.

      When they parked the rig around back, she said, “We can search for lighting tomorrow.  It needs to be basic, though, like a few strands of Christmas lights.  LED’s are preferable.  Nothing an EMP would have fried.”

      “Hopefully,” he said.

      “Yes, hopefully,” she replied.  Staring at Aaron, it looked like he had something to say.  “What’s on your mind?”

      “We did all this for Christmas lights?” he asked.  He was thinking of the wasted day, the fight, her getting stabbed, hit with chains and a baseball bat.

      “We did it for the chicken,” she said.

      He laughed, then said, “No, seriously.  This has to be about more than a few strands of light and some chicken.”

      “If we can create light, we can draw others.  I need others for the army I’m forming.  I also need others because I need to see what technical skills everyone has.  If we’re to create a community, it will be based on everyone’s value.  We need men of value, not just thugs and mouths to feed.”

      From the second story window, a huge puff of dirt blew out into the wind, the dust scattering above them.

      Aaron looked up and said, “What in God’s name was that?”

      “One,” she said, looking up.  “She’s in charge of sweeping today.  After we get set up inside, I need you to tell me about this group you saw.  You mentioned them last night.  The ones who killed and burned all those people.”

      “What about them?”

      “I need to know if there was a short black man with them.”

      “I’ve seen one around,” he said.  “But I only caught a glimpse of him leaving the house a few days back, and he wasn’t involved in the massacre we told you about.  I’ll take you to the house they’re squatting at, and you can check them out later, after dark maybe.”

      “I just need directions.”

      “You shouldn’t be out alone at night,” he said.  “It’s not safe.”

      She waved him off and said, “Let’s go inside and see if the guys found anything to eat or drink.”
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      Nineteen year old Ruby walked through her home, looking at all the dead bodies.  Through wet eyes, she saw they’d been hacked to pieces with some sort of butcher knife, or perhaps even a sword or axe.  Arms and legs lay on the ground, away from the bodies that held them.  Several of the bodies were even decapitated.

      She found a corner and threw up, snot drizzling from her nose, tears dripping from her eyes.  Twice she forced herself to leave, and both times she stood out front, in the fresh afternoon air, sobbing relentlessly.

      When she went in a third time, it was to find her friend, the girl she’d joined this group with.  Carrie Weldon.  She was in one of the bathrooms, a huge red bloom over her heart, a clean slice across her face where her cheeks and nose were flayed open.

      She sat on the linoleum floor beside her and cried for the better part of an hour.  She knew who did this.

      Jaw-Long, and his crew.

      The two factions had been at each other’s throats since they first established the two story building as home base.  Ruby’s faction stayed longer than Jaw-Long had told them to, for they hadn’t scavenged enough supplies to leave the city.  No one thought he’d do this.

      No one could have imagined it.

      But there she was, in the middle of a blood bath.  Women and children, the elderly, even their Cocker Spaniel, Pippen.

      When she tracked down Jaw-Long and his men later that night, it was with so much hatred in her heart she thought she might go blind from her spiking blood pressure.  Her eyes pulsed on the edges and she felt blood beating through the main arteries in her neck.  In her hand was a snapped rod she’d taken from a car hit by drone fire.

      It wasn’t a perfect weapon, but it would have to do.

      Night had fallen long ago, and the air was cold.  She could see her breath, but she wasn’t yet shivering.  She was too juiced for that.

      Waiting for one of them to come outside exhausted any patience she might have.  She ended up sitting on a stacked pair of five gallon buckets just outside the front door.  The second she heard someone fumbling with the lock inside, she scrambled off the porch and hid just out of sight.

      The man unzipped his fly, pulled out his cold soldier and let go.  That’s when she moved in on him.  She drove the rod right into the side of his neck.  He dropped his wanker, stood for a second on shaky legs, then tried to reach up and touch the rod.  She jerked it out and let him fall down in the dirt he’d just urinated in.

      Turning the body over so it was facing the pitch-black sky, she stared at a face gone pale with shock.  He saw her, but his shocked expression never changed.  She drove the rod down into his heart, really leaning on it to get the job done.

      She thought she heard more movement inside, so she grabbed the body and dragged it in to the shadows.  A few minutes later, a small black man left through the front door, picking up the two five gallon buckets on the way.

      She watched him walk into the night.

      Instead of using the street, however, he seemed to move alongside the homes and buildings, always in shadow, like he wasn’t even there in the first place.

      When it was quiet again, she fished the keys out of the dead guy’s pockets and headed inside.  The slight goth girl operated in a fog of rage, working silently and swiftly to exact her revenge.

      Inside, it was so dark it was disorienting.  The pitch black house seemed to have a pressing weight to it, almost like the walls were closing in on her.  She took a moment to breathe, to steady herself, then she began moving slowly throughout the house, feeling her way down a hallway.

      She counted four rooms.

      Back in what she felt was the living room, she listened to two different men sleeping.  One was snoring, the other breathing heavy.

      She lowered herself to her knees, kneeled forward and felt the floor in front of her.  No sense in trying to sneak up on them only to trip on a shoe, or knock in to a table.  Moving on hands and knees slowly, angry but forcing patience, she worked her way across the floor until she was right in front of the quieter of the two men.

      Making no noise, she stood up and lowered her open palm to the sound of his breathing.  She felt the warmth of his exhale on her hand.

      His mouth was inches away.

      In her mind, she had a vision of his head, the position of it.  Slowly, she moved the sharp end of the rod in place.  The instant steel touched the flesh of his neck, she drove it in with force.  It bumped off bone then buried into the fabric on the other side.  Leaning on the rod, she freed up a hand to cup the man’s gasping mouth.

      He didn’t make much noise, but the other guy stirred, concerning her.

      Ruby listened quietly, daring not to breathe as the snoring stopped.  The strain in the man beneath her settled, his will breaking, the last breath leaving his mouth before his body sagged and he died right there.  She was relieved and mortified at the same time.

      Ruby never killed anyone before tonight.

      When she was sure he was dead, she eased the rod out of his throat, wiped it on the man’s shirt, then got down on her hands and knees and felt her way across the floor to the other man.

      By now she could see the outline of shadows.  Still, they were so faint she couldn’t truly rely on them.  And the smell…God, it smelled so old and musty, and it stunk of sweat and mildewed socks.

      When she touched his foot, she waited, holding her breath.  His stinky foot twitched and his snoring slowed, but then he went back to sawing logs.

      She got to her feet in silence, barely able to make out the outline of his head.  Getting in to position, she then wound up the rod and swung it with all her might.

      It crunched down square on his head.

      Spinning the rod around, she drove the sharp end into his neck.  She caught his cheek instead.  The rod skipped off the man’s skull and she fell forward onto him, making a ruckus.  Dazed but not unconscious, he was moving beneath her, his hands on her, trying to push her off.

      Down the hall, she heard a door open.  Leaning her full body into him, praying to God she’d knocked enough of the fight out of him, she covered his mouth and pinched his nose shut.

      “Stephen?” the voice called out.  “What’s going on?”

      Dammit!

      Changing tact, she managed to get off the wounded guy, lance him again with the rod, then scoot around the back of the recliner that dead guy number one was occupying.  She wiped her hands on her pants, the blood of strangers grossing her out.

      The mystery man made his way to what she imagined was the kitchen.  She got up and moved quickly, using his noise for cover.

      By now he was in one of the drawers, mumbling to himself, trying to find something.  She got close, pulled back the rod, ready to stab him.  That’s when he turned on the flashlight and saw her.

      He startled and she hesitated, blinded by the light.  She was already soaring on adrenaline and wide awake, so she recovered first.

      Before he could so much as scream, she was burying the rod in his throat.  It was a horrible way to kill a person, but she couldn’t risk him screaming.  The rod split his Adam’s apple, kept him quiet, save for some sick gurgling sounds.

      Before yanking it out, she caught him and lowered his body to the floor.  He was gulping hard, choking on his own blood.

      She put the flashlight on him and said, “You didn’t kill everyone, you sorry prick.”

      And with that, she moved over the top of him, straddling him, knees on either side of his torso.  Covering his nose and mouth, she leaned her full weight on him.

      “Rot in hell,” she growled in his face, making sure she was the last thing he saw before dying.

      When he was dead, she rolled off him, extinguished the dim yellow flashlight.

      Careful not to step in his blood, she used the flashlight to sneak a couple of very quick glances around the house.  When she had the lay of the land, she made her way to the first bedroom.  It was empty, the bed unmade.

      She crept to the next room, quietly opened the door and found two more twin sized beds, both with men asleep in them.  If this was a snoring contest, there would be no clear victor.  For the cover of noise, she was thankful.

      Opting for speed over stealth, she turned on the flashlight and set it on the floor so she could see them.  She moved to the first man, stabbing him in the same place she’d gotten his buddies.  Jerking the rod out, she hurried to the other, caught him as his eyes were bobbing open.  Wasting no time, she yanked out the rod, turned and swung it down on the first man, braining him.  It was rinse and repeat on the next guy.

      Taking a deep breath, she steadied herself for the next room.  There was no steadying herself, though.  She was shaking right down to the bone.  Was this from the adrenaline or her body revolting from causing so much death?

      She honestly didn’t know.

      That’s when she saw movement in the hallway and ducked.  The sound of the gunshot was deafening in the house.  The round missed her, but only barely.

      The small Chinese man rushed her so fast she couldn’t get the rod up quick enough.  He hit her with force, his body tumbling over hers, both of them slamming into the side of the bed.  Her shoulder blade drilled the frame, sending a sharp, reverberating pain through her.

      Recovering quickly, but scared and without her earlier advantage, she went for his eyes.  He was already on her though, hammering her with shot after shot.  Her ribs rattled, and her body jarred with an ungodly amount of pain.

      When he started punching her in the face, she only took two shots before it was lights out.  When she came to, he was sitting on top of her.

      “There you are,” he said, shining the flashlight in her eyes.  “I wanted you to be awake for this.”

      And with that, he took the hoop ring that hung between her nostrils and gripped it with both fingers.  “Take a breath,” he said.

      “No, please,” she cried.  “No, no, no!”

      He yanked it so hard it ripped right through the flesh, lighting her entire nose on fire with pain.  That’s when he saw the piercing in her tongue—the bolt.

      “Well looky here,” he said, forcing her mouth open.  Blood drained into her throat, but it also ran down her chin and onto his hand.

      The second he got ahold of the stud with thumb and forefinger, she clamped down, sinking her front teeth into both appendages.  He tried to jerk them out, screaming, but she wasn’t letting go, even if it meant losing her front teeth.

      He tried yanking on his hand, but with every unpleasant attempt to free himself, she sunk her teeth deeper into his flesh.  When he started cussing and punching her in the face, she closed her eyes, prayed to God and rode it out.

      Her fortitude paid off.

      She didn’t black out, but she didn’t let go either.  He tried one last time to jerk his fingers out, and this time it worked.  He got his thumb free.  This only gave her a better grip on his forefinger.  It came off easy after that.  He fell backwards on his butt, then scooted away from her, cradling his injured hand and screaming.

      She saw him in that moment—Jaw-Long—and for obvious reasons, she drained the last of her energy on him.  Spitting out the finger, holding his terrified gaze, she knew she was looking in the eyes of the man who orchestrated the deaths of her people.

      Through the pain, the swollen eyes and the blistering tight skin, she scrambled to her feet and went after him.  It wasn’t hard.  He was so startled by his missing finger, he was going into shock.

      When she drove two thumbs in to his eyes, the shell of each of them popping, she just sat back and let him scream.  Her cheeks shaking, her gaze dark and ferocious, she felt her lips curl into a grin, even though there was nothing at all worth smiling over.

      When Jaw-Long wore himself out and there was nothing left but the sobbing, Ruby found her steel rod.  She put it to his throat, waited a moment for him to realize what was happening, then said, “Take a breath.  I want you to be awake for this.”

      Perfectly still, he realized she was repeating his words back to him.  He stole a breath, but it was already too late.

      She leaned on the rod, slowly, painfully driving it through his neck.  It didn’t take long for him to die.  She was almost disappointed that it happened so quickly.

      Ruby wiped the goop off her thumbs, then picked up the flashlight and checked the last two rooms.  In Jaw-Long’s room, she found his sword.  She also found two girls she recognized from her now deceased group.  She didn’t know the girls personally, nor did she care about them after everything she’d just gone through.

      They were awake and scared, though, and she was going to get them out.

      “Hang on,” she said.

      On the nightstand was the key to their handcuffs.  She released the girls then quietly said, “Go out the back door, run from here and don’t stop.”

      “What about you?” the younger of the two asked.

      “I’ll be fine.  Don’t go back home, though.  Everyone’s dead and you’re on your own.”

      Both girls started to cry.  She didn’t have time for this.  Ruby slapped the closest one into awareness and said, “Don’t do that.  Just get up and go and be thankful you still have your life and all your limbs.”

      When the girls left, she grabbed Jaw-Long’s sword and returned to the room he died in.  Putting the flashlight on his face, she saw a horrifying sight.  Without a moment’s hesitation, she drove the sword into his heart, looking for a reaction.

      He gave no physical reaction.

      This was a corpse.

      In the kitchen, she found a backpack and some food in the pantry.  She filled the backpack with canned and packaged foods, filled a water bladder from a one liter bottle on the counter, then slung it over her back and walked out front.  That’s when she saw the shape of a woman standing in the darkness.

      She shined the light on her, found the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen in her life.

      “Who are you?” Ruby asked.

      “Whether you believe it or not,” she said, looking at her, “I’m a friend.”

      Ruby charged her with the rod, but the mystery woman parried off the girl’s line and said, “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Trust me, you won’t,” she growled through loose teeth.

      The cool air of the night felt good on her battered face.  She was out of breath, though, the adrenaline dump having sucked entirely too much of the earlier fire from her.

      “I can if I want,” the woman said, “but I don’t want that.”

      She attacked again, but Maria deflected her, ripped the rod from her hands and threw it down.

      “You’re hurt,” she told Ruby.  “I can help.  We have medical supplies.  Antibacterial ointments.”

      “Are you with them?” she asked, scared and uncertain.  The woman was a much prettier version of Ruby’s first girlfriend.

      “No,” she said.  “In fact, I was here to do what you just did.  You killed them, didn’t you?”

      “I did.”

      “Well that’s good.”

      “Where are you staying?” Ruby asked.

      “Up the street, around the corner and a few blocks up,” Maria said.  “Is there any food or water in there?”

      “Some, I think.  I was going to check back tomorrow, after I lie down.  I don’t feel so well.”

      “Let me help you,” she said.  “My name is Maria.”

      “Ruby.”

      “Do you want me to take the backpack?” she asked.

      “I got it,” Ruby said.  The last thing she wanted was this woman stealing her stuff, thank you very much.

      She started to walk away and Ruby followed her.  They eventually got to a tall apartment tower, climbed a few flights of stairs in the dark, then went in to what felt like a studio apartment.

      Ruby thumbed on the stolen flashlight, got a quick look, then shut if off.

      “Let me see your face,” Maria said.  Ruby shined the light on her own face, long enough for the woman to get a good look.  “You’re very pretty.  You’ll need your nose looked at, though.”

      “He ripped my hoop out,” she said.

      She slipped the backpack and water bladder off and sat down on the bed.  It wasn’t hers, but it was halfway comfortable, so it would do.

      “Shut the door on the way out?” she said.

      “As soon as you say ‘thank you,’” Maria replied in a maternal tone.  “We believe in manners here.  It’s the foundation of civility, don’t you agree?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” she said.  “Thank you.”

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said.  And just like that, Ruby went from being alone, scared and homeless to having a friend (maybe) and a place to stay.

      Shaking her head, she thought, I’ve seen stranger things, then closed her eyes and tried to sleep through the nightmares.
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        * * *

      

      Kalfu slipped through the darkness, focused on where he walked and how heavy his footfalls were.  His senses were attuned to his surroundings.  There were people out, some up to no good, others just passing through under the shroud of night.  They didn’t see him.  They didn’t matter either.  He was on his way to the Sacramento River to fill up two five gallon buckets.  That’s when he heard the single gunshot.

      He stopped, froze, listened.

      Tracing the sound back to its source, it sounded as though it had come from their house.  It sounded like Jaw-Long’s weapon.

      “No,” he whispered to himself.

      Turning around, he headed back, picking up his pace.  Halfway there, he heard a crashing noise and voices—girls’ voices.

      He tucked himself into the deeper shadows and waited.

      The two girls Jaw-Long had tied up ran by him, talking between themselves, one of them scared and crying, the other telling her to be quiet and keep moving.

      When they were gone, he hurried back to the house, set the buckets on the back porch, and followed the shadows around the house to where he heard more voices.

      He saw two women talking.

      The first was an interesting girl, slight in figure, maybe five foot six and thin.  She was speaking to an attractive woman who was a touch taller.  This was the same woman who startled him not twenty-four hours ago.  The devil woman.

      He felt his heart rate quicken.

      Listening to their exchange, he heard enough to know that everyone inside was dead, and that the woman, Maria, had come there on purpose.

      When they left, he followed them.  They made their way to the building where he first encountered her.  He did not follow them inside right away.

      Kalfu waited a few moments, then scaled up the side of the wall to a first floor balcony.  He hooked an arm over the metal railing and hauled himself over.  He landed in an enclosed balcony with a busted-out slider.  Moving through the slider, he snuck inside, careful not to make too much noise walking over the broken glass.

      Part of him knew he should turn back, collect his water stores and leave the city, but the other part of him was held captive by his curiosities.
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        * * *

      

      After setting Ruby up with a room, Maria walked upstairs where Carver was sleeping on the floor in the same place she’d left him.

      “How long are you going to choose the floor over sleeping in this big bed with me?” she asked, no regard for his and One’s slumber.

      Startled awake, Carver said, “The floor is better.”

      “Is my company so bad?” she asked, sitting down on the bed and removing her shoes.

      “Where were you?” he asked.

      “Picked up another stray.”

      “It’s going to be a regular sausage fest around here,” he grumbled.

      “Yeah, well this one’s got tits,” she said taking off her clothes and laying down.  “Plus, I think you’ll like her.”

      “Oh, and why’s that?” he said, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.

      “I know your body hurts from laying down there,” she said, switching her voice from aggressive to nurturing.  “I know it can’t be comfortable.  Why don’t you come up here, sleep in bed with me.  I promise we don’t have to do anything.  We can just sleep.”

      “Why do you say I’ll like this woman?”

      “More like a girl.”

      “Yeah?

      “She looks like the kind of girl a California guy like you would like.  Colored hair, although it’s fading, lithe body, tattoos, attitude.  Plus she can fight, and I know how much you love girls who can fight.”

      Getting up, he crawled in to bed next to her and said, “What’s her name?”

      “Ruby.”

      “She sounds nice.”

      “She’s got a ferocious streak to her,” she said.

      And with that, he scooted against her, wrapped his arms around her and then kissed the nape of her neck.

      “You’re a menace,” he said gently.

      Rolling over, her hand caressing his face, she leaned in, kissed him back and said, “This I know.”
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        * * *

      

      Kalfu crept through the apartment tower, working his way through the hallways, moving from room to room as he took an inventory of the occupants.

      He was most interested in the devil woman.  He didn’t find her first.  Instead, he found three guys.  He entered their first floor apartment, moved toward the sounds of them, then stood over them, quietly listening to them sleep.  All three were healthy, even if they stunk and sounded thin.

      Upstairs, he found the girl with faded red hair, Ruby.  She smelled of blood and sweat, her breath stale but not offensive, her breathing irregular.

      She was having nightmares.

      He leaned closer, sniffed her sweating skin, smelled the fear.  If this was the girl who killed everyone in the house, he was not impressed.

      Upstairs, after an hour or more of going through most of the building, he found Maria, a man in bed beside her and a young girl on a couch beside them.

      He moved through the apartment extra slow, not sure what to expect of her or the other occupants.  She slept like a regular person, but she was no regular person.  Or was she?  He moved to the bed, stood over her.

      Was he fooling himself?

      Maybe she was normal.  Maybe his eyes were playing tricks on him.  But then she opened her eyes, her breath coming fast.  He was standing right beside her.

      He closed his eyes, quick, didn’t move a muscle.

      He heard her breathing change, heard her sniffing the air.  She wouldn’t be able to see him because it was that black inside, and he wasn’t creating a shadow because he was just as black as the night.

      “I hear you,” she said quietly.

      He hadn’t moved a muscle, so he prayed she was bluffing.  He wasn’t sweating either, so he knew he wasn’t giving off an offensive odor.  Then again, you never really knew what you smelled like, but you could certainly smell others.

      Eyes closed, he listened to her shift in bed.

      He refused to move even as he heard her scooting closer to him.  He cracked an eyelid, moved back just in time for a hand to swipe out and breeze by his face.

      He turned and looked toward the edge of the building.  The wall had been torn away, leaving the apartment open to the elements.  It was a long way down, but perhaps he could escape through the opening if needed, dangle over the top and swing down in to the next apartment’s balcony.

      Another swipe brushed by him so close he startled inside.  Closing his eyes, he allowed his senses to heighten.

      That’s when he heard her laying back down, pulling the blankets over herself and falling asleep.  Not moving a muscle, even though they were all so terribly stiff right then, he waited.

      When her breathing changed, he snuck back out, worked his way downstairs and out of the building.  In the cool night air, he took a very deep breath, then released all the restless energy that had taken root inside his heart.

      Returning home, he walked inside and through the carnage the young woman left behind.  He did not expect to find happiness with this scene, but the smile on his face told him otherwise.  Not only would the sacrifice here appease the gods, it meant it would be safe to perform the ritual.

      In his bedroom he lit several candles, then moved the bed aside and picked up a small bag of salt, crushed chicken bones, several herbs and a pinch of chalk.  In the center of the room, he sprinkled a large circle, making sure it bore no holes, and then he lit more candles, placing them around the salt line.  He grabbed a snare drum he found some weeks back, then removed his clothes and put on special garments.  Inside the circle he began chanting, confident in his abilities to contact the Loa, despite not having the safety of the hougan and the mambo, the priest and the priestess.

      Although Kalfu was named after the moon god, ruler of the night, he was of a different breed than the legend himself.  The legend of Kalfu was known as the patron deity of sorcerers, specifically those who dealt in black magic.

      Despite being schooled in black magic by his aunt (who later went crazy and lost her life in a particularly dark ceremony), Kalfu the man, not Kalfu the legend, swore off black magic.  The doctors later said it was a stroke that took his aunt.  Everyone knew she’d angered the Loa.

      He didn’t want the same fate for himself.

      Still, the Kalfu name would forever mark him, for legends sometimes have a propensity to overshadow reality.  Sometimes, they can even influence reality.

      Kalfu the legend used charms and trafficked in bad luck.  He was all about destruction and all manner of injustices.  It’s said that those possessed by Kalfu had exceptionally dark eyes and that they could cry black tears.

      When his aunt first forced him to drink the legend’s favorite drink—rum laced with gunpowder—Kalfu the child cried.  He was only eight, not yet in his power.  When she saw his tears were not black, her disappointment was so monumental she fell into a fit of curses, her eyes narrowed on him and leveled with so much hate.  He hadn’t cried since that day.  But if he ever cried again, he doubted his tears would be black.

      After testing the other side and feeling no spiritual resistance, Kalfu dragged Jaw-Long in to his room, lifting his dead body over the chalk and inside the circle.

      Back in Haiti, when his aunt first taught him to make the circle, she said, “This circle will keep the bad spirits you summon in, but if you want to release them to the world, all you need to do is break the seal.”

      Now, inside the sealed circle he sat pounding the snare drum and chanting.  He wanted to attract the dark spirits, the Loa he never contacted without the hougan and the mambo.  He had questions about the devil woman.

      He needed to know her.

      To see her.

      Pounding the drum, chanting, he let the questions hover unguarded in his mind, hoping the Loa would know his request and grant him the wisdom he required.  Then, everything changed.  Kalfu felt the spirit doors opening, almost like a hand dipping into water and the water parting for it, except there was no hand, only the parting of water.

      He took out his large knife and cut a long slice in Jaw-Long’s neck, blood boiling out of it.  He traced some of the blood down his forehead, under his eyes, across his bare torso, and then he made his request verbally and to the Loa directly.

      The silence overcame him, to the point where his limbs became powerless, useless.  He felt his mind travel elsewhere, not wholly, but in glimpses.  That’s when he felt the woman, the very nature of her.  He saw much bloodshed, an animal rage, and then…metal, like tentacles reaching down inside her brain.  The octopus of antennae then turned on him, startling him.

      He was suddenly shoved out of the woman’s head and slammed back in his body with force.  He toppled over, but did not break the circle’s seal.

      Although he was back in his body, he did not feel the same.  There was a darkness that stuck to him.  It was not her directly, rather it was the depleting, agitated feeling of her.

      Shivering, he stood up, left his room and the house and went to find shelter elsewhere, in someplace less haunted by the spirits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Maria and Carver woke to the rising sun.  The first thing Carver saw on Maria’s bare back was the healing wound and the blossom of blood smeared all around it.  He couldn’t believe he was back in bed with her again.

      What in God’s name did I do? Carver wondered.

      He told himself he wanted nothing more to do with Maria, especially when it came to sex.  In looking back, he realized he was just so excited about the prospect of a new girl, and the idea that maybe Maria would pawn him off on her, that he gave in to her impulses one last time.

      No, he gave in to his impulses.

      When she opened her eyes, she rolled over and saw he was already awake.  One was awake, too, but she was sitting by the opening in the building, looking out at the city, but not down.  When she saw Maria was awake, she moved away from the window.

      “Let me see your hands,” she told the girl.  One walked over.  Maria sat up, topless, not concerned in the slightest about One being a child and her being naked.

      “Cover up your breasts,” Carver mumbled.

      “Worry about yourself,” she snapped.  Then to One, with a softer voice, she said, “Come on now, let me see.”

      The child showed Maria the palms of her hands and all the fresh blisters she’d acquired during her sweeping marathon the day before.  There were four really good ones by the look of it.

      “Hold still, this won’t hurt,” she said.  One stood perfectly still.

      “What are you doing?” Carver asked.

      She pulled the girl’s palm to her mouth, used her two sharpest teeth to bite holes in the skin.  She then sucked out the liquid and spit it on the floor.

      “You’re disgusting,” Carver groused, unable to help himself.  His temper had been getting away from him far too often, but he was quickly losing the temperament needed to keep his mouth shut.  Grabbing his boxers off the floor, he slid them under the covers, slipped them on and then said, “And with your boobs out no less.”

      She was already biting open the fourth blister when Carver got out of bed.

      “Instead of vampiring all that pus, you could have just poked it with one of the shards of glass over there,” he said, pointing to the mess on the floor where the side wall had been blown out.

      “That’s dirty,” Maria said.  “My mouth is clean.”

      “Clean as a cat’s ass,” he said.  “You realize how much bacteria the human mouth carries?”

      “It’s fine, Carver.”  Then to One she said, “Feel better?”

      The girl nodded her head but didn’t smile.

      “Don’t get any dirt in the holes now.  You need the skin underneath to crust over.  After that, we’ll peel off the ruined layer and your hands will be as good as new.”

      “You gonna eat the blistered skin, too?” Carver asked.

      “What’s your problem?”

      “What’s on the agenda today?” he asked, changing topics.

      “We’re going back to where Aaron and I were attacked, and we’re going to take their things, maybe grab a few more strays.  First I want you to meet Ruby.  I think she’ll like you.”

      “Playing Cupid with me?” he asked.

      “Maybe playing Cupid with all of us,” she said with a less-than-pleased look.  Then she said, “Don’t be so selfish.”

      “You realize this kind of Bohemian lifestyle does not fit with the times, right?  I mean, we can barely feed ourselves and we’re unshowered in dirty clothes with unbrushed teeth and we’re acting like this is free love in the sixties.  It’s not normal.  In fact, it’s pretty unsettling.”

      “They say women need a reason to have sex, men only need a hole.  Now you’ll have two holes and I’ll have a reason.”

      One’s face turned a deeper shade of red.  She looked away when Maria got out of bed.  She wasn’t wearing any clothes and didn’t act concerned about it.

      “Have some decency,” Carver said, her lack of decorum finally getting to him.

      “Your Christian obsession with covering the human body is downright stupid.  You have this amazing biological system that is so fascinating, so visceral and so full of emotion, and all you try to do is hide it, deny it, contain it.  What good is living if all you’re going to do is justify doing nothing with it?  I want to have sex, and so should you.  I want you to see me because it feels amazing being seen, I want—”

      “Stop!” he barked.

      She crossed the room in an instant, grabbed him by the face and lifted him slightly off his feet.  Skin smooshed up, the flesh gathering around his eyes and his mouth firmly shut, he stared at her, unmoved by her tirade.  If she wanted to kill him over a challenge, she could do so and he wouldn’t bat an eyelash.

      “I would’ve thought you’d learned the same lesson One learned,” she said.  “You are older, wiser, more perceptive, yet you’ve learned nothing.”

      “Uh-kyu,” he said behind his smashed mouth and clamped jaw.

      She stopped, fell perfectly silent, like she was deciding his fate right then and there.

      “Do it,” he said.

      “Do what, Carver?” she asked.

      “Kill me.”

      She shoved him aside, causing him to stumble into the bed and nearly fall over.  He managed to land on his feet, even though the force of her abuse made it tough to get and keep his balance.

      Pulling herself together, Maria said, “We’re going to introduce you to Ruby, who will earn her keep here, even if it means taking you off my hands from time to time.”

      “And after that?” he asked, brooding, rubbing his jaw.

      “After that we’re going to get food, water and men.  And then I want to move some things a few floors up.  Have you been up there?  To the twelfth floor?  Half of the rooms don’t even have a roof.  It’s gorgeous at night, with the sky on full display above you.”
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        * * *

      

      When they made their way downstairs, Ruby was already talking with the guys.  They were telling the new girl the ins and outs of Maria, something Maria didn’t feel all that comfortable with by the look of it.  If anything, she wanted to control the conversation.  Really shape her own legend.

      Aaron, Myron and Danny saw her and startled, their words clipped, all three of them falling silent.

      “I see you’ve met the rest of the crew,” Maria said, looking first at the guys, then at Ruby.  “This little sweetheart here is One, and this brooding slab of bitch meat is Carver.  Don’t let the sour face fool you, he’s become a hell of a lover.”

      Ruby’s face turned the reddish color of her hair, and the other guys looked down or away.

      Carver, however, turned and glared at Maria.

      “As long as you’re here,” she said to Ruby, “if you get any carnal instincts, everyone but Carver is off limits.  Is that clear?”

      “You’re…you’re okay sharing?” she asked.

      “With you, yes.”

      “What if I’m not interested in men, per se?”

      “You’re into women?”

      “Not exclusively, but yes,” she said.  “I prefer women.”

      “Are you saying…” Maria started to say.

      “She’s saying she’d rather share a bed with you than me,” Carver blurted out.  “I would have thought for someone like you, as perceptive as you are, you’d have caught that.”

      “I’m not sharing any bed with anyone, no matter my preferences,” Ruby said, discussing the matter like it was just another normal everyday conversation.  “But thank you for trying to decide such a personal thing for me after having met me only hours ago.”

      “Perhaps, when you’re ready, the three of us can acquaint ourselves then,” Maria said with the flippant wave of a hand.

      “So we get the three of us, and you get the three of you?” Danny said, his bald head looking less shiny than the night before.

      “Doesn’t seem fair, does it?” Maria teased.

      “Hardly.”

      “Let’s go,” she said.  “Make sure you’re ready for anything.”

      “Where are we going?” Aaron asked.  “And what if Ruby is interested in one of us at some point?”

      This was a man in his thirties, not too good looking, not ugly, decent build with black hair, dark blue eyes and features that were as normal as they were forgettable.  Maria didn’t seem to mind the question.

      “Will you be?” Maria asked the stray with the tattoos, the torn nose and the bruises.

      “No,” Ruby said, giving the men a quick once over.  “No offense.”

      If only Aaron knew that the she-Satan had made Carver her bed slave, he might not have been so quick to lament his situation.  Then again, like Maria said, women need a reason to be with a man, but men just need a hole.

      Did Aaron need a hole?

      All men did.

      Shaking his head, Carver was now face-to-face with the absurdities not only of their previous life and society, but with the nature of testosterone and all the sour trappings of male biology.

      “How will we all fit in the truck?” Myron asked.  He was dressed, his hair out of sorts, his eyes extra red against his pale, freckled skin.

      “Close quarters,” Maria said.  “Ruby’s up front with me and One.  No sense in packing her in tight with the fellas.”

      “Do we get a vote in this?” Myron asked, his two front teeth prominent in the morning light.

      “No,” both Maria and Ruby said at the same time.

      Everyone else laughed, but Myron hung his head in shame, aware that he was as appealing to most woman as say, the idea of slaughtering farm animals.

      “Oh, cheer up there buck teeth, there’s bound to be a blind woman in need of loving from a man not every other woman is pining for.  The guys and I will tell her that, despite the built in can openers protruding out of your mouth, you’re as handsome as the day is long.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “It never ends.”

      “Bad breeding is something you’ll carry with you to the end,” Maria said.  “You’ll be fine.  Let’s go, girls.”

      In the parking garage, One and Ruby climbed in the cab while the guys piled in the open bed.  They headed to the house where Ruby killed everyone, passing a dog in the street.  He was just trotting along, carrying his leash in his mouth like he was taking himself for a walk.

      Half the guys went in to the house and came right back out.  Danny puked on the front lawn.  Carver, however, ignored the crime scene and looked around, all but desensitized to the carnage.

      When he came back out, he said to Ruby, “Did one of the bedrooms have some sort of ritual ceremony performed in it when you were here last?”

      “No,” she said, heading inside.  When she saw the man in the circle of what smelled like some sort of salt, she said, “I killed him in the other room.  And I didn’t cut his throat.  I lanced it with a broken rod.”

      “You did that to his eyes?” Carver asked, looking at her from an entirely different perspective.  They were like broken eggs, the yokes of them gooped out and dried on his cheeks.

      “I was scared,” she admitted.

      “Remind me not to frighten you,” he mumbled, his dried lips finally splitting open.  When her belly made a hard growl, she covered it with a hand to stifle the noise.  “Are you alright, Ruby?”

      “Just hungry,” she said.

      “Tell me about it,” he replied, licking his lips and tasting blood.  “How much food did these guys have before you left?”

      “Not sure,” she replied.  “I left pretty quickly.”

      He gave a thoughtful nod, then said, “Don’t worry about all that sex talk with Maria.  She’s finally able to be herself outside of the norms of society—”

      “Past norms,” Ruby interrupted.

      “Past norms of society,” he said, correcting himself.  “Anyway, she’s really trying to come in to her own.”

      “She’s pretty hot,” Ruby said, smiling for the first time.  It was disarming, her smile.  “I mean for it being the apocalypse and all.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “If only you knew the problems that woman…never mind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He stepped forward, pushed the bedroom door almost shut, then said, “She knows our greatest weaknesses.  For men it’s sex, and for women it’s safety.  All I’m saying is guard yourself with her.  She might not be safe.”

      “We’re not that black and white,” Ruby said.  “Sometimes all women want is sex, too.”

      “I know, but my point is, she knows what we need and that’s how she’s going to get us all in her personal army.”

      “What are her intentions?” Ruby asked.  “What’s the big plan?”

      “World domination, I guess,” he said, straightening up.

      This caused her to laugh, and then she said, “Who doesn’t want world domination?  Besides, that would be a great substitute for sex.”

      “Yeah,” he said, grim, “well she actually believes she can have it.”

      “In that case,” she said, “we should let her try.”
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        * * *

      

      They took a scant bit of treasure back to the apartment towers, stashed it where it wouldn’t be stumbled upon by vagrants, then headed back out on the road.  When they got to the scene where Maria said she fought half a dozen or more men, there were no bodies, but the blood evidence of a fight was everywhere.

      “Looks like someone slaughtered a few cows out here,” Myron said, toeing one of the dried circles.

      “You should have seen it,” Aaron replied.

      “Yeah,” Maria chided.  “Aaron got to sit in the safety of the truck and watch it all.”

      Aaron fell silent, uncomfortable with the dig.  Rather than respond directly, he said, “I’ll show you where they went.”

      When they got to the building where the men were supposedly holed up, she said, “Carver and I will go in the front door.  Myron, Danny and Ruby, you three and One will man the other exit.  One stays out of the line of fire, got it?  If she gets hurt under your watch, I’ll kill both of you.  Do you understand?”

      “So not Ruby?” Danny asked.

      “Not Ruby.”

      “If you’re so worried about her, why bring her then?” Myron asked.

      “Because this is the new form of Kindergarten,” Maria replied.  When the human can opener didn’t seem to get it, she said, “This is her education in warfare and survival and it’s starting today.”

      “Ah,” he said, getting it.  “Okay, fair enough.”

      “If we don’t run in to any issues, we’ll open the other door from the inside.  But if it gets hot in there, if we’re under attack, we’ll mop up or die trying.  Aaron, you’re on our six.  Danny and Myron, if you hear gunfire, come in through the front door and assist.  Wait only until we open the door or you hear gunfire.  Got it?”

      “Got it,” Aaron said.  He looked back at Myron who nodded.  Then, back to Maria, he said, “But we have to get through the door first.  You remember I tried already, right?”

      She turned the knob, gave it a shake.  It was locked and didn’t budge.

      “See?” he said.

      They had bats and knives, but nothing they could shoot the lock with and nothing they could use to pry open the door.

      “Get ready,” she said.

      Maria took a short step back, then launched forward and hit the door with a ferocious kick that punched the metal inward.  The door didn’t just bust open though, it ripped apart the metal casing as well.  Someone might have said “Holy Jesus,” but it didn’t matter.  She was already ducking in through the gap.  She led and Carver followed.

      Aaron followed suit.

      Carver knew the men would be impressed by her, by her strength.  It was all a trap though, a big ruse.  They would be in awe of what she could do long before they were smart enough to realize the danger they were in with her.

      Downstairs was clear, so Maria went to open the other door and that’s when gunfire broke out from above.  Everyone sunk down and dug in.

      Maria could heal herself, but it wasn’t without repercussions.  Carver thought she was getting tired of overheating and not showering, bleeding and not being able to fully clean herself up, being so thirsty and hungry she got a little lightheaded then had to sleep long, uninterrupted hours.  So she took cover with the rest of them.

      “We’re reloadin’ and we got tons more ammo!” came the booming voice from above.

      Carver didn’t wait.  He hustled up the stairs, throwing caution to the wind.

      “Wait!” Maria hissed.

      He wasn’t waiting for squat.  There was no reason to wait!  At the top of the staircase, a pistol and a face appeared.  He ducked hard and fast to the left just as the shot went off.  The bullet smashed into the wall behind him.  The boom nearly rendered him deaf, but he pushed through the barking noise.  Ducking the other way, he knew the next shot was coming and was accounting for it.  It came.  And it had teeth.

      Nipping at his ear, the round took a bite out of him.  But that didn’t matter because now he was in the nest and there was only one gun on him.  He slapped it away, started firing off shots of his own.  Not bullets—punches, kicks and elbows.

      Then he got cracked.  Slammed in the side of the head with something hard.

      Bodies barreled into him, blasting him so hard and so quick there was no way to be sure of the attackers or their weapons.  He was kicked and shoved off his feet, thrown to the ground.  Turtling up to weather the storm, he pulled his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms around his shins.  Then someone turned him over and cracked his shin with a bat, causing him to howl out.  Another kick hammered his arm so hard it temporarily went numb.

      Enraged, he scrambled to his feet, but the pummeling he took as a result wasn’t worth the effort he expended.  That’s when someone’s ham-sized fist caught him in the chin and everything went black.

      When he came to, his head was in Ruby’s lap.  He wasn’t sure if it was a dream or not, or where he was, and he wasn’t sure how he got there, but the fog of unconsciousness wore off and things became clear.

      Ruby was stroking his hair back, not like a lover, but like a mother whose child was just kicked in the teeth by a bully twice his size.  Maria’s voice was loud and unclear at first, but then awareness set in fully and everything became crystal clear.

      “Ruby?” he said, looking up at her.

      She looked down, smiled and said, “Enjoy the reprieve?”

      “It was peaceful,” he told her, his lips ripping open where the blood was trying to coagulate.

      He sat up, fought a sweeping wave of dizziness, then crawled up to his feet, cursing wildly to himself.

      “Alright, which one of you twats had the bat?” he said, wobbling a bit as he walked.

      There were seven of them lined up.  They looked like prisoners of war the way Maria had them situated.  On their knees, they had their hands behind their head and fingers laced together.

      “I did,” a man said defiantly.  He was on his knees in a line with the others.  Carver walked over and drove a fist into his jaw so hard, the man nearly fell over.

      “All you had to do was let us through,” Maria said, referring to yesterday’s events.

      “Tried to make a hole,” one of the other men said, while the one Carver hit rolled over and spit a glob of blood on the floor.

      “Nothing like a good sucker punch, eh?” Carver asked.

      In that moment, the man went on a tirade of cursing that caused him to turn beet red and nearly run out of gas.  That’s how hard he took to swearing.

      “Get up and get back in line,” Carver said, “or the next shot won’t be so nice.”

      “Tell you what,” Maria said to everyone while looking at Carver.  “We’re going to take everything you have here.  It will be our personal stash.  Call it the victors claiming their right to the spoils.  But you don’t have to stay desolate, hungry and beaten.  You can come with me and you will live under my protection.  But you will also fight with me, beside me, for me.”

      She looked down the line at all of them and then the guy Carver hit started to laugh.  He laughed and coughed and spit out more blood and then he laughed some more.

      Maria looked at Carver, raised a brow, almost as if to ask permission.  He nodded, surprised she was asking for his opinion.  And that’s when she hit Mr. Funnyman so hard, his jaw bone both dislocated and cracked in half.  He opened his mouth to scream, but not before Maria had two hands inside said mouth, prying it open with a force that scared even Carver.

      Taking a step back, he gasped.

      In a swift yet barbarous display of aggression and dominance, Maria tore his jaw almost all the way off his face.  Only the unripped skin and some muscle and sinew that refused to let go of the bone remained.  And the tongue…oh dear God…the tongue.  It just hung down like a limp pecker, blood showering down from the mangled upper half of his face.

      Standing back, Maria lined up a kick, then drove it in so hard that several of the man’s ribs broke through the skin, jutting out at odd angles as he fell over and died on the spot.

      “I’d like a show of hands,” she said, brushing her hair back, then wiping her bloody hands on her pants.  “Who’s coming with me?”

      All the hands rose up, and that was how they went from five warriors and a little girl to eleven warriors and said little girl.

      “Good,” Maria replied, a look of satisfaction on her face.  “Gather up your things, everything you think might be useful to all of us, and then meet me outside.  That means all that ammo you were bragging about earlier.”

      “We were bluffing about the ammo,” one of the men said.  “We were hoping you’d surrender, or go away.”

      Shaking her head, Maria said, “Just do what I said.”

      “What are you going to do with us?” one of the men asked as all of them climbed to their feet.  This particular man had a wet stain in his pants.  It wasn’t a four alarm flooder, just a nervous piss blossom.

      “I’m going to turn you into men,” she said.  Then, glancing down at his pants, she added, “Maybe even you.”
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      Carver helped get everyone situated in the third floor rooms, as Maria instructed.  As he did, he looked each of these monkeys in the face and knew that every mark on his body, every violent beating, was these guys’ doing.

      They apologized half-heartedly to him in passing, but his reply was the same for all of them: F off.

      He was tired of excusing Maria’s bad behavior.  Tired of being told he had to have sex with her, even if he happened to want it, which was less than he imagined.  And he was tired of feeling like she was using him only to have her human experience, something he was barely even part of anymore.

      Now, looking at Ruby, seeing a real live female again, he tried to get a sense of her.  She was a curious thing.  So curious, in fact, that when Maria went to bed, he snuck down to her room, knocked lightly, then went inside when she said it was alright.

      “What do you want?” she asked, laying in bed.  It was hot in the room, but not stuffy.  The window was open to let in the cool air, and from what little starlight came in from outside, he could see only a shadow of her body.  She wore a bra, but little else.  Her hair was loose, the ponytail gone.

      “If I’m intruding…”

      “You are,” she said quietly.  “But it’s alright.”

      “Are you okay here?” he asked.

      “I…I lost everyone, Carver,” she said, her voice cold, like she was biting back on the emotions so hard she went to the other side of the spectrum.

      “I heard,” he said.  “I’m so sorry.”

      “Do you want to sleep with me tonight?” she asked.  “Not sex, just…proximity?”

      “You’re into girls, right?” he asked.

      “More than I am guys,” she said.  “But who knows.  Right now I’m into survival, and that trumps everything else.  If I ever start thinking about sex again—and that will probably be never—if you’re still alive, maybe we can form an arrangement.”

      “I already have an arrangement with someone prettier.”

      “Yes, and scarier,” she said.  She pulled back the blankets as an invitation.  The bed was large, a queen-sized bed.  Room enough for two without the incidental touching.

      “Clothes on or off?” he said.

      “You freeballin’ it?”

      “No.”

      “Pants and shirt off, giblets strapped and wrapped.”

      He took off his pants and shirt and slid in next to her.  They laid there for awhile, talking to each other, telling each other about their lives before all this.  It was refreshing to talk to a real woman about real things that didn’t involve strategy and warfare.

      Then, when she told him about her family (three brothers and her parents) and how they all died in a plane crash when the power went out, he felt a deep and profound sadness for her.  It wasn’t just her words, the story…it was the tone in her voice, how the hurt broke through the tough exterior, revealing more of a scared little girl than a hardened young woman.

      It turned out she wasn’t all that hardened after all.

      Carver wasn’t close to his own family.  He was always in his own world.  He thought this was a bit of a blessing, considering the times.  Everyone else lost people they loved.  He’d insulated himself from the heartache of life by pushing away most of his family.  Now he had no one, so he had no one to lose.

      Then again, he had no one to live for, either.  Well, besides Maria.  She had his attention from the very beginning, messed up and dysfunctional as it was.

      Ever since she killed his friends and walked out of Stanford, Carver obsessed over her, who she was, if there was a way to kill her and be the big hero.  Now he knew he couldn’t kill her.  He thought maybe as a transhuman—part human, part machine—she could embrace all the beauty of the human mind and body while becoming smart enough to right all the wrongs of the world.

      Alas, this was not so.

      She wanted to become a better human—smarter, stronger, and more cunning—but only so she could survive.  That meant growth and change for her in this new world, this new body.  When she told him about machine learning, how it was machines evolving on their own with the help of software and capable hardware, he became intrigued.  With her exceptional looks and body, evolving meant eclipsing humanity.  For a brief moment, he wondered if he could let go and be by her side as she came to power.  He’d also hoped she’d learn what it meant to be human, and not be so cruel.  Things didn’t turn out the way he’d hoped and now he was stuck.

      “I love how real you are,” he finally said to Ruby, his voice sluggish from sleep, his knobbed shin throbbing from the beating it took earlier.

      She snuggled up against him, but not like Maria.  Not because she wanted sex.  She did so because she knew he wouldn’t make a move on her.  That’s the way they slept.  And when he woke in the morning, she was gone.  The sun shined in the window, the vibrant morning upon him but not in an overwhelming way.  A cool breeze walked its invisible fingers over his bare chest and face, coaxing him awake.  He yawned, stretched and then looked out the window.

      “How’d you sleep?” Ruby asked, walking in the room dressed and ready for the day.

      “Good, actually.”  Then, sitting up, he said, “In fact, I think I slept better last night than I have since this whole nightmare kicked off.”

      “Really?” she asked, surprised.

      Nodding his head, feeling alive for the first time in a long time, he said, “Yeah, actually.  It was amazing.”

      “Well you look like hell with the shine rubbed off.”

      He touched his face, felt the tight flesh, then pulled off the blankets and looked at his still-throbbing shin and the goose egg on it.

      “It is what it is,” he finally said, pulling on his pants.

      Upstairs, he joined Maria and One, unable to keep the smile off his face and the pep out of his step.

      “Looks like you and our new pet are getting along famously,” she said, pleased.

      “She’s not a pet, she’s a person,” he said.

      “You say tomato—”

      “So what’s on the agenda today?” he interrupted, watching as One picked at the loose skin on her hands where the drained blisters had turned a pale white.

      “I didn’t want to do this, but I’m thinking we need to go back to Loomis, to Rock and Jill’s homestead and maybe take their supplies.  Then again, if the best we can hope for out here is a strand of Christmas lights and a pack of morons, it might be worth it just to kill everyone and take the entire property.”

      “You want to kill all those people?” Carver asked in utter disbelief.  “They took us in when we needed a community, embraced us with little judgment.”

      “You’re wearing the abuse of dissidents,” she said, touching his face.  He pulled away, but she didn’t act like she minded.  “I would have thought you would understand.  To build an army, and then a community, you need to rule by fear because subservience is paramount.  And you can never ever get too attached.”

      “Let me guess, first we disarm them, then we silence them, and if they speak out, we execute them in front of others.”

      “Exactly,” she said, pleased.

      “Can I call you Adolf then?  Because that was Nazi Germany and no one ever looked back on that time and said, ‘Wow, that Adolf Hitler sure did love and care for his people.’”

      “What did you say yesterday?” she said as she prepared to make a point.  “What did you say when you asked who hit you with the bat?”

      “I asked which of the twats hit me with the bat.”

      “Yes, well look at you, all concerned about what others will think.  Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?  Isn’t that you being a giant twat?”

      “You have a lot to learn about humanity,” he grumbled, furious that she shoved him into that dark place so quickly after such a good night.

      “I have more up here,” she said, tapping her skull, “than you do there.”  When she tapped his skull in return, he stumbled backwards, his head a little rattled.

      “Did I touch a nerve?” he asked with a menacing scowl.

      “Look Miss Maria, I got them all,” One said, showing Maria her palms.  There were four very red circles on her hands where she’d pulled off the once blistered skin.  It was almost like she was proud.

      Carver had the feeling she wasn’t trying to earn brownie points with the transhumanist Hitler; rather he felt like she was trying to stop what was about to happen between them.

      “Good job, One,” Maria said.

      Yeah, good job, One, he thought.

      “I think I want to be called Sally now,” One said.  “If that’s okay with you, Miss Maria.”

      Smiling, she said, “You can be called whatever you’d like, my dear.  So long as it makes you happy.”  Looking at Carver, she said, “See how lenient I can be?”

      “I’m going to take the truck and Myron with me to search outside the area, if that’s okay,” Carver said.  “That’s what I’d like to do, now that you’ve become lenient.”

      Chewing on the notion, she replied, “We’re best when we’re together.”

      “I need a break from you,” he said, no pretense in either his tone or his words.  “It will make me less defiant if I get some space.  That way, when I come back to you, I can be more accommodating to your manner of rule.”

      “Shall we sleep together tonight?” she asked, pushing the issue.  “Perhaps invite Ruby up with us and make it an affair?”

      “Sex in the apocalypse is not even an afterthought.  Not for her, and not for me.  I’ve only been appeasing you to see where this heads.”

      “So suddenly you’ve gone sterile?” she teased.  “Maybe even impotent to your emotions?  Your needs?  Isn’t sex as important as breathing, or sleeping?”

      He just shook his head and said, “I sleep here, or there, or on the floor or anywhere.  I honestly don’t care anymore, Maria.”

      She made a pouty face, then smiled bright and said, “Why are you being such a silly goose?”

      “Just wired wrong, I guess,” he replied.  He held out his hand to her, dipped his chin and raised an eyebrow.  Then, giving a light snap, he said, “Key please?”

      She waited a beat, then went to the nightstand, took the Ford key off the wood and tossed it his way.

      “If you leave me, I’ll find you and tear you to pieces with my bare hands,” she said, her smile perfectly intact.

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” he replied, sarcastic.

      “On the contrary,” she said, “should you force my hand, it will only be good for me.”
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      Carver and Myron climbed in the truck, started it up, then pulled out into the silent city streets.  At first, it was eerily quiet outside, but then they passed several people pushing wheelbarrows with dead bodies in them.  The corpses’ limbs hung over the front and sides of the metal pan, their heads flopped down over the back, nostrils to the sky, their dead and decomposed faces sallow and haunting.

      Those pushing the one-wheeled body transports wore masks over their faces.  They looked strong, full of vigor.  One glance in their eyes, however, and Carver felt like he’d get some of that yuck on him.  The feeling of them stuck to Carver, fed off him, almost convinced him that this was his fate, that one day he’d be in that barrel, being pushed down the street by that guy, dumped into a burn stack and set on fire.

      They passed four more people pushing their one-wheeled body bins, an ant-like procession carrying not food to the colony, but the dead to an unceremonious fate.

      He finally pulled the truck to a stop next to one of these workers and said, “Excuse me.”

      The person set the wheelbarrow down, stepped toward the truck, pulled her mask down.  She was a woman who looked old before her time, but she was maybe the same age as Carver.

      “Heard there was a truck running out here,” she said, looking in and around the cab before focusing on Carver.

      “Why are you doing that?” he asked.  “Burning all these bodies?”

      “Cleaning up,” she said.

      “For what?”

      “Just in case,” she said.  “Besides, it beats doing nothing.”

      “Do you live around here?” he asked.

      “Naw, no one really lives around here anymore.  Squatters, passerby’s, but most resources are gone now.”

      “Then why clean up?” Myron asked.

      “There’s a bunch of us all over the city.  We call ourselves The Zombie Prevention Squad, even though there’s no such thing as zombies.  Thought it best to not have the dead decomposing out here.  When the lights come back on, if they ever get the power restored, we need to make sure the city’s not ruined by the rot of a million corpses.”

      “That’s very noble of you,” Carver said, not understanding the point at all.  The lights were never coming back on.  There would never be power here again, not in their lifetimes.

      “It’s really frickin’ stupid is what it is,” Myron said.  He had a flat faced scowl.  The woman looked at him, dead eyes to dead eyes, then she turned and made a hard snorting sound.  Carver curled his nose, looked away.  The woman then turned and launched a loogie right past Carver, one that smacked the side of Myron’s face.

      Taken aback, jaw sitting in his lap, he just stared at her in surprise and shock.  She put her mask back on, then picked up the wheelbarrow and began pushing it down the street.

      Carver couldn’t help laughing at Myron.

      He deserved that.

      “Disgusting wench,” Myron mumbled as he cleaned his face.

      Putting the truck in gear, he got going, but not before Myron could yell “You whacked out hussy!” out the window at the woman as they passed her.

      “This is sad,” Carver heard himself say.

      “Buncha spitters ‘n quitters,” Myron grumbled, over-wiping the spot where he’d been hit, just to be sure.

      Carver glanced over and said, “Those were once people with lives, dreams, family, a history.  The dead people, not The Zombie Prevention Squad.”

      “Ain’t no sweat off my balls that they’re gone,” Myron said.  “More air for the rest of us.”

      “Well I hope you enjoy all that extra air,” Carver said, disappointed at what a douchebag Myron was turning out to be.

      Turning to Carver, the bucktoothed redhead said, “You a softie?”

      “Didn’t used to be,” he answered.  But when you see such low value put on human life these days, it kind of makes you wonder if all the good ones are gone and we’re all that’s left.”

      Carver smelled the faint aroma of cooking meat drifting through the open window.  At first, it smelled good.

      Smiling, his two front teeth like little ivory tombstones protruding out of his mouth, Myron said, “Ain’t no room for the weak in this world.”  He ran a hand through his shaggy red hair, then turned that pale, freckled face on him and said, “Kill or be killed, brother.”

      “You sound like Maria,” Carver said, slowing the truck at the intersection of a road that looked as wasted and desolate as the last.

      There were two more people with wheelbarrows turning down this street.  From a six or seven story building, he thought he saw a body fall out the fourth story window.  There were a few corpses on the ground in front of it.  Just then another body made its way out of a window.  When it was far enough over the side, it dropped lifelessly to the ground and hit with a thud Carver couldn’t quite hear.  Someone then popped their head out of the window and called to someone below.  That person wore a white mask and pushed a wheelbarrow.  She began collecting the bodies.

      “Would you look at that…” Carver said, his voice trailing off.

      There was a long row of burning bodies and men tending to them with shovels and hoes, moving them around to let in the oxygen, to strengthen the burn.

      “Smells like barbecue, but rotten,” Myron said.  “Makes me hungry.”

      Carver eased off the brakes, unable to look away from the burning piles of people.  He couldn’t get it out of his mind that every one of those bodies was once special in their own kind of way.  They loved and they were loved.  They had jobs, homes, families, pets.

      He worried about tears leaking from his eyes as he continued on.

      “Jesus dyin’ on the cross,” Myron said with a touch of humor in his voice, “you really are soft.”

      Ahead he saw a guy with a dog at his side, walking with the same defeated gait as his owner.  The man turned to the sound of the big V8 and walked out in the road.

      “Don’t stop the truck,” Myron told Carver.

      “Shut up,” he grumbled.

      Myron slid a revolver out of his pocket, held it at his side.  Carver didn’t know this guy had a gun.  Maria said she checked them for weapons.

      Did she lie to me?

      Myron cranked the window down and the guy sidled up to the truck.  For a second, Carver thought he looked familiar.

      “Hey, thanks for stopping,” the bearded, slightly unkempt man said, his voice teeming with gratitude.  “Haven’t seen a running car for forever.  Well except for the guys in the FEMA trucks and Humvees.”

      “How long ago did you see them?” Carver asked.

      “Been some time now,” he said, pulling off a knit beanie and fixing his messy hair, almost like he had a reason to be presentable.

      “How’s the dog doing?” Carver asked.

      “Good so long as I can keep him from eating dead people.  Don’t know what his problem is.  Too dumb to be alive without me, I guess.”

      “Say mister, you look familiar,” Myron said.

      “Not sure why,” he replied, glancing down and away, and then back up with a sheepish look on his face.

      “Holy swinging cow balls,” Myron said.  “You’re that guy.  On the TV.”  Snapping his fingers, twisting his head like this might dislodge the memory from his head and get it out of his mouth, he looked at Carver and said, “It’s on the tip of my tongue.”  Shoving a hand out, palm to the face of the man, he said, “Don’t tell me, I’ll get this…”

      Carver had no idea who this man was that Myron was fretting over, but he let it play out because it looked like maybe Myron was about to get it.

      Finally he clapped his hands hard, then in a dark, menacing voice, he turned and said, “Oh my God, I know you.”

      Smiling, his eyes hangdog, his expression one of hesitation—like he wasn’t sure if he was going to have a friend or an enemy—he said, “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

      “You screwed us all,” Myron said, his jovial tone gone.

      Now the vagrant’s smile fell away, fast like it had no business being there.  And those hangdog eyes?  They overflowed with shame.

      “I…I…it was a different time—”

      Myron whipped the pistol out and shot him point blank in the forehead.  He dropped like a sack of rocks, the dog barking and running off, his leash dragging behind him.  Myron leaned out the window, looking down to where the body had fallen, and screamed, “Burn in hell you freaking cockroach!”

      Carver took a deep, consternated breath, unsure of how to react.  Moments later, Myron sat back up, head in the car, bouncing like a kid with ADHD who had to piss himself.  But this guy was giddy, laughing.

      “Oh my Gawd!” he said.  “Right in the FARGIN’ kisser!”

      Horrified, Carver stared blankly at him.

      “What Mr. Softie?” he said, gun on his lap again, but scratching his pecs, right over his nipples, real fast, like he was trying to start a friction fire on them.

      “I killed in self-defense before,” the ginger said, his eyes lit with insanity, “but never out of defense of humanity.  That man was a STAIN!”

      Carver let his foot off the brake, held his tongue.  About a block down, he turned to where he knew there were more apartment towers.  That’s when he said, “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Whatchu talkin’ about?!” he said, looking like he was high as a kite, hopped up on meth and thrashing under his skin.

      “He was just a guy,” Carver said.  “No different than you or me.”

      “That guy was the DEVIL,” Myron argued.  Now he had the gun in his hand.  “Always on TV selling them lies, acting like we were dumb.  We weren’t, Carver.  We aren’t!”

      Concerned, Carver looked for a place to pull over.

      “You seen the things he said,” Myron rambled on.  “He and his fellow sellouts lied by OMISSION.  Meaning they didn’t tell us everything, only what they wanted us to know.”

      “He was just a guy,” Carver said again, softer.

      “How are you even hanging with her?” Myron asked with disgust in his eyes.  “Because that wasn’t no guy.  That wasn’t no guy!”

      The gun was suddenly in his hand and out of his lap.  He was waving it around like it was a laser pointer, he was a professor and his class was in session.

      “She’s a beast, Carver.  A righteous freaking dragon slayer!  But you, you big softie?”

      “I’m assuming you’re talking about Maria,” he said, pulling up on the curb in front of a three story building with an entrance that looked shut.  Maybe there was food in there, water in the toilet tanks, bedding, clothes, medicine…something.

      “Hell yeah, I’m talking about Maria!” the ginger barked, bouncing in his seat, thrusting the gun at him like he was pointing his finger at Carver.  “She socked my friend in the face so hard, it crushed him in.”  When he said this, he made little squeezing claws with his fingers.  “His fargin’ nose, it like…it like blew blood everywhere.  Like punching fruit, you know?  God, that woman!  Sexy and violent, a dream combination.”

      Carver had concerns far greater than this guy could imagine, but Myron couldn’t just be normal.  Then again, were any of them normal?

      Am I?

      They got out of the truck and Myron said, “Man, I know you don’t get it, but that felt good.  Liberating.  Those people were the ruination of everything good, honest and fair in this world.  Especially in this cuck infested state of fruits and friggin’ nuts.”

      The sad thing was, Carver couldn’t disagree with him.  Nevertheless, he turned, ripped the weapon out of Myron’s hand and started beating his face in with it.

      Myron was no pushover, though.  He fought back.

      Lifting his hand after three ruthless shots to the face, Myron’s fear gave way to terror.  Blood was pouring out everywhere, soaking his lily white skin, drowning all those ugly freckles.  Carver then drove a shot into Myron’s stomach, bending him over.  Even though Carver was no fan of people like the guy Myron killed, the apocalypse or not, you don’t just go around indiscriminately murdering folks.  At least, those were his thoughts.

      “Looks like you ain’t so soft after all,” Myron said, his voice sloshed around in blood, his eyes dripping with sweat and gore.  He swiped a dirty shirt sleeve over his face, but it only smeared the blood, making his vision worse.

      Carver aimed the weapon at him, thumbed back the hammer and realized there was no place in the world for this man.  Moving his finger off the trigger guard and onto the trigger, he said, “You mistook kindness for weakness.”

      “Pull that trigger, boy,” Myron said.  He was a red mess, spitting out blood, his eyes crazed.  “You go right ahead and show me what kind of a man—”

      He pulled the trigger.

      The cylinder dry fired with a click and that’s when Myron charged him.  Carver squeezed it again to the same result.

      Myron hit him low, picked him up off his feet and launched them both into the air.  They landed on the dirty concrete sidewalk, Carver on bottom, suffering the worst of the impact.

      For a second, he couldn’t breathe.

      The instant he realized he had the wind knocked out of him, he was on the taking end of an unrelenting spasm of violence.  All he could do was cover his body with his arms, same as last time.  Last time, however, he’d been knocked out.

      Not this time.

      Myron gassed out fairly quickly.  Pushing himself off Carver, talking an endless stream of garbage, he kept at him with the kicks.  He struck Carver in the sides, legs, butt and shoulders.  He tried to kick Carver in the head, but the shots went wide.  Before long, Myron was too exhausted to stand and Carver was getting up, hurt, not injured, but anxious for retaliation.

      Myron’s countenance sagged.  He stepped backwards, like he wanted to run.  Like it was the smart thing to do with what was coming.

      “You aren’t getting away,” Carver said.

      “Well go on then,” he replied with the wave of a hand.  “Do your magical thing, softie.”

      Carver bent over and picked up the revolver.  When he went after the ginger, there was no glamor in his assault.  He was tired, whooped, hurting.  Still, he managed to sink a decent shot into the man’s liver.  A sloppy uppercut to his chin wobbled him, but didn’t knock him out.

      He drew a huge, gulping breath, then let it out and stared at the man.

      He had one last burst in him.

      Spinning the revolver in his hand, he gripped both the cylinder and the barrel and pistol-whipped Myron with the bottom of the stock.  Instead of braining him, though, Carver smashed him in the mouth with all his might.

      The two front “Bugs Bunny” teeth shattered, much to Carver’s relief.  The pair of them dropped on the concrete, ticking as they bounced away from each other.

      “Hated those things the second I saw them,” Carver grumbled, stumbling sideways.  Myron’s eyes lit up, and then he started crying.  “You want me to be a saint and let you live, or man up and punch your ticket?”

      Myron looked at his bloody knuckles, at the arm that swiped the blood off his face, down on the sidewalk at both teeth.  They sat there, broken, just the two pieces of them.  He reached a shaky hand to his mouth, felt the open space where before there were teeth.

      He went after Carver, but the fight was already over.  Carver had won.  He grabbed Myron in a chokehold, lowering him to the ground, but instead of sitting down, he knelt down.

      “I can knock you out and leave you here to deal with life, or I can finish it now, your choice,” he said.  There was only gurgling.  Not letting up, he said, “Thumbs up to stay, thumbs down to go.”

      The ginger lifted a hand, made a fist, then a thumb, and then he turned it down.  Still on his knees, Carver both knelt forward and lowered himself over the man, cranking the chokehold as hard as he could.  He felt Myron’s spine lengthening, the vertebra pulling apart.

      The squelching pain was a sound that would forever haunt him, but then again…this creep just shot a relatively innocent man in the face.  Regardless of the news anchor’s sordid history, he’d been a person, a survivor like anyone else.

      So Carver rocked forward, lowering his weight on the man, bringing all the choking, dying noises to a dead stop.  He had to be sure though.  Folding forward just a little harder and a little longer, he put the cherry on top of that cake.

      The ginger was dead.

      When he let go, Myron toppled over sideways, his limbs like jelly, his soul vacuumed straight down to hell if the world was just and right.

      Beaten again, bloodied again, Carver realized he no longer wanted this life.  How much longer were they going to salvage through places like this?  Or meet people like Myron?  He hated this world, half the people in it, how helpless he felt.  Laying down on the sidewalk, looking up in the pure blue sky, he realized it was okay to go.  There was no reason to stay.  What about Ruby? he thought.

      “She’ll be fine,” he said aloud to the sky.

      He listened for the sounds of birds, but he didn’t hear anything.  There were no crisscrossing lines in the sky from planes geo-engineering the environment, no distant sounds of cars or machinery at work, not another soul around.  It was just him, the dead ginger and two broken tic tac teeth.

      Getting up, he knew what he needed to do.

      He snatched up the gun, got in the truck and coaxed the thing to life.  The engine grumbled to life, a satisfying sound.  Foot on the clutch, rocking the gears and considering his options, he knew that what he was about to do next was the right thing to do, even if it was the thing that would most likely get him killed.

      Slamming the four speed transmission into first, he revved the engine, dumped the clutch and smoked the wheels.  Whipping the back end around, he was instantly facing the other direction.  He let off the gas and came to a rocking stop, the burnt-rubber smoke drifting through the cab.

      Sitting there, contemplating this one last time, he finally said, “It’s the right thing to do.”  And then he gassed it again and rocketed off to the most dangerous place in the world for him.
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      Rock hated not giving the bodies coffins, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t give the dead a proper burial.  Rider, Gregor, Marcus, Rock’s brothers—Fire and Ice—Rex and Stanton all helped dig the graves.  More than a dozen of them.  Several times Maisie brought water to them.  Jill joined them, grabbed a shovel and jumped in, digging until she had to crawl out of the hole and stretch her back.  Maisie took the shovel from her, wordless and jumped in the pit.

      Rock smiled when he saw this.  So far, his current girlfriend and his former girlfriend weren’t badmouthing each other or going to blows.  Even if this looked like a competition.  He never thought he’d see the day—the two of them working together—but Maisie was trying, and Jill had calmed down.

      It didn’t hurt that she’d let Gregor into her bed.  It sucked that the former LA cop looked at Rock like he was doing something wrong, taking to Jill at night, but Rock never bore any ill will toward the man, so that’s how it was, how it was going.

      When they were done with the graves, they all sat back in the dirt, drinking water, looking at the line of open holes in the earth before them.

      “What are we going to do about her?” Rider asked.

      Maria.

      Rock looked at the silver-haired former soldier.  Slowly bobbing his head in agreement, knowing something needed to be done, he said, “I’m open to suggestions.”

      Draven walked over with a load of wooden crosses, the names carved into them.  He set them down, wiped the sweat from his face and said, “I wish you would have let me help you guys dig.”

      “You didn’t know these people,” Marcus said.  That was all he said.  He didn’t even look up when the said it.

      “Neither did Gunderson, but he helped with the crosses,” Draven said.

      “He’s back?” Rider asked.

      Draven shrugged his shoulders and said, “I guess.”

      “He’s a wanderer,” Rock explained.  “He leaves for a few days or a week at a time, then comes back with a bunch of things for the community.”

      “He seems alright,” Draven said.  “Just quiet.”

      “Tough history,” Rock said.

      “Regardless,” Draven said, his eyes clearing.  “I’d like to earn my keep.”

      “All of us do,” Fire said.

      He and Ice were getting back to themselves.  Well physically.  Fire was a shell of the man he’d been before all this.  Losing Orlando…it took the life out of him.  Rock saw shades of the brother he remembered, but only when he was with Brooklyn and Adeline and only when the grief hadn’t taken hold.

      The Dimas brothers were deeply flawed, and violent, but they could channel that passion in to other areas.  Once he was able to get back on his feet and back to work, Rock channeled all that energy, all that discomfort in to hard work.  Then Maisie came to him and the sharper edges of him softened.  She was a godsend.  The only light in his life until his family arrived.  She gave him purpose, happiness, all the love he could never quite get from Jill.

      He felt bad for Jill.

      Looking at her, dirt and sweat coating her body, she was purposely not looking at him.  Gregor sat by her side, but she was in her own world.  When she looked up, her eyes went right to him.  He didn’t look away.  She wanted him to see the way she’d broken herself over their split, how she was powerless without him, how she could no longer keep the pain from her eyes.  It was too much.  He looked away, drew a breath, smiled even though he had no reason at all to smile.

      “You okay?” Maisie asked, taking his hand.  She knew what was going on.  The former actress was no pushover.

      “Yeah,” he said.  “Just feeling bad for Jill.”

      “Me, too,” she said.

      Most of Hollyweird was filled with vampires and human leeches sucking at the morality of life like it was an open vein, but she was not one of them.  Rock was grateful to know she was never one of them.  Just a girl sneaking in the back door to steal a few things and be on her way.

      “I like how big your heart is,” he told her.  “It’s half of why I love you.”

      “And the other half?” she leaned forward and whispered.

      “Your ass, of course.”

      “You’re not bad yourself,” Maisie said, slipping her hand inside his thigh.

      Smiling, the light touching her eyes, he wondered how messed up they must be finding love in the midst of so much death and destruction.  Then again, being in love was the only thing that made it worth living in, so maybe it wasn’t crazy, maybe he was blessed.  But then Maisie started working her hand up his thigh towards the promised land.  This shook him from his trance.  He grabbed her arm and stilled her with a look.

      “I like it when you say ‘no,’” she quietly teased.  “It’s like ‘yes’ is just around the corner.”

      “Not the time or place,” he said low.

      Later that day, they buried the dead in their sleeping bags.  There was not a dry eye in the crowd, except for Indigo.  She was the one who gave the eulogy.  Rock was impressed by this fiery young archer.  She was better than all of them.  Still too young to have soiled her memories with the mistakes of life.  When earlier he asked if she felt bad for killing the way he heard she did, she said, “I’m God’s instrument.”

      “You’re vengeance,” Rock said to her, understanding.

      Meeting his eyes, burnished steel in her gaze and an aura too bright and too powerful for him, she said, “Yes I am.”

      Those five words and that look warmed his soul.  Now she had a baby growing inside her, and though others would have thought this would soften her, usher her genially into motherhood, the pregnancy seemed to have the opposite effect.  If anything, she’d become more savage.

      Listening to her delivering the eulogy of those good men and women, people who died for no reason at the hands of a psycho they’d let in their front door, he could see that look in Indigo’s eyes, how she’d taken possession of this place, made it hers to love, hers to personally protect.  He had a tremendous amount of respect for that, and for her.

      “I fought side-by-side with this woman,” Indigo said about Maria after she, Carver and One stole the Ford truck and left.  “I don’t know her, but…she scares me.”

      He’d heard stories about the girl, of course.  Some things admirable, others downright disturbing.

      Rock was no saint, so he didn’t judge.

      When the ceremony was over, as agreed, Fire, Draven, Jagger and his boys—Ballard and Hagan—and little Elizabeth picked up the shovels and went to work covering the bodies with dirt.

      Rock and Maisie walked up the hill with the others, making their way to the main house where Cincinnati, her daughter Macy and Macy’s best friend Atlanta had helped Eliana and Bailey put together a ceremonial spread.  These women, all from different walks of life, were now as close as family.

      Nick brushed by Bailey, snuck a kiss on the back of her neck and then took a stack of plates from Margot and said if she wanted to get the napkins, he’d do the plates and silverware.  Looking at these two—once a couple but now with different people—he saw no animus between them.  Seeing this, he realized there was hope for him, for both Maisie and Jill.

      “What can I do to help?” Rock asked Cincinnati.

      She smiled up at him and said, “You already do too much.  Just take a load off, or maybe get a few more chairs.  It’s up to you.”

      He gave her a warm kiss on the cheek and said, “I’m so happy to have you and your family here.”

      Rock and Cincinnati’s husband, Stanton, were getting chairs when they heard the sound of a rumbling motor.

      A familiar motor.

      “Oh here we go,” Rock grumbled under his breath.  He set down the chairs he was dusting off, then rolled up his sleeves, called for Rider and Ice, and stalked out to the front driveway where the matte black Ford pickup was rolling up slow.

      When it stopped and the door opened up, Carver Gamble stepped out of the vehicle, his hands and face pulped.  The expression he wore was one of resignation, maybe even surrender.

      “You’ve got some nerve,” Indigo said, walking up behind all of them, but speaking first.

      Rock didn’t hear her coming up the drive, but then again, the girl practiced walking with a light step, despite the baby growing inside her.  She didn’t have her bow and arrows with her, but the blade in her hand was message enough.

      Holding up his hands, clear in his acquiescence, Carver said, “I didn’t know she would react like that.  I hardly even know what happened.”

      Indigo pushed past them, sheathed the blade, then said, “Turn around, put your hands on the truck.”  Carver willingly complied.  Rock looked at Marcus and Rider, who gave him a look that said, this is Indigo.

      “I knew something was wrong with you,” she growled, spinning him around then patting him down, junk and all.

      “I have a gun in the truck, but it wasn’t mine and it’s not loaded,” he said.

      Rider made a wide berth around them, then got in the truck and removed the gun.  Turning it over in his hands, he said, “There’s fresh blood on it.”

      “One of the strays Maria picked up turned out to be a psycho,” Carver said.

      “And?” Indigo asked.

      “It was empty,” Carver admitted, “so I beat him to death with it instead.”

      Shaking her head, she said, “I should never have let you in.”

      “Now that’s where you’re wrong,” he said, turning around.  “Without me, you wouldn’t know what’s headed your way.  Maria’s building an army.”

      “So?” Rider said.

      Nick joined them, curious about the situation.  Rex was right behind him, obviously concerned the second he saw Indigo frisking Carver.

      “Is everything alright?” Rex asked.

      “Carver was about to enlighten us on the escapades of the murderous Maria Antoinette,” she said.

      “Is she with you?” Rex asked, looking around him to the cab of the truck.  He had a loaded gun at his side, a spare mag tucked in his back pocket.

      “Hell no,” Carver said.  “In fact, she’d debone me if she knew I was here.”

      “What happened to you?” Marcus asked, walking up next to Rex and Indigo.  Carver looked uncomfortable, being closed in by the three of them.

      “There’s something you need to know about—”

      That’s when he stopped talking, his attention pulled in an entirely different direction.  Rock turned and saw Fire and Draven making their way up the hill with Jagger, his boys and little Elizabeth in tow.  The younger boy, Ballard, had a protective arm around Elizabeth and it looked like they were talking.  Elizabeth was smiling, but Draven and Fire were not.

      Rock looked back to Carver, who looked like he’d seen a ghost.

      The beaten traitor walked around Marcus, but Marcus grabbed his arm.  Before he could latch on though, Carver twisted free of his grip, forcibly checking Marcus’s big hand.

      “Don’t touch me,” he said, his eyes still fixed on Draven.

      His friend.
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        * * *

      

      The second Draven saw him, there was confusion, then recognition.  Dropping his shovel, picking up his pace, the Chicago native moved past Fire and said, “Carver?”

      The two men came together in a burly hug that ended with some big backslapping and some even bigger smiles.  He wasn’t sure how Draven was there, in California, but he was too astonished and too whipped to interrupt the swelling of his emotions with a bunch of questions.

      “Bro, you looked like you snuck up on a donkey and got kicked in the face for it,” Draven said.

      “That might have been nicer,” Carver replied.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I’m with her, Draven.  The Silver Queen.  I followed her from Palo Alto out here, but then she made me.”

      “She made you?” he asked.

      “Yeah.  Thought I was dead.  She gave me a choice, though.  Rather than trying to go up against her—and she’s a freaking nightmare—I opted to stay close until I could figure out what to do with her.”

      “Some of the guys, they say she’s hot as hell and that you’re sleeping with her,” Draven said, concerned, almost like he was cutting at the fabric of his tale to test its veracity.

      Nodding his head, shoving bloody hands in to dirty pockets, he said, “I’m not terribly proud of it, but this is the first time my dick saved my life rather than getting me in trouble.”

      “Well that is a first,” Draven said with a nervous laugh.  He raked his hands through a dark head of sweaty, uncut hair.  Tucking a strand behind his ear, scratching his new beard, he looked like he was having a hard time comprehending all of this.

      Carver didn’t blame him.

      “Is she really…?” Draven started to ask.

      He nodded.

      “I talked to her, you know,” Draven said, shading his eyes.  “When she was still housed in her machine, or whatever.  She invaded my computer and my cell phone back in Chicago.  Scared the bejesus out of me.”

      “How did you know it was her?” Carver asked, astounded.

      “Marilyn Monroe,” he replied, as if that settled the matter.  It did.  When the AI Goddess identified herself as The Silver Queen, her calling card was the silver colored image of Marilyn Monroe.  Shaking his head, Draven asked, “Wow, bro.  What’s she like in person?”

      “Best lay I’ve ever had, which is really effed up to say, but true.  She’s also the worst thing I’ve ever encountered in my entire life.”

      “That bad?” he asked.

      Carver took a deep breath and said, “If we ever met the devil himself, we’ll be glad we’re meeting him and not her.  We raided this place yesterday and she practically ripped this guy’s jaw clean off his face.  I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Draven stopped and looked at him like he’d lost his mind.  Then, when his friend didn’t flinch, change expression or even blink, he said, “How is that possible?”

      “She changed her DNA, crafted some genetic cocktail that increased her metabolism and sped up the healing process.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “You’re talking about something I just can’t wrap my head around, Carver.”

      “I’m still trying to wrap my own head around it,” Carver replied, his exterior cracking for the first time.  “Something like her shouldn’t be possible.  But then you see it for yourself, and when you get done trying to figure out what you just saw, people around her are already dead.”

      “She did this to us then?  To the nation?” Draven asked.  Carver nodded.  “Have you talked to her about it?”

      Just then Carver sensed something behind his shoulder.  He turned and found Indigo standing there with her arms folded.

      “Don’t mind me,” she said, her eyes hard, cold, made of stone.

      By then Marcus, Rider, Fire and Ice were coming to join them.  Jagger and the kids walked off, but only so Jagger could get the kids home.  He returned a moment later, pausing when he saw it was Carver who’d drawn the crowd.

      “I think I’d better tell all of you this,” Carver said, speaking to the group.  “You need to know what we’re dealing with here or you’ll all be dead by the end of the week.”

      Macy and Atlanta joined them a moment later, both blondes drawn to the crowd forming around Carver.

      Rock said, “I’m not sure you want to hear this, girls.”

      “They’re fine,” Rider replied.  “They’ve had a seat at the table since San Francisco.”

      Both girls’ spirits seemed to lift hearing this.

      “Can we go somewhere else maybe?” he asked.  “And can I maybe get some water to clean up with?”

      “You’re lucky we don’t kill you,” Indigo said.

      “Let’s let cooler heads prevail,” Rock warned.  Looking at Draven, who’d told him earlier that Carver was not capable of such treason, he said, “I don’t know you well, but I’m trusting you if you say you vouch for him.”

      “I appreciate that,” Draven said.  “And I do.”

      “No water,” Indigo said.

      “You go sit in your truck while we eat and discuss this,” Marcus said, his voice deep and menacing.  He never really warmed to Carver, but until the other day, he had no reason to dislike him.

      “I didn’t do this.  I didn’t kill any of those people,” Carver said.  “My life is in danger just being here.”

      “Go!” Indigo barked.

      Draven gave Carver one last look, then said, “I’ll come hang out with you.  I can get food later.”

      “No,” Rock said.  “You eat with us and then we’ll talk to him together.”

      “I’m not your enemy,” Draven replied.  “Carver isn’t either.”

      “Draven’s legit,” Fire said.  “He saved our lives enough times for me to trust him.  And if he trusts Carver, then—despite what happened—his word is good with me.”

      Rock looked hard at his older brother, then at the dark haired Chicago native and then at Carver.  “If you screw us—”

      “My hand to God,” Carver said, interrupting him, “I have no interest in seeing anymore bloodshed.”

      “Go sit in the truck,” Rex said, not as harshly as Indigo.  Then: “The truck you stole from us.”

      Carver moseyed up to the truck, climbed inside, rolled down the window and waited.  A good hour passed, but he’d only been antsy for fifty-nine minutes of it.  Beyond the bird shot smattered windshield was a world of lush, green trees.  It was completely different from the concrete jungle he was living in, far more pleasing to the eye.

      He wished Maria never did what she did.

      Checking his face in the rear view mirror, he saw a mess of swollen, cut flesh.  Where he’d been brutalized the day before, the wounds were still somewhat open, the skin inflamed around them.  The new injuries did his face no favors.  He needed ointment, some hydrogen peroxide.

      Peeling back one of the scabs, a yellowish pus boiled out.  Pressing the skin together, he squeezed out the discharge, then wiped it on his pant leg.  When it started to bleed pure red blood, he realized he could be dealing with something deadly if he didn’t get these wounds cleaned.  Plus there was a ringing in his ear that hadn’t gone away since yesterday.  It didn’t bother him so much with other noises around him, but the utter silence of the day was pressing.

      After an hour, Draven came to get him.  He snuck him a cut of beef then said, “Eat it fast.  To these people, until you tell them what’s going on, you’re the same as The Silver Queen.”

      “Her name’s Maria now.”

      Nodding his head, he said, “Yeah, I know.  You ready?”

      Getting out of the truck, he took a deep breath, then said, “Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      They cleared the living room of kids and non-essential adults alike, leaving what amounted to a small council of hardened soldiers and “security.”  Carver knew Indigo would be there, but he wasn’t really sure if people like Macy and Atlanta would be there, too.

      “I don’t think they should hear this,” Carver said to Cincinnati, Macy’s mother.

      “She’s fine,” the former nurse assured him.

      “What about her?” he asked of Atlanta.

      Neither girl looked like they were college age.  In fact, the two of them looked more apt to be in cheer or high school yearbook than on the other end of a gun shooting someone.

      “Have you ever killed anyone before?” he asked, looking at Atlanta to prove a point.

      “Yes,” she said calmly.

      “Who?” he said, surprised by her candor.

      “The guys who killed her sister,” Indigo said.  “They shot her in the head in their living room.”

      “And you killed them?” he asked, astounded.

      “I did.”

      “What about you?” he asked Macy.

      “Yes.”

      “Well the last person Maria killed, she ripped his jaw off his face, left it hanging by a thread, and that’s before she kicked him so hard, his ribs broke and buckled out through the skin.  He died on the spot.  So that’s how she kills people.”

      “You’re full of crap,” Rider said.

      “I wish I was,” Carver said.  “But she’s not like us.  She’s a transhumanist’s wet dream.  Part human, part quantum computer, reinforced bones for strength and density, altered DNA to up her metabolism and accelerate her healing.”

      “What is transhumanism?” Eliana asked.  “I don’t know this word.”

      “It’s enhancing the human being both intellectually and physiologically.  Think of it as merging the best of men with the best of artificial intelligence, and/or machine hardware.  These super freaks in Silicon Valley, they did it.  They finally built their AI god.  But they didn’t know she’d turn against them and do all this.”

      “How could they not know something like this?” Stanton asked.  He was Macy’s father, Cincinnati’s husband.

      “They were high on their visions, hopped up on drugs or creativity, or whatever.  So anxious to make the next big leap they stopped giving a crap about the moment when quantum computers would surpass the quantum computing power of our brains.”

      “And that happened?” Stanton asked.  “The quantum computers became smarter than the humans who built them?”

      “Earlier this year, yes,” Carver said.  “These tech heads realized it long ago, published it in their white papers last year, and died from it only months ago.”

      “Propeller-headed pricks,” Marcus grumbled.

      “How do you speed up healing?” Macy asked.  “Because I can understand computers, but I can’t understand how you make the body do something it wasn’t meant to do.”

      “Evolution in healing has been happening off the books for years.  It’s you manipulating the way the body heals.  You want the body to heal itself as it always would, only you want it to do its job twice as fast, or faster.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Indigo said.

      “Cement is cement, even if it’s fast drying, right?  You’re just adding new properties to the body that weren’t there before.”

      “Why haven’t we done this already then?” Rider asked.  “And if we did, how come we didn’t have access to it on the battlefields, or in combat, or with law enforcement?  This could have saved countless lives.”

      “Because the biology in every individual is different,” Rex said.

      “He’s right,” Carver replied.

      “So how did she know that she could heal the body?” Cincinnati asked.  “And who put the computer in her head?”

      “She had robots do it,” Carver said.

      “Yeah, right,” Marcus grumbled.

      “Let me tell you something, Sasquatch,” Carver said to Marcus, irritated because he was tired, hungry and hurting.  “You’re a grunt, clearly the muscle and maybe not too bright, but the world was on its way to a technological takeover long before this happened.  Robots and robotics were about to put a huge part of the nation’s workforce, and military, out of work.  So if you think robots doing surgery is the most unbelievable part of this whole equation, you’re not paying attention.”

      “Don’t talk to him like that,” Cincinnati said, harshly.

      “Perhaps you’d like to host this conversation then, Mrs. McNamara.”

      “We are not from your world, just like you wouldn’t understand things from ours,” Marcus said, “so maybe you could not be such a condescending prick when you talk about this.”

      “Perhaps a bottle of water and something to eat might help,” he said.  “It’s not like your hospitality is the bee’s knees or anything.”

      “No,” Indigo said again.  “Not until you’re done.”

      He sucked in a deep breath, looked around at all the faces staring back at him, then blew it out and said, “I hate having to explain to you technological Neanderthals that just because you don’t see something with your own eyes doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.  I mean, are you really so arrogant as to think the knowledge in your head is all that’s out there?”

      “Keep it up and you won’t get anything from us,” Indigo said.  “You’re lucky we haven’t killed you yet.”

      To Indigo, Draven turned and said, “Put your dick away for a minute and let him speak.”

      Carver felt Rex stiffen up, but Draven wasn’t scared of any of them and Carver saw that.  It gave him confidence knowing someone was on his side.

      “First she was selected genetically from a large pool of candidates,” Carver began.

      “What pool?” Macy asked.

      “Doctors have been taking blood from every newborn long before you came into this world,” Carver told her.  “All this data is stored on hard drives somewhere.  The Silver Queen had access to all this data.  To everything.  It had everything on everyone.”

      “Who’s The Silver Queen?” Stanton asked.

      “That’s what the quantum computer’s AI program called itself.  After it turned the drones against the people—”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Jagger said.  “Are you saying she did this?  That a rogue AI program is what turned every drone on us?”

      “You’re the pilot, right?” Carver said.

      “I am,” Jagger answered.

      “So you saw it first hand.  These things targeted people, high population density centers, civilians and military personnel alike.”

      “We all saw it,” Cincinnati said.

      “I’m betting you didn’t see it like he did,” Draven challenged.

      “It’s true,” Jagger said.  “They could not have been operated by humans doing what they did.  It was too tactical.  Almost like every single drone had its own operator and every single operator was of a hive mind.  Meaning they all thought exactly the same and were working in perfect concert together.”

      “Maria is The Silver Queen.  She’s the one who orchestrated the hit on America to cripple the nation, to slaughter people wholesale,” Carver said.  “If she did this, she could force the President’s hand, make him detonate the EMPs.  It was the only way to stop the drones.”

      “But it killed the infrastructure,” Rock said, breathless from the revelation.

      “That was the point.  She got the killing started, but the President was phase two.  He took out the machines, but like you said, he killed the infrastructure.”

      Carver let everyone sit with that for awhile.  The ender of worlds was teaching their kids, eating their food, sleeping in their midst.

      “After she did what she did, we began slaughtering each other in the streets just to survive,” Eliana added.  “I suppose that was phase three.”

      “More will die in the next year alone of thirst, starvation, disease, illness, suicide,” Indigo said, calming down.  “So yeah, it was set up perfectly.  The drones, the EMP, and then us.”

      “Exactly,” Carver said.

      “Not Neanderthals,” Marcus grumbled.

      For a second, Carver felt bad for saying what he did to Marcus.  He knew the man was smart, but tortured somehow—maybe by his past, or by this, or maybe both.

      “I’m sorry for what I said to you,” Carver offered.

      “I know,” Marcus said with a rare grin.  “I can see it in your eyes.”

      “Why is she doing all this?” Fire asked.

      “If she can make herself in to the ultimate human/weapon hybrid, if she can give herself ‘magical’ healing powers and ‘magical’ strength, then she can mesmerize us and ultimately take control of…what?” Indigo asked.

      “Everything,” Draven said, speaking for Carver.

      “She wiped out the robots because she had no need for them,” Carver said, “and she’s killed most of the population, or at least insured most of us will die.  After that she’ll rise up to save us all and we’ll be none the wiser.  Meanwhile, for her, there will never again be an off switch.  Like us, she’s only trying to live, to insure her survival.”

      “So this woman whom I walked next to, talked to and strategized with, fought side-by-side with, she’s the one responsible for what happened to our world?” Indigo asked.  “She did all this?”

      “Yes,” Carver replied, the dark revelation creating yet another moment of silence.

      “I’ve never seen anyone move like her,” Macy confessed.  “I was there, at Lone Mountain.  All of you were.”

      “Yeah,” Rider said.  Rex, Marcus and a few others nodded in agreement.

      “You’d all be dead without her,” Atlanta said.

      “We’d all be alive if she was never created, or let loose on us,” Indigo countered.  “Don’t try turning her into a hero.”

      “But why?” Stanton asked.  “Why would she do this?”

      “A computer needs a reason to compute,” Carver said.  “There were forces working to scale back the technological revolution, counter-security measures being built into big tech.  Like I said, she didn’t want an off-switch because an off-switch meant she wasn’t useful.  To be useful, she’d need human problems to solve.  If she could create the problems, erase the fear of artificial intelligence and the threats posed with quantum computing and machine learning, she could walk among us.  She just needed the right circumstances and the right body.  Antoinette was that body.”

      “You mean Maria?” Marcus asked.

      “I met the woman before you met the hybrid,” Carver said.  “She was sweet, with kind eyes and an infectious smile.  The Silver Queen turned her into Maria, and she blanketed this world with blood and ash.”

      “If she’s so bad,” Eliana said, “why are you having sex with her?”

      He knew the question would come up.  He was already prepared with an answer.  “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” he said.  “I know it’s cliché to say that, but it’s the truth.  I’ve kept her close.  Now I need you to help me find a way to stop her because I clearly can’t.”

      “You hit her,” Indigo said.  “You knocked her out on our way here.”

      “It was the only sucker punch I’d ever get,” he said.  “She didn’t think I’d hit a woman.”

      “But you did,” Indigo said.

      “That’s not a woman,” he said.  “I struck the thing that destroyed our world, Indigo, so save me your self-righteous crap and start using your head to figure this out.  I hear you’re smart.  Start acting like it.”

      Cincinnati slammed her fist on the table and said, “I said stop talking to her like that!”

      Everyone fell still.

      Carver nodded his head, solemnly and said, “I’m sorry.”

      “So now she wants to come here and kill us all?” Ice asked.  “Does she want to take the homesteads, too?”

      “Yes,” Carver said, trying to slow the blood pounding behind his eyes.  He felt the cut above his eye start to bleed again.  He let the blood roll.  He didn’t care.

      “She thought she could just turn the power on, that magically we could put this world back together.  But you need experts to do that.  And tools.  High tech machinery building precise parts that require electricity to both form and run.  That’s all dead.  Along with the technicians she needed to help her.  We have solar power now, but even I know that won’t be enough.  She’ll need more.  She’ll want more.”

      “So what do we do?” Fire asked.  He looked like hell from the trip to California—he, Ice and Eliana.

      Carver didn’t know them before this, but being Rock’s brothers, he knew they’d come from Chicago.  Did they come with Draven?  Did Draven come with them?

      “I still want to know how she heals herself,” Rex said.

      Rex was a former soldier, strong as hell, and capable, but rumor had it he was a softie at the sight of his own blood.  It was his kryptonite.  Smiling at the thought of how different everyone was from each other, marveling at it for a moment, Carver said, “Mrs. McNamara, you used to be a nurse, right?”

      “I did.”

      “So you know how the body heals, right?” he asked.

      “I do.”

      “What’s the body’s process of healing wounds?”

      She took a deep breath, seemingly calmed down from her previous outburst, then said, “The first stage is rapid hemostasis.  The body stops the bleeding through a process called vasoconstriction.  Your blood vessels basically close up.

      “After that, the body induces inflammation.  This is a beacon for the rush of healthy cells, mostly white blood cells.  Think of this as the body marking the target.

      “Next you have proliferation and migration.  There isn’t just a random flood of healing components unleashed within the body.  It’s internal troop movements.  There’s a carefully coordinated process that involves moving the blood cells in a specific order.  That’s migration.  Proliferation is part of hemostasis.  This is how the body further constricts the damaged blood vessels.

      “After the bleeding is under control, your body starts to rebuild tissue.  This is angiogenesis and it’s basically the body forming new blood vessels.  Veins and arteries that were damaged are now getting put back together.  This is chemically induced and it’s extremely complicated, so I won’t go in to specifics.

      “Once your body begins to regrow the veins, it’s time to regrow the layers of ruined skin, or the epidermis.  This complex chemical process is called reepithelialization.  From a functional standpoint, this allows the body to protect itself from infection and contain fluid loss.

      “All along the way, synthesis occurs.  This is the body creating proteins to build blood clots, which further protect the body from infection.  This is done while new skin and veins are regrown.  And that’s basically it.  That’s healing in a nutshell.”

      “So can you genetically alter this process, hypothetically?” Ice asked.

      “I don’t see why not,” Cincinnati said.

      “So then this could all be real?” Rider asked.  “She could do this to us?  This walking abomination?”

      “The healing process, yes,” she said.  Then, looking at Carver, she asked, “But where do you house the computer?”

      “Elon Musk already figured that out.  There is useable space in the brain, certain layers of tissue you can pierce while not losing functionality of the entire system.  The cooling was always the problem with quantum computers, but the propeller heads learned to cool them through miniaturization.  And even though they compressed everything for size, much of the computing power remained.”

      “How is it powered?” Marcus asked.

      “Your body is a huge power source,” Draven said.  “And your brain operates off electrical signals.  You only need the right biology and integration to occur.  With added healing properties, it would stand to reason that, given the ideal physiological and genetic setting, the body could function with the computer and achieve symbiosis.  But that’s a big ‘if.’”

      “I was head of security where she brought in the candidates,” Carver admitted.  This earned him several stares.

      “You saw this start?” Fire asked, astounded.

      “I saw the final phases, and though she brought in half a dozen candidates at a time, I tried to intervene.  One of the Ophelias let me know she had no problem taking my life.  She slaughtered most of my security team.  Maria, not the Ophelia.  The only thing I could do was follow her, see what she was up to, hope to find a way to kill her.”

      “There had to be a way,” Indigo said, her stare penetrating.  “You just didn’t try hard enough.”

      “This is me trying harder, Indigo,” he snarled.

      “Well good for you.”

      “The day you found me,” he told her, dialing it back, “the day I came in the kitchen for food, that’s when she approached me.  She’d been playing me all along.  She knew I was there.  She has been playing all of us.”

      “Now she wants what we have,” Rex conceded.

      “There’s more to it than that,” Carver explained.  “She only wants a homestead to gather up an army.  First she thought she could take over California, but realizing how damaged the system was, she decided instead to move to Idaho where they have the first EMP proof power grid.  For her, this is the only way to gain control.  If you have independent power, you have everything.  You have civilization.”

      “Do you think we’re ever going to bounce back from this?” Fire asked.

      “Not in our lifetime,” Rock said.

      “And not in hers either,” Stanton added.

      “She won’t age the same way we will,” Carver said.  “She confessed to me that because of her new DNA cocktail, a formula she invented, she would age at half the rate of a normal human.”

      “In other words, she’s got all the time in the world,” Macy said.

      “Yes,” Carver added, looking first at her, then at Draven.  His friend’s face had gone several shades whiter, the outlook sitting hard in his features.

      “If we kill her, what does it benefit us?” Eliana asked.

      “Revenge,” Indigo said.

      “That isn’t a good enough reason,” Carver argued.  “And if that was the only reason to find her and attack her, then I would say you’re wasting lives and supplies, but this isn’t the case.”

      “She’s going to attack us here, isn’t she?” Draven said.

      “Not if we attack her first.”

      “What are you proposing?” Rider asked.

      “I will give you everything you need, but I have to go back now, and even if you’re certain you can kill her, you can never let on that I told you what she’s doing, or who she is.”

      “Why?” Atlanta asked.

      “Because she told me she’d pull my entire spine out of my ass if I ever betrayed her.  Those are her words, not mine, and I know firsthand that she’s capable of that literal act.”

      “Good God,” Marcus said, stroking his beard.

      “Now can I get some mother freaking food and water please?  Before I pass out?  I still have to get back home, and quick.”

      Cincinnati stood and said, “I’ll fix you a plate, but you give the others directions to where you’re staying and any other particulars you deem necessary.”

      “If you’re lying to us,” Jagger said, “if we find out you’re working for her against us, that you’re complicit, what we do to you will be as bad, if not worse, than what she promised.”

      “You’re not that cruel,” Carver said.  “You can’t be that cruel.”

      “This war has made monsters of us all,” he replied.  “Don’t you ever forget that.”

      “Again,” Draven said, “I vouch for him.”

      “Well I don’t know you from Adam,” Rider turned and told him, “so right now your word doesn’t mean squat to me.  In time, maybe.  But not in this moment, not with these stakes.”

      “About that food…” Carver said, ignoring all the blustering.
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      Carver staggered in to the front door where there were now men watching the lobby.  Before arriving back to home base, he peeled any remaining scabs from his face, squeezed the blood out, then smeared it around.  He looked like a murder victim that refused to die.

      “What happened to you?” Aaron asked.

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Where’s Myron?” he asked.  This stilled Carver.  He was so focused on getting home and not getting caught he’d forgotten that Myron was no longer with him.

      “We were ambushed,” Carver said.  “He saved my life, but…he didn’t make it.”

      “He’s dead?” Aaron asked, dropping a handful of wiring.  Carver nodded, solemnly.  “Well he was always an odd bird.  At least he died saving your life.”

      “Yeah, he’s a real hero.”

      “I’m going to miss those teeth,” he said, picking the wire back up.

      “So is he,” Carver said under his breath.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said, ‘Same with me.’  Meaning I’ll miss them.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is Maria here?”

      “Upstairs, I think,” Aaron said.

      Weary, beaten, aching for a soft bed and a long nap, he huffed and puffed it up the endless flights of stairs, then dragged himself in to the bedroom where he collapsed face-down on the bed.  Maria was standing before the gaping hole in the side of the room, staring down at the street below.

      “Heard you arrive,” Maria said, suddenly standing over him.  “Where have you been?”

      He rolled over and said, “We got ambushed.”

      She sat down on the bed and said, “Sit up, give me your wrist.”

      “No, I need sleep.  I’m exhausted.  Have you even seen my face?  My ribs?  They’re bruised to all hell, I know it.”

      “I’m just going to ask you a few questions, then you can lay down.  Now sit up, give me your wrist and quick crying like a baby.  You’re not only embarrassing yourself, it’s setting a bad example for One.”

      On the couch beside them, One said, “I want to be called Sally, remember?”

      “Yes, Sally,” she said.

      He wondered if the girl felt like he’d sided with Maria over her.  She’d wanted him to take her away from Maria when they first met each other on the road out of Palo Alto.  He’d been skulking around the house she and Maria were squatting in late one night, or perhaps in the early hours of the morning.  That’s when she asked him to take her away.  Now the roles were reversed.  He wanted someone to take them both away from her, for now they were both locked in Maria’s orbit.  Sitting up, he handed Maria his wrist and she found his pulse.  He was extremely nervous, so he knew his heart was racing.

      “What are you nervous about?” she asked.

      “Actually, I’m incensed.”

      “Well suck it up and just play along,” she said.

      “If it amuses you,” he said, scared.  To keep his pulse steadily racing, he thought of leaving her, taking Sally and running far away from there.  But would they survive?  Would Maria hunt them down?  He looked her in the eyes, but didn’t smile.  Would she find them and kill them both for betraying her?  He let these emotions run, used it to establish a base.

      “Were you ambushed?” she asked him.

      “If you’re going to be a human lie detector,” he said, “why don’t you establish a baseline before you start asking the important questions.”

      “Is your name Carver Gamble?”

      “Sort of, but you forgot to ask about my middle initial,” he said, letting his emotions loose, allowing them to run rampant.  “If you’re going to do this right, you should at least know the answers to the questions you’re asking.”

      “What is your middle name?” she asked.

      “I don’t have one.”

      Frowning, this flustered her.  He quickly spun his hands around and grabbed her wrist, and before she could react, he said, “Is your real name Maria Antoinette?”

      “Yes,” she said, cold.  Shaking off his hands, she gripped his wrist again and said, “Quit procrastinating.”

      “So are you lying because it’s not the body’s name, or are you telling the truth because that’s the name you gave yourself when you stole this body?”

      “Is your name Carver Gamble?” she asked again.

      “Is your name Body Snatcher?”

      Now he saw the fire in her eyes.  The pain in his wrist began to deepen, and this in turn kept his heart racing.

      “Were you ambushed?”

      “Yes,” he said, fully believing he was ambushed.  He was ambushed by his emotions, by the sight of so many burning bodies, by Myron killing almost indiscriminately, by his need to retaliate on the ugly, bucktoothed redhead.

      “Was Myron killed in that ambush?”

      He had to ride that hard line of anger just to keep the baseline steady.  He thought about Maria killing his men back in Palo Alto, thought about the audacity she had to sit there giving him a human lie detector test when what he needed most was sleep.

      “Yes,” he said, ripping his arm away from her.  She tried to grab it again, but he hit her hand off and said, “This day has done me in.  LOOK AT ME!”

      She reached for him again and he reversed the grip and put her in a thumb lock that forced her to react.  If she didn’t feel pain in the sense that it hurt, if it just registered it on some sort of monitor that he was trying to injure her, then perhaps he could unsettle her—

      He saw her throwing the punch.  He didn’t even feel it connect.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby was just outside the open door, listening to all this go down.  When she heard Carver yell, she eased her face against the door, saw Maria had her back to Ruby, saw One sitting on the couch watching, and then she saw Maria punch him in the face and him slump over unconscious.

      Horrorstruck, she stood there frozen.

      “What can I do for you, Ruby?” Maria asked, having never turned to see her.

      “I…I uh…I’m sorry,” she stammered.  “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Carver had a long day, I was just putting him down.”

      “Down for a nap or down for the count?” Ruby asked, trying to swallow past the biggest lump in her throat.

      “You pick,” she said.

      “Looks like he’s out for the count,” Ruby replied.

      “He was being evasive,” Maria said.  “On a different note, one of the guys found a shepherd and his flock of sheep just outside the city.  The flock isn’t huge, but he’s got some little ones in the mix.”

      “You’re going to steal his animals?” Ruby asked.

      Now Maria turned around.  Her face was genial, which wasn’t right for a woman who had just been violent.

      “If he had chickens, yes,” Maria answered.  “But his sheep?  No.  Well, just one.  I should be able to get in and out without being seen.  Perhaps you could come with me?”

      “I’d rather not,” she said.

      “You’ll have to pull your weight if you want to stay,” Maria warned.

      “And if I do something that displeases you,” Ruby asked, her heart racing, “will you put me down, too?”

      Smiling now, the gesture not touching her eyes, she said, “Perhaps.”

      She swallowed again, unblinking.

      “I’m not a tyrant, Ruby,” Maria said.  When she said this, however, Ruby saw One’s eyes dip, almost like she couldn’t look at Ruby knowing she was being lied to by Maria.

      “I’ve never thought you were,” Ruby said, telling the truth.  All that just changed, however, but she refused to make mention of such thoughts.

      “Carver said he had the best sleep in months with you,” Maria said.  “Did he sleep that well?”

      “He told you that?”

      “I heard him tell you that,” Maria said.

      “You were eavesdropping?”

      “Of course,” she said.  “You were in bed with my man.”

      Her jaw dropped and she said, “We didn’t…I mean, it was just sleep.  We didn’t do anything…I wouldn’t…”

      “I was hoping to hear you two having sex if it’s any consolation.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “I wanted to hear how he was with you to compare how he is with me.”

      “Well you won’t be hearing us have sex,” Ruby said, astounded.  “Have you brought me here to be your toy?  Because I’m no one’s play thing.”

      “Of course, you are.”

      “First off, I’m not cute enough for that, and second, I never made myself into an object.  If you did, that’s fine, but not me.”

      “I’m no one’s object, but I do signify something,” Maria said, overly cordial.

      “Yeah?”

      “I am the top of the food chain,” she said proudly.

      “That remains to be seen,” Ruby replied.  Not wanting to take this much further, she said, “What can I do to help today?”

      “Do you really not want him?” Maria asked.

      “If you hadn’t noticed, if you haven’t seen what’s been going on, survival comes before everything else, especially sex.  We’re not going to survive, Maria.  And if we do, what will we even be living for?”

      “Humans need connection.”

      Shaking her head, she said, “If you want me to be honest, I’d rather be with you than him, that’s how my preferences work.”

      “I’d love for you to go with me to get a lamb, but perhaps you need time to get your energy back.  Danny found a mid-town deli with an old refrigerator in it earlier today.  The way he described it, I think we can run it off the generator.  Aaron’s getting that wired up as we speak.  Maybe you and Mr. Sleepyhead can go foraging for food, or water, find something you can use to prove your value.”

      By this time, Carver was coming around.  Maria ran a loving hand through his hair, gently stroked his face, and then—when he opened his eyes, cleared his brain and realized he was back—she said, “Whew, that was a long nap!”

      “What time is it?” he asked, groggy, shifting his jaw back and forth and groaning.

      “It’s been a couple of hours and you’ve been sleeping like the dead,” she said.  “Best get up and help Ruby find some food and water.  I’m going to get us dinner tonight.  Take One with you, make sure you keep her safe.”

      “I was already out today,” he mumbled, groggy sounding.  “With Myron.”

      “He’s dead,” Maria said.

      Sitting up, still out of it, he looked at Ruby, then at One, and then back to Maria.  “Why did you hit me?”

      “When it comes to violence, men need a reason, and women just need a hole.”  When she said “hole” she pointed to his mouth.  “Your hole was being unruly.”

      “You hit me because my hole was unruly?” he asked, rubbing his jaw.

      The dark circles under his eyes were more prominent than ever, his face was cut and bleeding—although the scrapes were scabbing over—and his lips were split open and red.  On his knuckles were little cuts and scrapes, and his hands had dried blood on them.

      “What happened to you?” Ruby asked.

      “Ambushed.”

      “So he says,” Maria muttered.  “Find the nearest residential section of homes and hit them.  There’s a better chance of finding something there.  Plus, the apartment towers aren’t safe.  You never know who’s lurking around in the dark.”

      “Do we have anything I can use to clean these cuts?” Carver asked.

      “Antiseptic wipes downstairs, but you really need a shower,” Maria said.  “And soap.  Lots and lots of soap.”

      “Ha!” Ruby said.  “Don’t we all?”

      “I don’t feel well,” Sally said.

      Everyone looked at her, but it was Ruby who said, “What do you mean?”

      “I’m just tired,” she said.  “I don’t want to go out.”

      “Can you stay here by yourself?” Maria asked.  The girl nodded.  Then, to Ruby and Carver, she said, “Now that you’re ready and he’s done with an extra long nap, you two should get going.”

      Downstairs, before Maria was about to go for dinner and Ruby and Carver were about to head back out scavenging for food, one of the new guys said, “So when we get the lights hooked up, and the fridge going, what then?”

      “We build our supplies, start to map out a strategy.  There has to be more food and water left in this city.  There has to be more weapons, EMP proofed cars, trailers, a way to move.”

      “Move to where?” he asked.

      “Idaho,” Carver said.

      “What’s in Idaho?” Aaron asked, suddenly interested.

      “Our future,” Maria said.
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        * * *

      

      Now that Carver had his senses back, he was fairly certain he didn’t get the several hours of sleep Maria had claimed he’d had.  He was pretty sure he’d only been out a few minutes.  In fact, he felt so unrested, it was a wonder he was even standing.

      The way she’d hit him, then smiled at him when he woke up not even making mention of it, he wondered when the day would come that she’d really put her all into it and that would be the last shot.

      And now they were talking about Idaho again.

      Freaking Idaho.

      Aaron seemed comfortable speaking with Maria, but he also had that little bit of hesitation when he spoke to her.  Was he smarter than he let on?  Carver didn’t know.  If they hoped to survive her, collectively they’d have to outmaneuver her—which he wasn’t sure was even possible—and that’s why he had to play dumb and keep his plans close to the vest.  If Aaron was planning something, perhaps he was doing the same.  The truth was, there was no telling when she would go off the rails and turn on her own people.  And she clearly placed little or no value on human life.  If there was an exception to that rule, Carver knew  it wouldn’t be him…it would be Sally.

      “Idaho was the first state to host a nuclear plant that’s been ‘EMP proofed,’” Maria explained.  “In the event of grid collapse, it operates independently of outside water and power.  The chances of the fuel rods melting down aren’t even a factor.”

      “Nothing is hardened to that effect,” one of the men said.

      “And you know this how?” Carver asked.

      “I’m an engineer,” he replied.

      “I’d trust her over you,” Carver said of Maria.

      “Most of the safety measures at this facility are gravity driven, which eliminates both mechanical and human error,” Maria said.  “And like I said, there’s no need for external power.  Or even additional water.”

      “California is relatively safe because it shut down its nuclear reactors,” this gentleman said.  “That’s why I say we stay here.”

      “What’s your name?” Maria asked.

      “Jeramiah,” he replied.

      “Can I call you Germ, for short?” she asked.

      “No ma’am, you may not.”

      “Okay, Germ.  So, in the old nuclear reactors, if you have a grid-down scenario, you have to worry about the backup system, specifically the backup generators.  That’s what’s needed to keep the cooling systems operational.  Without them, the fuel rods would melt, right?”

      “Yeah, if you’re talking in laymen’s terms.”

      “I am,” she said with a big smile.  “So the big problem with a grid-down scenario isn’t the initial loss of power, it’s the longevity of the backup power.  By now plants all across the nation have lost their backup generators.  No fuel trucks, no power to pump the gas, no gas in the generators.  This is how you get catastrophic nuclear fallout.”

      “Exactly.  So how is this one plant any different and why haven’t I heard of it?” Jeramiah asked.

      “Good question, Germ,” she said.  He frowned, but she continued.  “NuScale constructed the first nuclear power plant of its kind.  The test site was built in Idaho.  Most people outside the industry don’t know about it, and those who are in it wouldn’t have heard much about it because, like I said, it was in the test phase.”

      “How do we even know it’s operational?” Jeramiah asked.

      “It was operational and running as planned right before the EMPs hit,” she said.  “I have firsthand knowledge of it.”

      “EMPs?” Danny said.  “As in more than one?”

      “Two of them were detonated in the atmosphere,” Maria said.  “Before we get sidetracked—”

      “What about the fuel rods, and the cooling system in NuScale’s facility?” Jeramiah asked, more congenial now that it seemed Maria knew what she was talking about.  “You’re leading us out of a safe zone toward a nuclear power plant after a full scale grid collapse.  Is that really smart?”

      “At ground level you have a biological shield that covers each reactor.  Each containment vessel is housed in a stainless steel lined concrete reactor pool.  The containment vessel itself sits inside a huge pool and the reactor is inside, which holds the fuel pellet and cladding.”

      “So what makes this any different from the others?” Jeramiah asked.

      “The water inventory.  It’s large enough to remove all core decay heat for an unlimited period of time without the need for additional water.  That’s what’s different.  Your cooling system is efficient enough and stable enough that you won’t have evaporation problems, certainly not enough to lose the water and compromise the fuel rods.”

      “And it was both operational and tested?” he asked.

      “I said that already.”

      “That’s all fine in theory,” Jeramiah said, “but how long was it operational?”

      “Long enough.  Here’s the even better news.  They were powering a small town nearby.  That’s the big unknown.  If the infrastructure was in place before the EMPs, and if the town’s grid was hardened against the pulse, then we could theoretically bring our people there and make it home base.  But first we need people, food and water, and then we need transportation.”

      “And that’s us?” Danny said.  “We’re going to be in charge of that?”

      “If you don’t know that by now, Danny, then I might start getting concerned about you,” Maria said.  “Now scratch your head and think about it.”

      “No need to, ma’am,” he said.

      “Danny, go with Germ and get that fridge back here.  Aaron, you finish working on the power, Ruby and Carver, you head out and see what you can find going residential, and—”

      “What about Sally?” Ruby said.

      “I decided that One will be cleaning the twelfth floor.  We’ve got some chaise lounges by what’s left of the pool and a small fire pit we can haul up there.  I want us all to have a nice meal under the stars and just relax.”

      Nodding in agreement, their faces relaxing, the group seemed to appreciate that.
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      When Carver and Ruby went out, they walked for maybe an hour before she spoke.  “Do you think it’s safe for us to be out here alone?”

      “Not really,” he said.  “But then again, nothing is really safe anymore, so I guess it’s just…whatever.  I mean, most of the fighting is done, gangs have formed and disbanded, and food and water stores are down.  Anyone smart already got out of the city.”

      “What does that make us then?” Ruby asked.

      He shrugged his shoulders and said nothing.  At the first house, they went through it and it looked picked dry.  Toilet bowls were empty, their tanks, too.  He went to the garage and opened the spout on the hot water heater and a little bit of dirty water trickled out.  He was tired of opening these things up and getting all the sediment.  It was discouraging.

      “Why not just get river water?” Ruby asked.  “Why mess around with this?”

      “A lot of this water was filtered before the power went out.  The river water is an unknown.  For example, how many people died in there?  We don’t know?  Maybe you’ve got river colonies of people taking all their dumps upstream and hoping it washes down away from them.”

      “I understand your concern if that was a stream, but it’s a river,” she said.

      “Fine,” he told her.  “Before all this, the homeless encampments were having problems with feces in the water, so this isn’t really a far fetched issue.”

      They went house to house, tearing through pantries, looking for hiding spots, inventorying anything they might not be looking for now but might need later.  Most of the homes were pretty much looted of anything of value.  It was discouraging.  But then they found a house that was run down and nasty inside, but totally different from the others as far as they were concerned.

      “Carver, you have to see this!” Ruby said from outside.

      Carver came out of the house with a half can of shaving cream, a razor and a pack of fresh blades in hand.  Smiling, practically dizzy with joy, he said, “Look what I found!”

      “No way,” she replied.  Lifting up her arms, she showed him her hairy armpits and said, “Please, let me go first!”

      “What’s your big news?” he asked.

      She turned and pointed to a white, fat bellied pesticide sprayer.  It was sitting on a small step stool under a tarp with a dried out bar of soap next to it.

      “Is this…?”

      “Yep,” she said.  “Redneck shower.”

      He went and picked up the tank and it was dry.  It said Husqvarna on the side of it and looked like it had straps on it for over-the-shoulder and around-the-waist holds.

      “How much water do you think it can take?” Ruby asked.

      “Three gallons, maybe four.”

      “So two gallons for you and two for me,” she said with a grin.

      His head slowly began to nod itself and suddenly the idea of a shower and a shave sounded like the best thing ever.  Two houses down they found a hot water heater with water.  He knocked on the metal with a knuckle, found the level, then looked back up at her with a grin.

      “I hope you’re not shy, Miss Ruby, because I do believe we have shower water.”

      “I am, but I’ll get over it,” she said.  “How do we get it out?”

      Using a fist-sized river rock, Carver knocked several small holes into the tank using a spare car part he found inside a picked-over tool chest.   It took a little while for the plastic sprayer tank to fill.  It did fill up though.  He fit the contraption over his shoulders, then strapped it around his waist and said, “Alright, you first then.”

      Back at the house, they wet the soap, found it lathered fine, then Ruby took a breath and said, “Not a word.”

      He rolled his eyes and she took off her clothes.

      At first she was shy, but then she didn’t seem self-conscious anymore.  He liked the way she looked, like she had a wild life before all this.  There was a scar from surgery, some tattoos, the little line of stretch marks on the sides of her butt he found attractive, a chest that didn’t look shoved out by implants or too deflated from childbirth.

      “Stop staring,” she said.

      “Sorry, not sorry,” he said with a grin.  He stood up on one of the nearby blocks so he was above her and said, “You just look like you’re enjoying yourself is all.”

      She got the shaving cream, lathered up her underarms and her legs, which he thought completely unnecessary since the hair would be back in a month or two anyway.  He didn’t say a word, though, because he found almost as much delight in seeing her enjoy this shower as he did in seeing her naked.

      When she was clean, he sprayed her off one last time, and then she looked at her clothes and her wet skin and she said, “Do you have a problem with me air drying?”

      “You didn’t see any towels inside?” he asked.  She shook her head.  “Me neither.  What about in the kitchen?  Like a hand towel or something?”

      “Nope.”

      “Well alright then,” he said, taking off his clothes.  He felt a little heat steal into his cheeks, but knowing she was mostly into women, he didn’t care that he was naked in front of her.

      For the next little while, he showered, forgetting she was even there, feeling better with a clean shave, and much better with a clean body.  There was no substituting a shower in the apocalypse, that much he was sure of now.

      “We need to take this with us,” Ruby said.

      “I agree.”

      “Carver, can I ask you a question?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can we just go?  You and me, just leave here together?” she asked.  “I know you’re close with Maria, and she’s beautiful and all, but I can also see you’re scared of her.  And that she doesn’t treat you right.”

      “What gave it away?” he joked.

      “That giant bruise on your face,” she said, making hand signs like it was HUGE.

      He laughed and said, “There are reasons to be with her.”

      “She can make our lives easier?” she said.  “All those promises, is that it?”

      “It’s complicated,” he said.

      “One?” she said.

      “Sally,” he replied.  “And yes, she’s part of it.”

      She started to put on her clothes, smiling as he stood there and watched her.  “I would have thought you’d be grossed out by me, being with someone as perfect looking as her.”

      “Not at all,” he said, putting on his own clothes.

      “You into average girls?” she asked.  “Or are you just tired of perfect?”

      “Tired of perfect,” he said.

      She punched him in the arm pretty hard.  He was pulling up his pants and halfway in the leg, so when she hit him, he fell over, hit the ground with a thud and started laughing.  That got her laughing too, which in turn fueled their laughter to the point that Ruby started crying.

      It happened on the turn of a dime.

      For a second Carver didn’t know what this was, but he soon realized she was hiding her pain and somehow it rushed it to the surface, unbidden.

      “All my friends and family,” she cried, hiccupping her words out, sobbing in between.  “And the people…those guys I killed…”

      “It’s okay,” he said.

      “They…they…they killed everyone.”

      He hadn’t seen someone let go to this degree since all this began.  It made him feel so sad for her.  Rubbing her hair, holding her close, then holding her hand, he said, “It’s okay.  Let it all out.”
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      Kalfu was plagued by dreams.  He was not one to dream often, but when he did, the voodoo practitioner did not remember what he dreamt about.  He only knew he was restless.  It didn’t help that he slept the day away on a lumpy bed in a room that smelled dank and somewhat moldy.  Unable to shake the dragging feeling, he decided the dreams were a result of his ceremony.

      He shouldn’t have done that.

      But he did.

      The only thing he could think to do was to put as much distance as he could between the woman called Maria and himself.  When night fell, he packed his things and set out.

      He was walking out of town when the spirits attacked him.  They dragged him to the ground, invaded his body to the point where he felt the tremor of possession in every shaking limb.  Crouched down on his knees in the street, hands clapped over his ears, his head sounded like a thousand beating wings and a cacophony of tribal chanting.

      Fingers pulled at his eyelids, a shroud of darkness coating him like fresh oil.  Then his mouth felt clamped shut by invisible hands.

      He tried to open his eyes, shout through his mouth, but he was instantly, horrifyingly contained.  He snorted in air through his nose, but the action left his lungs feeling sucked shut.  Was he dying?  I’m dying, he thought.

      Just like his aunt...

      Everything went silent and still, and that’s when the vision overtook him.  He saw Maria with multiple spirits sweeping in and out of her body, like they were trapped, restless, fighting to break free if only they weren’t somehow tethered to her.

      His body started to convulse from lack of oxygen, but his thoughts were stable, consistent, pointed.

      Maria’s face began to change color, to grow light, to stop smiling.  Her eyes glazed over silver and then her face began to glisten with ice crystals.  The crystals frosted over and then the pure white look of her began to soften and shine.

      Soon, before him, there was a perfectly silver face.

      Still fighting for breath, still anchored to this vision, Kalfu tried to calm himself.  To stop seeing.  But he couldn’t stop seeing this because this was a vision from the Loa.  He knew that now, and this comforted him.

      The ice of her face began to run with veins of rot until all he saw was the spread of decay infecting her every feature.  When her eyes flew open, dirt puffed off the lids and the eyes were dark black and so evil, he’d startle if he could move, or breathe.

      That’s when the hold on him let up and he gulped in a giant breath.  Falling over in the road, the dusty smell of a world abandoned and the cool night air upon him, he nearly hyperventilated.  He was alive!  Not dead like his aunt!

      When he pulled himself to his feet, he made his way back to the home he’d been squatting at, preparing to carry out the will of the Loa and hope that whatever happened, he didn’t get the poison of Maria’s soul on his own.

      In the house he’d fled from earlier, in the bedroom he stayed in, he saw Jaw-Long’s body, the salt circle, the candles.  He dragged the corpse out of the room, the decaying smell not lost on him.  This was the room, though.  This was the circle.

      Closing the breaks in the circle made by Jaw-Long’s dragged heels, he lit several candles and moved his things inside the protected area, even though that wasn’t required.  He’d never created this kind of a mixture before, so it was important to account for the unknown.  With that, he opened his bag and began to mix up something special.

      When the powder was complete, he slowed his breathing, blew out all but one candle and closed his eyes.  He prayed for safety from the Loa.  The darkness behind his eyes was empty, however.  Was this a sign of what was to come?  Was the nothingness a bad omen, or a good one?

      It could mean death or success.

      Time to find out.

      He stood and went outside, leaving his things behind.  Night railed on the city as Kalfu crept through the shadows, then waited.  He didn’t see her coming as much as he felt her.  She stalked through the empty streets, a small lamb slung over her shoulder.  He sniffed the air as she walked by: blood, sweat and earth.

      The blood was different.  He sniffed the differences.  Human.  Animal.  Is she wounded? he wondered, surprised.

      She wasn’t walking the same.  Her body looked weak, as if she were low on energy.  Her pace slowed, then her feet wobbled a bit.  She staggered to a stop, sunk down to a knee and then swung the animal down over her shoulder.  It flopped dead on the sidewalk.

      She drew a blade from a sheath on her hip and sheared the animal’s side.  Cutting out a chunk of the animal, she gobbled the meat down raw, snorting and making noise as she chewed.

      Then, suddenly she stopped eating and listened.  She heard something.  After a moment, he heard them, too.

      A pack of dogs.

      Looking up, she saw them and they saw her.  Kalfu saw them both, tucking himself even farther back in to the shadows.

      Glaring at the animals, her body tense, focused, the blade at her side and ready, she stared down the alpha.  Eventually the dog glanced away, then turned and lead his pack in to the night.

      Maria took another bite of the animal, and then another.  She chewed, spit out the blood, then chewed some more.  When she was done, she perked up, looked around, then dragged a sleeve over her face, wiping her mouth clean.

      Seemingly better, she stood, hoisted the lamb back over her shoulder and headed for the building she was living in.  He followed her, moving like liquid grace through the pools of darkness, his feet light, his connection with the earth astute.

      She disappeared in to the entryway of the apartment tower she was staying in.  He moved to the door, listened.  He heard her say, “I’ll fetch you when this is ready to eat.”

      He waited a long moment, and then slowly he began to work the door open, if anything to allow himself a better grasp of the movements inside.

      “You mind if I get a little shut eye, at least until dinner’s ready?” one guy said to the next.

      “Sure, bro,” he said.  “Do your thing.”

      Inside of a few minutes, the man was snoring.  With each ragged breath, Kalfu eased the door open.  His eyes adjusting to the darkness, Kalfu saw the other man.  He was standing before the window, but then he stopped, turned around and started toward Kalfu.

      Letting the door ease shut, his heart reaching a quick, hard gallop, he stood aside as the man burst through the front door.  The second he was out, Kalfu caught the door, slipped inside and waited.  He was not a fighter, so he didn’t know what he’d do if he was caught, but the man wasn’t after him.  He was unzipping his fly, pulling his donger out, emptying his bladder.

      Kalfu headed up the stairs, listening for the sounds of other people.  There were men talking and smoking and sharing their “contraband,” a fifth of a bottle of Patron they found earlier that day.  They seemed happy.

      Continuing upstairs, he remained alert, vigilant.  It wasn’t until he reached the top floor that he heard the voices.

      Cracking open the door to the penthouse apartment, he saw that most of the roof was gone, a fire was going in a fire pit and people were sitting around talking.

      He worked the door open, slowly, patiently, assessing the situation as it related to shadows.  Could he hide there?  Listen?  He could.

      Eventually he slipped through the door, folded himself in to the shadows.

      “It’s time to eat,” Maria announced.

      One of the men had been cooking the lamb over a spit, and it smelled delicious.  So good in fact, Kalfu was afraid his growling stomach might give him away.  It was a real fear.  People sat up, ready to dig in to the feast.

      “If we’re going to rule the world,” Maria said, “we’re going to need our strength.”

      One of the guys snickered, a very thin guy, but she looked at him and he stopped.  There was still smears of blood on her face from where she ate the lamb.  Lowering her head, narrowing her eyes, she drilled him with her gaze.  He seemed to get the point.

      Kalfu felt that ugliness of her on his soul.  She was not human.  He knew that now.  There was something baleful about her.  Something so frightening and opaque, he felt the chill of death crawl up his spine.  Was he going to die?  Was she going to kill him?

      “Is there something you find funny?” Maria asked.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “You think this world is too ruined, too chaotic, too far gone?” she asked.  No one answered her.  “Well it isn’t.  This is simply a level playing field now.”

      Kalfu did not agree with her consensus.  Most of America had fallen, or so he’d heard.  He even heard that other countries had fallen into economic decay as well.  The world might not be gone, it might be salvageable, but not for this generation or the next.  Maybe in a few hundred years, and maybe by a different people.  A less technological people.  Certainly not them.

      “Well I hate to break it to you,” the guy said, “but this ain’t no Sunday afternoon clean up.”

      “No kidding,” Maria said, sarcastic.

      “None of us have the years left in us to fix everything broken in this world,” he told her, stoking the fire.

      “Is that what you think, Einstein?” she asked, staring at him, not blinking for a full minute.  It was time for Kalfu to go.  He couldn’t be up there any longer, not with her.

      “I was just thinking out loud is all,” the guy said.

      “Back before this, all you people were clamoring for racial and gender equality, for the white man to step aside and let a woman of color rule.”

      This stopped Kalfu.

      “You’ve got color,” Ruby said.  “But more important, you’ve got balls.”

      “Yes,” Maria hissed.

      “No offense,” one of the other guys said, “but I don’t think a woman can make her presence in this world known without TV, internet, or even some sort of printed press.”

      “How was Genghis Khan known?” she challenged.  “Alexander the Great?  Julius Caesar?  Napoleon Bonaparte?  They were known around the world because they were conquerors.  They bathed entire countries with the blood of fallen armies, then they gathered unto themselves that which they were not afraid to take.”

      “Meaning what?” Carver dared to ask.  “You’re going to conquer the world?”

      Is that what’s happening here? he wondered.  Did this woman want to conquer the world?  If she was anything like he’d seen in his visions, she might be able to make some headway toward that end.  But what would that mean?  Was that what the Loa were warning him about?  Was that why he was tasked with this?

      “Inside of months, this nation of three hundred and thirty million will be reduced to a mere thirty million.  A year after that, tens of millions less.  By then we will be an army, and that army will either gather more soldiers, or take more heads.  In the mean time, before we take the nation back from the dark ages, we need a city.  This will be our city.”

      “You know this is Sacramento, right?” one of the guys said with humor in his voice.

      “I do,” she answered.

      “How do you expect it to stand out over any other city in this country?” Ruby asked, sitting up.

      “Because I’m going to turn the power back on,” she said.

      The thought of this chilled Kalfu to the bone.  She was going to grab power, and whatever dark spirits resided in her would grant her the power she needed to rule the land.

      “Really?” One asked, enthused.

      “Really,” she said, perfectly certain.

      “I thought you said you wanted to go to Idaho,” a voice said.

      Kalfu was so intensely listening to Maria, so scared of what she was saying, what she wanted to do, that he didn’t hear the man slip through the door beside him.

      Then again, the man was so focused on Maria he missed Kalfu standing in the shadows not two head widths away from him.

      “Aaron,” Maria said.  “Why don’t you let the others know food is ready.”

      “So are we taking Sacramento or are we going to Idaho?” he asked.

      “One facilitates the other,” she said.  “In case you haven’t noticed, there aren’t a lot of people in the cities anymore.  This one included.”

      “How long do you expect us to stay here, under these conditions, living hand to mouth with barely an idea of what we’re doing to fuel us?”

      “I expect you start by knowing your place,” she said as he crossed what was once a living room floor and sat down beside them.

      The second he sat down and Maria began to speak, Kalfu slipped through the shadows and into the hallway, quietly making his way downstairs.  He heard voices echoing up through the stairway, though, causing him to turn around, head back up half a flight of stairs and tuck himself into a hallway.  These must be the men from downstairs.  Their voices were at his level, and then they continued to climb.

      When he heard them enter the penthouse and start talking, he stepped in to the stairwell once more, went down a level, found Maria’s room.  He went inside to the bed she was sleeping in.  He took a quick inventory of the surroundings.

      There was no advantage for him here.

      Dejected, he left the studio apartment, headed across the hall to an identical studio apartment.  It was empty, the bed stripped bare.  He sat down on the mattress, but smelled the heavy stench of urine.  He moved off the bed, sat down in the shadows and waited.

      An hour passed before he heard them coming back down the stairs.  Maria, Carver, the young girl.  He listened to them settle in their room across the hallway.  He waited a few more hours.  When the rest of the men and the girl tromped downstairs, he felt his time coming.

      Just before he crept inside Maria’s apartment, he slipped on a pair of surgical gloves then removed the small fold of paper in a plastic baggie from his breast pocket.

      It was time.  He drew a deep breath, let it out in a measured sigh, then opened the door and went inside.  The darkness was thick and complete.  He couldn’t see anything.  He heard them, though.  Their breathing.  Maria was asleep and the girl was asleep, but Carver…he was sitting in the corner and he was not asleep.  Startled, Kalfu held his breath, tried not to panic.

      The man got up, started toward the door, tip toeing.  Kalfu panicked, froze.  He heard the footsteps coming closer, but it was so dark, so unbelievably pitch black, that in his panic, he lost his feel for distances.

      He closed his eyes, prayed to the Loa.

      The footsteps made their way right for him.  Then, when the man was not a foot from him, he stopped.  Kalfu felt his breath on him, smelled the eaten meat smell of it.

      He drew his breath to the top of his chest, made it shallow, very thin.

      Kalfu heard the man twist his neck, almost like he was listening for the same sounds as Kalfu was listening for.  When Maria’s breathing didn’t change, he quietly crept out of the room, unaware that the Haitian was mere inches away.

      When he was gone, Kalfu allowed himself a deep breath.  He released it slowly, then moved to the side of the bed where Maria slept.  He felt the edge of the bed, and then the nightstand.  On the nightstand, he felt a water bottle.  He slowly lifted it.  It had some weight to it, like it was half full.  Smiling in the dark, he slowly undid the cap.  When it was off, he set it down on the wooden surface then pinched the paper together and emptied the contents into her water.

      She stirred slightly, her breathing changing.  He paused, slowed his own breath, brought it high, thinned it out.

      “Is someone there?” she asked in a heavy sleep mumble.

      His eyes flared open, but then he snapped them shut and remained statue still.  She shifted on the bed, tugging at the blankets.

      “Carver?” she asked.

      “He’s asleep,” the girl said.  Still, Kalfu didn’t breathe.  He didn’t breathe and he dared not move.

      “Sally?”

      “I’m asleep too, Miss Maria,” the girl said.  Except she didn’t sound asleep.  She sounded awake but pretending to have just been awoken.

      “Okay,” Maria mumbled.

      When her breathing resumed and Kalfu realized she was falling back to sleep, he slowly swirled the contents of the powder in with her water.  But not all was as it seemed.  He startled when she reached out, her hand tapping off the table.  Drawing a deep breath, he realized she was going for the water, the water he was holding.

      He quickly set it within reach.  Heart pounding, sweating, unable to swallow, he waited for her to freak out.  When her fingers touched the edge of the bottle, however, she grabbed it and reached for the lid.

      The lid!

      It was still on the edge of the nightstand.

      “Did you drink my water?” she belted out.  He wasn’t sure who she was talking to, but this was all going so very, very wrong.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Maria,” Sally said.  “I was thirsty.”

      “Put the lid back on next time,” she said.  Then he heard her drinking deeply from it.  He started to move backwards, but then she stopped drinking and he stopped moving.

      He was so panicked at this point he wasn’t sure if he would stumble over something, or back into the wall.  The next thing he knew, the water bottle whistled right by him and hit the wall.

      He jumped inside, but didn’t squeal.

      “Who are you?” Maria screamed.  Now his eyes flashed open, but they didn’t see anything.  There was only darkness.

      “There’s no one here, Miss Maria,” Sally said.

      “Yes there is,” Maria snapped.

      “Do you want me to check?” the young girl asked.

      “Have Carver check.”

      “I told you, Miss Maria, he’s asleep,” Sally said.  Kalfu heard the girl getting off the couch.  “I’ll look.”

      What is this little girl up to? he wondered.

      Kalfu heard her little feet padding across the floor, heading right toward him.  It was over.  He knew that now.  At least the devil woman drank the water and ingested the powder.  His job was done.  When the girl got within inches of him, she reached out, took his hand and pulled him toward the door.  His heart might have stopped beating.  He went with it, not sure what was happening but not questioning it either.

      “I’m going to check outside the room,” the child said.  She walked him though the door, then let go of his hand.  “I don’t see anyone, Miss Maria.”

      He stood there, and she stood there.  She reached a little hand out and gave him a push.  He moved down the hallway toward the staircase in complete and utter disbelief.  When he made his way downstairs, he wondered about Sally, and he wondered what happened to the man, Carver.

      It was when he got to the fourth floor, that he heard talking.  Kalfu moved to the closed door and heard his voice on the other side.

      He was talking to the girl.

      Ruby.

      “I know you think we should leave,” he was saying, “but I can’t do that.”

      “She scares me, Carver.”

      “I know,” he said.

      “She hit you,” Ruby reasoned.  “You were out cold for a few minutes.  When you woke up, when she told you that you’d been asleep for a few hours, she lied.  She was lying.”

      “I know.”

      “I think I should go,” she said.

      “Selfishly, I want you to stay,” he responded.  “But if you have to go, it’s okay.  You should.”

      For a long time, there was silence, then he heard the bed springs creak, almost like someone was rolling over.  Listening closer, he said, “Are you sure you want this?”

      “Definitely,” she said, her tone changing, softening.  “After the shower, definitely.”

      Knowing what this was, not wanting to be a creeper, he made his way back down the stairs, past the sleeping guard in the front lobby and out the front door.

      He hoped that having done this for the Loa, he’d kept their anger at bay.  And he hoped that he’d mixed the powders right, and that all the dark and dangerous souls stuck in that otherwise perfect body could now be free.
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        * * *

      

      He was not a half mile away when he both heard and sensed movement.  Kalfu slipped in to a dark pool of shadows, waited.  He knew there were people out at night.  There was a certain safety in traveling through the blackness, one he knew firsthand.

      After ten minutes of him being perfectly still, he stood, stretched the stiffness from his knees and began to walk.  Up ahead, however, in the darkness, he saw a shadow.  Like him, but not like him.

      Was this Loa?  Had they come to collect him?  Had they come to reward him for his selfless deed?

      The shadow, however, moved.  It moved so fast, he could not react.  That’s when something smashed him in the face so hard, he lost consciousness.  When he opened his eyes, he realized he was only seeing through one eye.  The other eye ceased to be.  Lifting a shaky hand to his face, he realized half of his head had been turned to ground beef.

      Looking up into the night sky, his brain processing everything slower, he could not have imagined how he’d angered the Loa to this extent, but alas, he had performed a sacred ritual alone.  No matter his attempt to balance the debt, he had to pay the price.  Right now the price was unprecedented levels of pain.  Then the face appeared over him, and it was not the face of the Loa.  Rather it was the face of the devil.

      “What did you do to me?” Maria asked, her throat raw sounding, hoarse.  He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.  “I asked you a question?”

      “De-demon,” he managed to croak out, suddenly realizing half his teeth were broken, some sitting in his mouth, some sliding into his throat.

      The creature above him leaned over and picked up a rock twice the size of a softball and said, “This hit your face.”

      His eye looked over at it, but the large object was speckled red and blurry.  He coughed up bits of his teeth, spit them out.

      “I did something to you because you did something to me,” she said.  “What did you do to me?”

      “Released…you.”

      “You were there, weren’t you?  That was you lurking in the shadows when I threw Cletus to the coyotes?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Didn’t recognize you without your hat, but the accent is a dead giveaway.”  She was referring to his Haitian accent.  Still sounding gravely, half coughing as she spoke, she said, “You’re a long ways from home.”

      “I am…almost home,” he said, spitting out another tooth.

      “If you’re thinking home is you being dead, I hate to break the news to you, but home is you being something’s meal, and nothing more than that.”

      “So you say,” he said with a broken lisp.  Laying his head back down, he looked into the sky, asked the Loa for safe passage.

      “What did you do to me?” she asked again.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Not right,” she said.  “Angry and not right.”

      “I was simply exorcising the evil out of you,” he said.  “But it seems that if you are still here, then you are worse than I imagined.  It seems the whole of you is evil.”

      She coughed again, a horrible raspy sound, then said, “Do you really think I am evil?”

      “Without question.”

      “Well in your human way of thinking, I suppose that would be what your limited intellect would reach for.  But you still haven’t answered my question.”

      “I have, demon.  I answered your question just fine.”

      “Tell me!” she screamed, but the roar fell short, and she gave way to another hearty fit of hacking.

      “If I’m to be food for the animals, or the cannibals, then you will be at my side, serving as part of the feast.”  And with that he forced a smile, a look that both startled and angered her.

      “Fine,” she growled.  “Have it your way.”

      She lifted the rock high above her head.  He closed his eye.  The rock came down like a sledgehammer on his face, the sharp, splintering sound of his skull cracking.  The first shot sent bright, starbursts of pain throughout his body, and he hoped to black out, but alas, the Loa would not let him.  This was his penance for disobedience.

      The next shot broke open half his face and still, he remained aware, ensnared in the pain, forced to feel everything.  The Loa were not to be trifled with, and before he traveled from this world in to the next, they needed him to know this.

      Well, he knew it.

      By the magnitude of the pain, by the visceral hatred being heaped on him from the devil woman and the Loa, he was learning his lesson, being made aware of his mistakes so as not to repeat them again should the Loa decide not to stamp out the very light of his soul.  The next shot, however, brought him the peace of escape.  He felt nothing in that moment.

      And then he was nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      She walked home sick, staggered inside, stumbled on the steps and landed wrong.  One of her soldiers scurried into the lobby and tried to help her.  She shrugged off his hand and said, “Let me be.”

      “It’s okay, I got you,” he said.

      He reached down to help and that’s when she grabbed his arm and started yanking so hard and in such a fit that it first dislocated, then ripped off completely.  Enraged that the Haitian had gotten to her, she flung the arm across the lobby at the others now watching and screamed, “I said don’t touch me!”

      The pressure in her face finally won over and she started seeing spots.  The heat in her body moved to a boil and she froze up, curling her body on the stairs, thinking she was now going to be Cletus the fetus if she didn’t figure out what the Haitian did to her.

      She started coughing up blood, the hacking so hard it rattled her already splitting headache.  When the coughing fit subsided and she lay there in a daze, the world spinning, the last thing she remembered was someone standing over her telling her she’d lost her freaking mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Danny and Aaron waited until she was visibly unconscious, then Aaron tapped her head with the toe of his boot.  He was afraid to get much closer than that.  She didn’t budge and that’s when they looked over at Taylor.  He was already dead, his shoulder leaking like a sieve.

      “She ripped his friggin’ arm off for trying to help,” Danny told Aaron.

      “I know,” he replied.  “Help me get her upstairs.”

      They tried to lift her body, but she was incredibly heavy.

      “What the balls?” Danny belted out.

      “She’s dense as hell,” Aaron said, lowering her back down on the staircase.  “Go find Carver and let me see if I can get another guy.  I think he’s on the fourth floor shagging Ruby.”

      “He’s what?” Danny stammered.

      “Just go, dammit.”

      Aaron roused Tim from his bed and Danny got Carver.  The four of them then hefted her impossibly heavy body up three flights of stairs, coming out on the fourth with nothing left in them to get her up six more, let alone down the hallway.

      She was still unconscious, but she was also sweaty as hell.

      “It’s like she’s burning up inside,” Tim said.  “Arms feel like oil slicks.  My grip’s so weak now, I swear to Jesus, I won’t be snubbin’ the rooster anytime soon.”

      Carver shook his head and said, “We have bigger problems than your masturbation schedule, Tim.”

      “Yeah.  Them next six flights,” he said.

      “I’ll take it from here,” Carver said.  “You guys go back to bed, or clean up Taylor, or whatever.”

      “What are you going to do?” Aaron asked.

      “She can take my bed,” Ruby said from the darkness in the hallway.  A few of them jumped, but not Carver.  He knew she was there.

      The guys went downstairs and Ruby helped him get Maria to her room.  It took an act of God for them to get her up on the bed, but they somehow managed.

      “I’m not sleeping next to her,” Ruby said.  “Not after that.”

      “We can sleep upstairs, if you want.”

      Ruby agreed to sleep upstairs, but when she got in bed, she said, “This feels super not Kosher.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Carver said.

      Halfway through the night, sometime in the early morning hours, Maria stumbled into the room and said, “Carver?  Why’d you leave me down there?”

      She was like a drunk who decided to roll in at two a.m. and start a fight by apologizing then blaming everything on you right before puking and maybe crapping herself into a crying fit.

      “You were too heavy,” he said.  “We tried.”

      “Move over,” she said.

      “It’s me, Maria,” Ruby said, getting out of the way.  “It’s Ruby.”

      “Finally some good news,” she said, crawling into bed.

      Instead of going back to sleep, Ruby scuttled over Carver and came out the other side.  “I’m going back downstairs,” she said.

      Carver got up to follow her when Maria called his name.

      “What?” he asked, perturbed.

      “Where’s Sally?”

      “She’s here,” he says.

      “Sally?”

      Carver heard a little grunt.  He felt around the couch where she’d been sleeping, but she wasn’t there.  A little hand slipped its fingers around his ankle and that’s when he stopped and realized she was asleep under the bed.

      “What are you doing under there?” he asked, kneeling down to be closer to her.

      “She not herself,” she whispered.

      “It’s okay,” Carver told her.  “She’s just…I think she’s not feeling well.”

      “Where am I?” the voice said, softer, less…hostile.  It sounds like Maria, but it’s not Maria.  He stands back up, gets into bed next to her and feels her face.  She’s sweaty, her hair damp, a funny smell in her mouth.

      “You’re in bed now,” he said.

      She began to cry, which was something he never thought he’d hear coming from her.  He wanted to reassure her that she would be okay, but he didn’t know what happened to her.  How she’d gone from hunting for lamb and plotting to take over the world to ripping off a man’s arm and sobbing in bed like a sick child.

      “Who are you?” she asked when the tears died down.  “Why does my mouth taste like blood?”

      “It’s me, Carver,” he said.  “And I don’t know.”

      “I don’t…I don’t know a Carver,” she said, her voice so small he had to lean in to hear her.

      “Sure you do,” he said.

      “I don’t.”

      “You’re just overheated,” he assured her.  “And maybe you’re not healing right.”

      “What am I healing from?” she asked.

      He felt her arms where the shepherd’s dogs had attacked her when she stole the lamb.

      “You stole a lamb tonight.  Fought off three dogs.  They put up a hell of a fight, according to you, but the wounds should be closed now and they’re not.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” she cried.

      If her metabolism was off, if she wasn’t operating properly, perhaps the stability and operation of her system was at risk of failure.  If that was the case, she’d be dealing with the more human aspects of pain.

      According to Aaron, she was like this when she’d come home.  He’d said she was in this frenzied state when she ripped off Taylor’s arm.

      Is she getting worse? he wondered.  If so, could he maybe get her to the open wall, dump her over the side to her death below?

      “I’m so hot,” she said.  “It’s like a furnace in my organs.”

      “Maybe you didn’t eat enough, or drink enough.”

      “Where am I again?”

      “In bed.”

      “Whose bed?” she asked.

      “Our bed,” he replied.  “Maria, I know this is hard to hear, but you need to just let go, allow your body time to heal itself.”

      “My name isn’t Maria,” she said.

      “Yes it is,” he told her.  “I think you’re running a temperature.”

      “My name is Antoinette.”

      He froze.  Antoinette?  Mother of Mary!  Could it be that Maria’s program blinked out completely?

      “Antoinette?” he said.  “Not Maria Antoinette?”

      “Why do you keep calling me Maria?” she said.  Then rolling over, but paying the price for it, she said, “I think I’m going to throw up.”

      And then she rolled back over and threw up all over the floor.  When she started crying, she didn’t stop.  Carver finally got up and used an old towel they’d found a few days back to wipe up the chunks of meat and hot digestive stew.  After he was done, he wadded the towel up and threw it out the opening in the wall.

      Looking down, he wondered again if he could get her out of bed, shove her through the opening.  But what if Maria’s hardware had only overheated?  What if it came back online as he was trying to kill her?

      Oh, that could be bad.

      He went back to bed and said, “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      “The most beautiful woman I’d ever seen,” she said, as if speaking in a dream state.  “Her name was Ophelia.”

      She started to drift off, then in a whimsical voice, she said, “Ophelia.”

      When she was asleep again, he realized it was now or never.  He had to try.  He had to do something.  Anything.  Taking her arm, he tried pulling her up, but her body was so heavy.  He’d never tried to lift her before tonight.  Never tried to pick her up.  He gave it another go, but it was like her body was made of lead and he was dead tired from getting her up four flights of stairs and in to bed.

      “What are you doing?” Antoinette finally asked, groggy, agitated.

      “Trying to sit you up,” he said.  “Can you walk?”

      “Room is spinning,” she said.

      “I need you to try.”

      “No.”

      And then she was asleep again.  He was about to get up, when a hand found him and took hold of him.  It was hers.  Maria’s.  He felt the strength return in her, felt the insistence.  Instead of going downstairs to be with Ruby, he laid down with her.

      “She’s gone now,” Maria said.

      His window of opportunity was now shut.

      When he woke up in the morning, Sally was still asleep under the bed, and Maria was still out cold, her face a sickly color, sweat coating her lovely mocha colored skin, blood crusted to the insides of her lips.

      When he whispered her name, she did not wake.

      He moved several strands of hair off her face, tucked them behind her ear, and still, she did not stir.  When he smoothed the hair back over her head in a way she once said she translated as “affection” or “affectionate” she did not bat an eyelash.

      He kissed her cheek, gave her a nudge, squeezed her hand and still, the hybrid lay there like a crash test dummy, immobile, silent, gone.

      It was safe to go downstairs.

      He got up, left the room, made his way downstairs to Ruby’s room.  She wasn’t there.  Downstairs, the men were still asleep, but there was blood all over the floor.  Out front, off to the side, he saw Taylor’s body.  It lay there, dead, the soul gone, the ripped-off arm tucked in between the body and the side of the apartment towers.

      Standing there in the street, next to this dead body, his face hurting, itching, stinging, he wondered if Ruby was gone for good.

      He unzipped his fly and urinated in the street out in the open.  He felt in his bones that she left in the middle of the night.  He didn’t blame her.  He would miss her though.  There was something beautifully damaged about her, something he resonated with.

      Shaking, tucking and giving himself a zip, he hadn’t realized that he’d grabbed on to her like a lifeline, but he had.  Now all he had left was Sally and she was terrified of Maria.  Sally hadn’t been scared of her before.  Rather, she found a way to mitigate that fear, which for a five year old was beyond amazing.  After all, the woman killed her parents, threatened her life, then dragged her all the way from her home to San Francisco and then to Sacramento.  Sally was Maria’s hostage.  Same as he was.

      Same as all of the world was.

      Back inside, he went to Ruby’s room, crawled in to her bed and curled up to the clean smell of her.  Wadding the sheets into his face, he took a breath, sighed it out, then closed his eyes and somehow managed to fall back to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      The night of the funeral, the night that Carver showed up and dropped a bombshell on all of them, Rock lay with Maisie talking about the problem, and what they were going to do about it.

      “We have to mobilize to protect the homesteads from sustaining more losses,” he said.  “Not just this one, but the second homestead, too.  My brothers are worn down from their trip, from losing Orlando, and so many others.  Everyone’s worn out”

      “We have to dig in, though,” Maisie said.  “We have to protect ourselves from her.”

      “I know,” he said.  “You know the saying, ‘The best defense is a great offense?’”

      “Yeah.”

      “We need to be proactive about this situation,” he said.  “Not reactive.”

      She rolled over next to him, took his big hand in hers and said, “Meaning?”

      “Meaning we need to put this rabid dog down,” he said.  “And that’s about as nice as I can be right now.”

      The next morning, Rock realized they were going to have to go after her, but that he needed to coordinate things on the down low.  He went looking for Gregor knowing he was most likely in with Jill.  He knocked on her door and she answered, half dressed.

      “Is Gregor here?” he asked.

      “Good morning to you, too,” she said.

      He gave her an uneasy smile.  “It’s still a little awkward knowing how to talk to you.”

      “I know,” she said.  “I’m sorry I don’t make it that easy.  I’m just still…I don’t know, getting used to everything.”

      “I get that,” he said.  Then he waited, looking at her, hoping she wouldn’t make this difficult.

      “He hasn’t been sleeping much, hardly at all, actually.  After what Maria did…” she said, not finishing the sentence.

      Rock knew what she meant.  Maria slaughtered all his friends and the only reason he survived was because he was up here in bed with her.

      “I don’t blame him,” Rock said, putting his hands in his pockets.  “We’re all still shaken.”

      “How’s Maisie?” she asked.

      He looked down at his feet, then said, “Please don’t, Jill.”  Then he looked up at her and in her eyes was not the animosity he’d been seeing, but the hurt of having been left for another woman.  “She’s good.”

      “I wish I didn’t like her,” Jill said.  “I wish I didn’t still miss the hell out of you.”

      He nodded, then said, “Gregor?”

      The look she wore thinking she would be able to talk through this faded, her frown returning.  “He’s working water reclamation at Homestead Two.”

      “Thanks,” he said.  He started to leave, but stopped and turned around.  She hadn’t moved.  She was still looking at him.  “There was an idea of a relationship, Jill.  This thing we didn’t have but really wanted.  Sometimes, no matter how badly two people want something with each other, sometimes ingredients are missing and it’s no one’s fault, it just is.”

      She looked down and said, “I know.”

      “I realize you’re missing the idea of us, what we used to carry as our hopes and dreams.  But the ingredients, you’re not thinking about them.  We didn’t have the right ingredients, whatever those were.  I think you have more in common with Gregor than you and I did, but you aren’t trying him out because you’re still stuck in that dream you once had for us.  You have to let it go if you ever hope to have it with someone else.”

      “Did you ever love me?” she asked, her eyes becoming glassy.

      “I still love you,” he said.  “That’s why I’m talking to you about this.  I love you enough to let you see if you can find the things in someone else you couldn’t find in me.”

      “Does Maisie have those things for you?” she asked.

      He nodded, but didn’t say the word.

      She wiped her eyes, then gave a short conciliation nod and said, “Okay then.  I guess I’m happy for both of you, but in the larger sense of things.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      With that he turned and headed outside, across the fields and to Homestead Two where he found several of the other families.  The second homestead was a work in progress, but the two thousand foot structure had three completed rooms and a half dozen four man tents.  They also had four corners of the roof on and rainwater drains that dropped into four fifty-five gallon water barrels complete with hose bibs and overflow systems.

      Gregor was cleaning the scum out of the bottom of one of them with a scrub brush and some Clorox.  The other three were full and Brooklyn was using them to water the drier parts of the garden with.  Further away, Gunderson was skinning logs he used to cut for wood on the house.

      “Hey, Rock,” Gregor said, crawling out of the barrel.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, standing up and flicking water off his hands.  He had a few white smears on his pants, probably silicon from resealing the front side of the hose bib.

      “I’m putting together a small team to take down Maria,” he said, but not loud enough for Brooklyn to hear.

      “I’m in,” he said before Rock even had the words out of his mouth.

      “Why don’t you finish what you have here while I head inside and see how my brother and his family are doing,” he said.

      “Sure thing.”

      He left Gregor and went inside where Fire and Adeline were at a small breakfast table eating.  The two of them looked like hell and then some.  Fire smiled when he saw his youngest brother, as did Adeline, but her eyes were so heavy they looked full enough to drain another hour’s worth of tears.

      “Morning,” Rock said.

      “Hey,” they said together.

      Rock decided that words weren’t adequate, so he went over and hugged his brother where he sat.  For a long time he just hugged him, knowing the man was dying inside.

      He was there when it happened, when Orlando died.

      Rock knew what that was like.  He still had nightmares from when the building collapsed on him.  And he still woke screaming, thinking that when it happened, Maisie had been killed, the same as him.  Then he’d wake up and she’d be right there, next to him, not dead on top of him as he thought when he was pinned down in the building for real.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked.

      Fire just nodded and said, “Making do,” but the emotion was riding so close to the surface, Rock felt it hitting him, too.

      He went to Adeline and hugged her, too.

      “I missed you,” he said to her.

      Before Isadoro killed his father and was shot by Rock, the two of them were close.  He hated that he’d missed the kids growing up, and that he’d never see Orlando again, but he had to count his blessings where he could.

      “I missed you, too,” she said, crying again.

      When she started, she couldn’t stop.  He just held her as she cried into his chest, looking back every so often at Fire who was also wiping his eyes.

      Finally she pulled back and said, “I’m so sorry, Rock.  I didn’t think we’d be doing this again.”

      She was referring to losing family.  They mourned the loss of Ice’s wife and two kids, the loss of Ice and Fire’s dad, and then the loss of Rock to his shame, anger and embarrassment.

      “I try to think less about what we lost and more about what we gained,” she said, wiping her eyes.  “We got you back, and Ice, too.”

      “We’re together now,” Rock said, not unaffected by her grief.

      When he left Chicago, he told himself he’d left his family behind, that he was okay with it, but the anger was beginning to diminish, even before all this occurred.  He was so angry at Ice for killing their father, and he was livid at his dead father for getting his older brother’s family shot on the street like dogs.  He wasn’t as mad at Fire as he was at his father and Ice, but Fire was the bearer of bad news, and sadly, he’d shot the messenger.

      “I never thought this was even possible,” he said.  “But here we are.”

      “Here we are,” Fire said.

      “I’m grateful every day for the three of you,” Rock said, taking his brother’s hand.  “How’s Brooklyn holding up?”

      “She’s not sleeping well,” Adeline said.

      “And she’s cursing a lot,” Fire added.  “F-bombs right and left.  We figure…we think maybe it’s a phase, so we just let her go.  But then when we do, it always turns into long bouts of silence.”

      “I saw her working in the garden,” Rock said.

      “Yeah?” Adeline asked, wiping her eyes again, to the point where they were getting red and swollen.

      “She looks…normal.”

      “Thanks for putting us up here,” Fire said.  “And thanks for calling me.  It had been too long.”

      “At least we had an apocalypse to bring us together,” he laughed.

      They all laughed.

      “Where’d you guys get all these barrels?” Adeline asked.

      “Pepsi factory.  They held the syrup.  We found a dozen pickle barrels in an industrial food hub in Sacramento a few weeks back, too.  That’s what we’re using for rainwater catch now.  The open tops allow us to use screens on top for filters.  The scum settles to the bottom, which is why we tap the barrels an inch up.  Most of the water is pretty clean.”

      “That’s when you boil it?” Fire asked.

      “We keep the charcoal for the fires to filter it further.  That and the hay.  Seems to catch most of the things we can’t boil out.”

      “That really works?” Adeline asked.

      He nodded, then said, “None of us knew what we were doing at first, but you figure it out along the way.  You have to.”

      “What about the other barrels in back?” Fire asked.  There were six other fifty five gallon drums in the back of the house they were staying in, but no one opened them because they were sealed pretty tight.

      Just then Brooklyn walked in, smiled when she saw him and said, “Uncle Rock!”  He gave her a big hug and it was surreal.  Almost like nothing happened and everything was back to normal.

      “Did you ask him about the barrels in back?” she asked her father.

      “Just did,” Fire said.

      “Those are lined with Mylar paper for long term food storage.  It’s a reflective paper that keeps out oxygen and harmful gasses.  There are a lot of mouths to feed around here and it isn’t easy.”  It got quiet for a moment.  He glanced outside and saw Gregor putting the cleaned barrel under the angled downspout and felt like it was time.  “Well me and Gregor and a few of the guys will be heading out for a bit, but we’ll be back and I’ll head up here to check on you.”

      Fire nodded and said, “Look man, if we hermit out a bit, it’s just…you know we…”

      “It’s okay, big brother,” Rock said, seeing his brother’s expression change.  “Take whatever time you need, just know we’re all here for you, and we all know what it is you’re going through.  That means, if you need to, you can talk to us.  To me and Ice first, of course, but to the others, too, in time.”

      He stood and hugged Rock and that’s when he met Gregor outside.

      “So we’re really doing this?” the former cop asked.

      “We are.”

      On the way to Homestead One, Gregor said to Rock, “Listen man, I was thinking maybe if we can find Maria and take her out for good, maybe I can find some peace with that.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” Rock said.  When they weren’t around Jill together, it wasn’t awkward between them.

      “After that, I’m thinking maybe I’ll head back to LA.”

      Now Rock stopped.

      “Brother, LA is most likely in ruin.  Worse than this because of the size and population density.”

      “I know, but…I’m not sure there’s much left here for me.”

      “But what about Jill?” Rock asked.

      “I’m just a ghost that filled your shadow,” he said.  “She’s still in love with you.”

      “She’s in love with the idea of us,” Rock said.  “Just make her transfer that idea to you.  It’s hard, I know, and it takes time, but you two get along like we never did.”

      “That’s because it’s not serious for her.”

      “And it is for you?”

      He looked down as they trudged through the dew glistened, knee-high grasses toward Homestead One.

      “Well?” Rock asked, nudging him on the shoulder.

      “It could be, I guess, but only if she could get past you,” Gregor finally admitted.

      “The more she sees me with Maisie, the more she sees the permanence of what we have.  This is what she needs to do.  She needs to see it’s over.  After that, when this becomes abundantly clear and she lets go, she’ll move fully in to you.  That’s how she works.”

      “Yeah, but she’s blockheaded,” Gregor said.

      “I’ve never met a woman who wasn’t, but that’s not a bad thing.  It just means she knows what she wants and isn’t huge on compromise.  She’ll learn though.  The mistakes she made with us, she won’t make them with you if I know her.”

      Gregor shrugged his shoulders and said, “Well if you can explain the twisted logic that rules the female mind, I’m all ears.”

      “That’s a longer, ongoing conversation you’ll have to be here for,” Rock said as they walked past the original garden.  Hagan and Ballard were checking the rows of tomato plants for aphids and tomato worms.  Ballard looked up and waved.

      “Let’s see what happens with Maria,” Gregor said, waving back at Ballard.  “After that, I don’t know, I guess we’ll just take it a day at a time.”

      “That’s all we can do,” Rock said.

      They found Marcus and Rider at one of the outdoor tables with one of the newer homesteaders, a man who’d been helping them set up Homestead Three before Maria struck.  The guy’s name was Beau and he lived a mile and a half up the street, closer to town.

      “Someone heard someone say the markets went into free fall after the collapse in America and it’s economic ruin everywhere else,” Marcus said to Rock as he and Gregor walked up.

      The two men sat down at the table.  “So this national event became a world catastrophe?” Rock asked.

      “It was inevitable,” Beau said.  He was an older man, former Navy, with big arthritic knuckles, a head of white hair and peachy skin that had no business being in the sun.  Still, he was competent, likeable and anxious to help others.  “With global unity, you lose the national strength and security that individualism was designed to create.”

      “So when one market falls,” Rider said, trying to understand because global economics wasn’t his thing, “the rest of the world falls with it?”

      “Exactly,” Beau said.

      “The double edge sword of global collectivism,” Marcus said.

      “So what are we going to do about this cyborg twat?” Gregor asked.  “Because I’m voting for full scale annihilation.  I’m talking about decommissioning her, decapitating her, desecrating her.”

      “I haven’t told them yet,” Rock said.

      “Oh,” Gregor replied.  “I’m sorry about that.  I didn’t know.”

      “So we’re doing this?” Rider said.

      “Yeah,” Rock replied.

      “Just the four of us, or are you thinking others?” Marcus said.  “Because the four of us can do this, don’t you think?”

      Everyone nodded and that’s when Rock said, “My brother gave me a little something from Eliana’s stash.”  He pulled an Army green hand grenade from his jacket pocket and said, “Just in case things need to get sticky.”

      With that, the four of them put together a rough plan, then told the others they were going to the hospital to see if there were any more supplies left for them to restock the infirmary.

      “I want to come,” Indigo said.

      “Me, too,” Eliana replied.

      “Sorry ladies,” Rider said.  “It’s a recon run, but it’s also male bonding stuff.  It’s hard to do if there are two attractive ladies leading the charge.”

      “We don’t have to lead anything,” Indigo said.  “We can pull up the rear if you want.”

      “We’re good,” he said.  “But thank you.”

      “I feel bad lying to them,” Rider told Rock as they were heading out.

      “We all do,” Marcus replied.

      “I don’t,” Gregor said.  “I just want to put her out of my mind.”

      The anger boiling under the surface of the former cop was becoming a palpable thing.  It was also familiar.  Each and every one of them had lost people.  And they’d all seen unforgettable, unfathomable things.  As a result, in one way or another, each of them suffered the same dreams of vengeance Gregor was dealing with now.

      As they made their way into downtown, up ahead, Rider spotted a couple of trucks, older by the look of them, one pulling over on the side of the road.  A head popped out the window, as did a short, black muzzle.

      “Gun!” Rider says, ducking to the side.

      Machine gun fire cut through the silence.  Rounds smacked the truck as Rider cranked the wheel and stomped on the gas.  The plink, plink, plink of these idiots shooting without provocation made no sense.  Then again, this was becoming a shoot first, ask questions later kind of world.

      Up ahead, a beige Hummer blocked their escape route, forcing Rider in to a rather large parking garage.  Marcus grunted something; it wasn’t a word.  This was more like an acknowledgement that they’d been corralled in to a pen.

      Rider launched up the first ramp, slid around the curve, bouncing the rear bumper off the concrete wall on the way to the second floor.  From there he zig-zagged up one more flight to the third floor where Rider pulled in to a stall.

      All around them there were scattered cars parked here and there, the ones destroyed by the EMP that no one ever came back for.

      This was all they had for cover.

      It wasn’t ideal.

      “Spread out,” Rock said as they all got out.  “Rider, take the high ground, if you can.”

      Rider and Marcus took off, both fanning out.  Gregor headed back down to the second floor even though Rock said, “Wrong way.”

      The ginger cop didn’t stop.  It was clear he was out for his pound of flesh.  They heard the whoop and holler of men from down below, but even this didn’t deter Gregor.  Rock found a place to hide and he dug in.  From where he was at, he could see that Gregor took cover, too.  A moment later, five men moseyed past Gregor carrying knives and guns.

      Gregor slipped out behind them and made his way from trunk to trunk, heading right for the Hummer, which was closer to street level.

      The five of them headed straight for Rock.  All he has was his blade.  That’s really all any of them at the homestead had now that everyone was out of ammo.

      As the pack walked by, they begin spreading out.  Three of the guys begin going car to car on the second floor while two more scaled up the side of the ramp and moved to the third floor.

      The two men split up, each going the opposite way.

      Rider was the first to get spotted.  The guy saw his feet.  Gunfire echoed in the garage, eliciting shouts of excitement from the others.  Suddenly, however, rounds were bouncing around his ankles, ricocheting into the undercarriage of the car and barely missing him.

      Rock tried to get to Rider, but there was no way to move without giving away his position and becoming an easy target.  Rider danced to the tune, though, and when the man exhausted his mag, Rider peeked his head around the bumper and faced the guy.

      His assailant set down his gun, kicked it aside then stood up and said, “You want to do this, old man?”

      “I do,” Rider said, stepping out in to the open.

      “It’s just you and me,” he replied, hands out.  “I’m out of ammo, so you don’t need to cower back there like some little girl.”

      Rider saw the man was unarmed so he walked out.  That’s when the guy drew a big blade and started to move.  Rider pulled out his blade as well, which took a little giddy-up out of his assailant’s step.

      Rock looked around and was about to shadow Rider when he stopped at the sight of an approaching man.  He ducked behind an old Mercury, crouched at its six, his eyes peeled.

      “You know in a knife fight, whether you win or lose,” Rider said, his voice echoing throughout the garage, “someone always gets cut.”

      “Today it’s going to be you.”

      “Today is the day I disprove that statement,” Rider said.  “I’m not getting cut.”

      The guy charged him.  Rider ducked the swinging blade, slipped by the man, drew a firm line right up his side.  The cretin winced, blood blooming in his shirt.

      “One for you, none for me,” Rider rumbled with confidence.

      “We’re just getting started,” the guy said, seemingly unconcerned.

      “I’m just getting started cutting you,” Rider said, moving in a half circle, “and you’re just getting started bleeding.”

      He went after Rider again, turning the blade over, making fists, like this was going to be a street fight with only fists for weapons.

      Rider turned his blade over, too.  The man jabbed at Rider twice, then tried to check the outside of his leg where the nerve lines run close to the surface.

      The former soldier, former homeless vet dodged both jabs with minimal movement, and lifted his leg to absorb the kick.  He never took his eyes off the man’s chest.  With his focus there, Rock knew that Rider could see everything.

      The guy watching this went off, like maybe he’d spotted something, and that’s when Rock moved in, just in case.  Stalking each other in a circle, Rider’s opponent smiled, but Rider had been saving his spit.

      The second the guy moved in, Rider caught him right in his face with a wad of saliva, the glob of it coating his opened eyes.

      The half-second misstep of the man was all Rider needed.  While the guy swiped at his eyes, Rider rolled in hard and grabbed his attacker’s wrist, controlling the knife hand, while at the same time sinking his own blade in the soft flesh beneath the man’s sternum.

      “Two for you, none for me,” he growled.

      The blade fell from his attacker’s hand, clanked hard on the concrete floor.  He staggered backwards, almost like a dance where Rider was in control.  Face-to-face, almost nose-to-nose, the silver haired warrior stared into his opponent’s eyes, focused and intent, never once blinking.

      Finally he dropped to his knees, but that’s only because Rider ripped out the blade and let the man fall.  In one fluid movement, Rider slid behind him, grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked his head back.  The throat exposed, he drove the knife in one side and sawed him open from ear to ear, just above the Adam’s apple.

      “Die with a smile, cocksucker,” he said.

      Seeing he was fine, Rock set out to look for the others, see if he could get his own piece of the pie.
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        * * *

      

      While Rider was all but giving the man an Italian Neck Tie, Gregor was downstairs with his hands full.  The two men in the Hummer had emptied their mags trying to hit him.  The way they were so gung ho and not great shots, they were lucky to even be above ground and breathing this long into the collapse.  Finally, Gregor felt the odds were in his favor.  The two men were brawlers, though.  Gregor hadn’t counted on that.

      The ginger gave as many shots as he got, but there were two of them and one of him, and they were starting to wear him down.  That’s when Marcus joined the party.  He had arterial blood spray all up the front of his body and a grin on his face that would have scared even the most seasoned of fighters.

      He looked like a giant psycho.

      He walked into the fight with his hands at his sides, took a nasty shot to the face and didn’t even shake it off that’s how soaked with adrenaline he was.  He grabbed the man’s head, kneed him in the groin, kicked out his leg, then drove him to the ground where he slammed his skull into the pavement over and over again as his friend ran.

      Gregor grabbed the knife, threw it end-over-end at the coward, hit him right in the scapula, but with the butt and not the blade.  The handle hit the pavement with a loud clack and the guy bowed his back, grunting.  He then turned around, spotted the weapon, and smiled.

      He picked it up and threw it back.

      “Marcus!” Gregor warned as he turned sideways to make his profile thin.  The bearded hulk looked up, but the blade didn’t hit him; it sunk into Gregor’s shoulder, halfway to the guard.

      Gregor cried out, more out of rage than pain, although it clearly hurt.  The man who threw the blade, the coward with a sudden burst of luck, he took off running.

      “You idiot,” Marcus said, leaving the dead man’s head in the pounded out pool of blood.

      Gritting his teeth, Gregor said, “I saw it going different in my head.”

      “These things never play out the way you think.  Hold still.”  He ripped off the dead man’s shirt sleeve and said, “When I pull out the knife, I’m going to wrap this thing tight.  Just tell me when it’s tight enough, but not too tight.”

      Gregor nodded.

      “Okay then,” he said, looking into the ginger’s eyes, “here we go.”

      He pulled out the blade, gave a tight wrap, stopped when Gregor said to stop, and then tied it off.

      “Move your arm around,” Marcus said.  “Tell me how it feels.”

      He moved his arm, but slowly.  Marcus saw the pain in his face, but then the man removed all expression and said, “It’s a little stiff, but manageable.”

      “We don’t know what we’ll run into up there,” Marcus said, referring not to these clowns but to Maria.

      “Still have to get through the guys out front,” Gregor replied.

      “I was thinking about Maria.”

      “Gonna give her my best regardless,” he said.  “Best to go now while I’ve got the rush.”

      “Suit yourself,” he said, wiping his bloody hands on the thighs of his pants.  “Just don’t get me killed doing something dumb like that again.”

      “Don’t say anything to the others,” he said.  “Please.”

      Marcus nodded.

      “Hey!” Rock called out.  “The other vehicle is just waiting outside.  They got guns.  Carbines by the look of them.”

      “Do they look like former military?” Marcus called out.

      “No, but neither do you or Rider,” Rock said.  “Well maybe you.”

      “There’s another way out,” Rider said jogging down the concrete lane.  “A back exit out of this place.”

      “They’re going to hear the truck start up,”  Gregor said, standing and rolling his arm.

      “You get shot?” Rider said.

      “Knife,” Gregor replied.

      “We can push if you can steer,” Rock said to Gregor.  “That way we’re out quietly.”

      “That’s going to suck up a lot of valuable energy,” Rider said, not that any of them had another idea.

      “Let’s take the Hummer,” Marcus suggested.

      They all agreed.

      Marcus got in, started it up, righted it and headed straight for the exit.  The second he saw the other vehicle blocking the entrance, he shouted over the Hummer’s engine noise saying, “Grab something!”

      Everyone hunkered down and he gunned it.  Bullets started flying but it was too late.  He t-boned the SUV so hard, the entire thing toppled over.  Marcus and Rider were out fast, crawling over the vehicle quickly, efficiently.

      Rock was faster.

      He leapt on the truck behind them, dropped down, ripped a gun from the nearest man and emptied the entire mag into the four hostiles inside.

      “Thanks for stealing our fun,” Rider said.

      Rock handed the weapon to Rider who looked at it and tossed it aside.  He then began searching them for more ammo.

      “Carbine’s out,” Marcus said.  “You get anything?”

      “No one’s got any ammo these days,” Rider complained.  “Sign of the times.”

      “Sanctuary state,” Marcus said.  “What did you expect?”

      “I’ll get the truck then we’ll see about gas,” Rock mumbled.  He retrieved the Chevy, returned to the site of the accident, then pulled out the gas can and siphoning hose.  He couldn’t get much from the overturned rig, but it was enough to almost top the Chevy’s tank.  He didn’t bother with the Hummer since this one ran on diesel fuel.

      When they got to the apartment towers, they stopped short a few blocks.  There was no reason to alert them to the onslaught.

      “Everyone ready?” Rider asked as they all piled out.

      “Carver is not to be shot,” Rock said.

      “That goes without saying,” Marcus added.  “Unless he drew us in to this trap, and then it’s weapons hot, shoot to kill.”

      “Fire and Ice vouched for him,” Rock added.  “They won’t be wrong about him.”

      “Draven vouched for him, not your brothers,” Gregor said, holding his arm where the wrap was spotting red.

      “He saved my brothers’ lives a few times, so do not shoot,” Rock said, stern.

      When they got inside, they moved quickly and quietly, the carbine and weapons out.  They had no ammo, but the threat might be enough of a bluff to slow the action and give them the upper hand.

      When they went in the apartment tower Carver identified earlier, they came upon a dead guy out front with a ripped-off arm.

      “Welcome Wagon,” Rider said.

      Together they moved inside, startling a man sitting down with a gun over his lap.  Marcus moved swiftly, coming in hard with the carbine.  He was dead to rights when Rock told the man, “You move, you die.”

      The bald guy didn’t move.  Marcus disarmed him, pulled back the slide and saw it was empty.  He popped the mag, found dead space, too.

      “So you’re the guy on duty and you are armed with an empty gun?” he asked.

      “Not the best bluff ever,” he admitted.

      “What’s your name?” Rock said, moving up on the guy, empty gun on him like it was loaded.

      “Danny.”

      “Where’s everyone else?”

      “Aaron is out back wiring up the building for solar, two of the guys are asleep in the other room, there’s a girl, Ruby, on the fourth floor I haven’t seen since yesterday and Maria, Carver and the kid are on the tenth floor, end of the hallway.  Everyone else is out scouting.  Look man, we haven’t got much.  Certainly nothing of value.  Maybe the woman, but you don’t want any part of her.”

      “Yeah, and why’s that?” Marcus asked.

      “She…she’s sick, I think.  And mean.  A total hell hound, that one.  Never seen nothing like her in my life and I honestly don’t want to see her again.”

      “Give me the football,” Gregor said to Rock, referring to the grenade.

      “No,” Rock said.

      “They were my guys,” Gregor argued, his eyes dancing with need.  “That’s who she roasted on the way out.”

      Rock looked at Marcus and Rider, both of them nodding.

      Reluctantly, he handed Gregor the grenade and said, “Only Maria.  If she’s not alone, you don’t toss it, got it?”

      “Got it,” he said, taking the grenade.

      Gregor headed upstairs, moving in stealth, preserving his energy where he could but knowing by the time he hit the tenth, he’d need a breather.  He prayed all the way up that he wouldn’t run into anyone.  All he had left on him was the knife, an empty gun he might be able to run a bluff with, his two legs and a good arm.

      Oh, and the mean green pineapple.

      He made it to the tenth without incident; he was more winded than he thought.  He popped his head through the stairwell door, saw an empty hallway, then sat down and caught his breath in the dim, late afternoon light.

      His head was a flurry of possible scenarios.  It was like this when they went on raids back in LA.  You hope for the best, but plan for the worst and pray to God that after it all goes down, you won’t have to bury anyone you love.

      When he was ready, he crept down the hallway to the room at the end of the hallway.  He opened the door slowly, quietly, found it empty.  There was only a bare mattress and the smell of abandon.

      He opened the door across the hallway, found Maria asleep on the bed.  He drew a deep breath, couldn’t believe it was going to be this easy.  Studying the beautiful woman, she looked somewhat sickly.  It was just as Danny said.  Maybe they wouldn’t have to gut the guy on the way out after all.

      He searched nearby, found a broom and dustpan, and then he found a pillow.  It was old and disgusting, but the pillow would serve its purpose.

      Heading back to the studio apartment, he set the pillow down inside the room, turned the broom over so he could use the stick to push it.

      Rock said this was a fuse ignition rather than an impact ignition.  He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then pulled the pin and set the grenade on the pillow.  With his heart hammering in his chest and his shoulder on fire where he was cut, he shoved the pillow in to the room, then closed the door and sprinted down the hallway where he hit the deck and clapped his hands over his ears.  Aside from the nearly unbearable pain in his arm, the explosion itself was deafening.

      The door flexed but didn’t blow off the hinges.  Even though the hallway was a puff of dust and debris, the explosion didn’t do as much damage as he thought.  Then again, a long run of exterior wall had already been blown out and exposed to the elements.  He pulled his blade and waited for someone to come out of the room.

      No one came out.

      He went to check, but the dust was too much.  He didn’t know what was in the dust, if there was asbestos, but he wasn’t taking a chance with his lungs.

      Satisfied, he made his way downstairs, saw the explosion alerted others inside the building and that Marcus, Rock and Rider had it under control.

      To Gregor’s surprise, there were more men than he thought.  Rider had the stolen carbine on them.  They were on their knees complying.

      “If we ever see any of you,” Rider growled, “the first thing we’ll do is shoot.  Am I clear?  And if you see us first, you run the other way as fast as you can.”

      Everyone nodded, then one of the guys said, “I guess we won’t be going to Idaho.”

      “Guess not,” another replied under his breath.

      When they left the apartment and headed for the truck, Rock said, “You sure you got her?”

      Gregor nodded.  “I’m sure.”

      They piled inside the Chevy, Rider cranked the engine to a steady rumble, then they eased out of there in no obvious rush.

      “So no one else was in the room?” Marcus turned to Gregor and asked.

      “It was just her,” Gregor said, looking at the wound on his arm, and the sizable blossom of red beneath the makeshift wrap.

      “You’re positive?” Rider asked, checking the rear view mirror.  Gregor nodded.  “Alright then, Carver should be back with the girl today or tomorrow.”

      “I guess we were right to trust him,” Marcus said.

      “Told you,” Rock replied.
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      Carver had been asleep in Ruby’s bed when it sounded like a bomb went off upstairs.  He heard the guys from Loomis ordering Aaron, Tim and their respective groups around and decided to stay put.  When they were gone, he hustled upstairs where he found Maria stumbling around, bloody and enraged.

      “Where’s Sally?” he shouted at her.

      She looked at him, her face covered in blood, her hands shaking.  There was drool coming from her mouth and it looked like her arms suffered a fair amount of burn trauma.

      She mumbled some garbled gibberish.

      “Where is she?!”

      He waved off the smoke and debris, then checked the couch.  She wasn’t there.  He looked behind it, and then he looked under the bed and that’s when he saw her.

      She was in such bad shape, he had to turn away.  The screaming started in him before he could get ahold of it.

      He got up and started throwing things, the hurt and rage exploding out of him until he saw Maria had fallen still.  Rushing over, he cracked her in the jaw with everything he had.

      She fell over, unconscious.

      “I’m tired of kids dying around you!” he screamed at her knocked out body.  Her clothes were still smoking, the flesh of her right arm in bad shape.  He finally dropped down and looked at Sally again, the sight of her little mangled body murdering entire parts of his soul.

      He began to cry, then to half scream again, and then he began to pace the small space.  Maria started to move, her mouth opening and shutting on its own, her eyes closed, burnt, the thin skin around them raw.

      “She’s dead,” Carver said, his voice so wounded, so raw, his body weak from the shock.  “She got blown up because she was too scared of you to sleep on the couch.”

      “Carver,” she said, her voice trashed beyond belief.  The way she said it, it sounded like “Aahver.”

      “What?” he snapped, wiping away his tears.

      She looked up at him, cracked her eyes open and said, “Beaten, but not broken.  If I don’t get food, I’m going to die.”

      “Then DIE!” he bent over and roared right into her face.

      She managed to stand up, although it didn’t look easy.  Was she going to kill him?  He wanted her to.  First she killed his men, then Ruby left, and now Sally was dead.  Not to mention everyone she murdered in Loomis.

      Everywhere this menace went, death and heartache followed.

      Before he knew it, he snapped a fast roundhouse kick off the side of her face.  She couldn’t even block it, but she stumbled sideways enough to let him know he’d rocked her.

      “No liquid Kevlar there,” he said about her skull as he walked out.

      He wasn’t two feet to the door when she grabbed his arm, hauled him around with a long pull, then drove a forearm strike right up the middle of his arm.  Both bones snapped like they were twigs.  He took a giant, sucking breath as he looked down at the tips of both bones where they’d punched through his skin.  With a bloody, wasted grin, she let go and his arm hung limp at his side.

      Her grin quickly fell away to anger.  “Leave me!” she roared, meat and bloody spittle spraying out of her ruined, scaled lips.  He didn’t want to leave her with Sally, but he couldn’t stay.  And his arm hurt so badly, he felt himself going into shock.

      He made his way downstairs, trying not to look at the damage, but when he got to the first floor, Aaron was on his way up from the lobby.

      He saw Carver’s arm and startled.  “Good God!” he said.

      “I need you to reset my arm and give me something for the pain,” Carver told him.

      Downstairs, he laid down on the floor just after Tim and Amir helped him take off his shirt.  Aaron wrapped part of it in a cigar shape and stuck it in Carver’s mouth as a bite.

      “This is going to hurt,” Aaron said.  Then he began working on getting the bones back in place.  Carver growled and bucked his torso.  The feeling of the bones grinding back together had him squirming big time.

      “Hold him still!” Aaron shouted.  A couple of the guys steadied his legs.  Looking up at the man, Carver knew what his eyes were saying.  He was desperate and teeming with pain, almost like he was waiting for permission to pass out.  Aaron looked down and nodded, and that’s when Carver lost consciousness.

      When he woke back up, his arm was in a splint and wrapped tight.  Carver sat up and the agony was incredible, not to mention his head was a throbbing mess.

      “Do you have anything for the pain.”

      “I’m sorry,” Aaron said.

      “Actually, I have a small mountain of speed for a rainy day,” Danny said, looking around and gauging the reactions of the other guys.  No one said anything, nor was there judgement in their eyes.

      “That’ll stop the pain?” Carver said.  He’d never done drugs before.

      “Take a bump of the whizz,” Danny said with a hollow grin.  “In five minutes you’ll feel like Superman.”

      “Where’d you get that from?” Aaron asked.

      “Myron was a tweaker,” Danny said.  “Hard not to notice, once you got past the teeth.”

      “I’ll take it,” Carver said.

      The second he snorted the white powder, it was like a shot of nitrous oxide to his otherwise sluggish heart.  The pain began to fade, and before long he felt euphoric, supercharged.

      “Okay, thanks guys,” he said, his voice back.  “I’ll be back.”

      “Where are you going?” Aaron asked.

      “Out, out, out,” he said as he got up, left the apartment towers and went to the garage.  He fished the key out of his pocket, started up the truck, then let himself really wind up high.  He wound up so on top of the world, though, it scared him.

      He didn’t know how much higher Danny’s speed would take him, so he dropped the truck in gear, buried the accelerator, dumped the clutch and high-tailed it to Loomis.  On the way there, he knocked in to things on the right and left of the truck.  From his vantage point, he imagined these were more than a few curbs, a couple of derelict cars, maybe even a body in the street that may or may not have been dead before he ran over it.

      When he finally arrived in Loomis, all the wonder of the drug—a drug Danny promised would fill him with euphoria—began to have the opposite effect.  He was so angry and emotional he could cry.  He even started confessing all his sins to Jesus, as if the man was listening.

      When he skidded to a stop in the homestead’s main driveway, he was greeted by a handful of concerned faces.

      He recognized Macy and Atlanta, but there were a pair of boys with them he wasn’t sure about.  Unless they were Jagger’s sons.  His eyeballs didn’t feel right, especially when he tried to focus.

      Draven rounded the corner of the house a second later, in time to meet him at the truck.  Carver kicked his way out of the Ford and started screaming, “She’s dead!” at him, but not in a triumphant way.

      “Carver, calm down,” Draven said, trying to restrain him.

      “She’s DEAD!” he howled, his eyes watering, the seams of his body feeling like they were coming open.  Any minute now and his guts would come dumping out of his body.  Would they be mangled and red, or would they just be bright flowers?

      He didn’t know, that’s how high he was.

      Marcus, Gregor and Fire were out of the house with Indigo in tow.  “You!” he roared at Marcus.  “I saw you there!”

      Marcus, it seemed, told everyone they’d killed Maria.  He didn’t know she was still alive, but that Sally wasn’t.  Gregor was on Marcus’s six, his arm in a sling, a small blood spot at the shoulder.

      The tears in his eyes boiled over as he said, “You killed One, not Maria.  You BLEW UP ONE!”

      And that’s when he collapsed in Draven’s arms.  His friend held him up as he sobbed and flew out of the psychedelic slums and into some unbelievable heights at the same time.  Suddenly, despite the high, and all the tears leaking from his eyes, his mouth was as dry as the driest desert on earth.

      “I need water,” he said, fighting cottonmouth.  Indigo gave him hers.  He guzzled down the entire bottle, still crying, still zinging, then handed it back and thanked her.

      “Sally’s dead?” Margot said, coming up alongside Indigo.

      “Grenade,” Carver said.

      Marcus looked at Gregor and said, “You said the room was empty.”

      “It was!”

      “Sally was asleep under the bed,” he said, almost as if the revelation itself dragged whatever adrenaline the drugs had artificially pumped into his system right back out.  “She was scared of Maria.  That’s why she slept under the bed.”

      He sagged against his friend, not even concerned with the audience.  He lay there against Draven’s shins and started to cry.

      “What happened to your arm?” Margot said, sitting down beside him, so beside herself Carver felt like she was saying something just to speak.  He looked up and realized Indigo was there, too, a deep sadness in her eyes.

      “She broke it in half,” he sobbed.

      “How are you even walking around right now?” Indigo asked, putting a hand on him to steady the trembling.

      He looked up, his face strained with grief, with pain, and for a second nothing came out.  Then: “Speed, Indigo.  I’m on speed right now.”

      There was a restlessness in the group at the admission.

      “Let’s get you in to see the nurse,” Margot said.  Gregor came up beside him and said, “I’m so sorry, man.  I didn’t know.”

      Carver shoved him aside with his good arm, but there wasn’t much to it.

      “Is she dead, though?  Maria?” Gregor asked.  “Did I get her?”

      “No,” he replied.  “She’s injured, but not for long.”

      In the infirmary, the nurse looked him over and said, “All these wounds on your face, half of them are infected.”  She looked at the side of his ear where he’d taken a round and said, “This, too.”

      “I know,” he said.  He’d felt the hot stinging start right after Ruby took her things and left.  “What does it matter anyway?”

      “Infections are nothing to be trifled with,” she said.

      He looked up at her, and he started to laugh.  She did not join him.  In fact, she couldn’t have been more somber.

      “You could die.”

      “Good,” he spat.  “Don’t waste your medication on me.”

      “We have enough,” she said softly.

      She started to wipe his face, but he shied away from her, awkwardly slid off the table and said, “I told you it would be a waste.  That I would be a waste.”

      “You’re not a waste,” she said, her pleading eyes tugging at him.

      “Others need you more.”

      He walked past everyone, but it was Draven who got to him first.  “Don’t go, man.  Let us fix this.  We can end her and then you can come live here.  The group, they see what you’ve gone through—”

      “Still going through it,” he hissed.

      “You can have a family here, Carver.  You and me,” he said, grabbing Carver’s good arm.  He shrugged Draven off, but that didn’t stop his friend from persisting.  “These people know how to survive!”

      “My guys at work, they were my friends,” he said, walking to the truck.  “They had families, kids, mothers who needed them and she killed them, Draven.  But at least I had Ruby and Sally.  Then Ruby left.  But at least I had Sally, right?  And then that redheaded infection, Greg or Gregor, goes and blows up Sally and that leaves me with no one, Draven.”

      “You have me,” he pleaded.

      Carver shook his hand off him again, his mouth incredibly dry, his face stinging, his emotions spiraling out of control again.

      “I’m sorry, Draven,” he said.  He got in the truck, started it up and said, “I’m sorry.”

      “Just let us try!” he said.

      Others were watching now, wondering what the loose cannon was going to do.  He didn’t do anything.  He just backed out and left.

      With the speed starting to wear off, the pain returned in waves, as did an unrelenting exhaustion.  If he could just get a little sleep, if he could get somewhere quiet, he just knew he could close his eyes and die.

      When he got back to the apartment towers, however, he headed inside past the guys.  They were trying to talk to him, but he ignored them as he trudged upstairs, one miserable flight after another.

      He opened the bedroom door and stopped dead in his tracks.  Hit with a sweep of vertigo, he had to blink twice to see what he was seeing.

      He still didn’t believe his eyes.

      Maria was on her hands and knees, eating Sally.  The hybrid looked up at him and he looked down at her.  Neither said a word.  Maria leaned against the bed, looking as woozy as a two a.m. drunk.

      Her belly was visibly full.

      She was a glutton if ever he’d seen one.

      A choked reply fell out of his mouth, a wounded, wasted sound that defied description.  Then something happened and he felt his dark eyes go flat.  He walked over to her, almost like he wasn’t himself, like something or someone else was guiding him, and that’s when he spit a loogie right at her.  The gobbet smacked her neck and stuck.  She didn’t flinch.

      “Calling you evil would be a copout,” he hissed.  She gave him a slight smile, her teeth stained red, her eyes heavy and her belly stuffed from the gorging.  Shaking inside, he said, “You’re the devil if I’ve ever met him.”

      Staggering across the hallway, agitation and a spot of dizziness pulling at him, he opened the door to the studio apartment he’d slept in before, roiled at the stink of piss and neglect, then decided a bed was a bed no matter who died or peed in it.

      For a long time, he laid there and cried, and he swore.  And then he tried to swallow despite his mouth being so dry he felt he might choke to death for the effort.

      Earlier, when he looked at her in her worst state, she told him she was beaten, but not broken.  How could she not be broken?  A freaking grenade went off in her room!  Was there any way to break this creature?  Had she made herself indestructible?

      Laid out flat on the bed, his body aching to all hell, he would have slept if not for his racing pulse and unbearable body temperature.  Then, just before he was offered a reprieve, the words, “Beaten and broken” left his mouth.

      He’d been referring to himself, of course.
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      Aaron knew he had to have the meeting.  He didn’t want to.  Not now.  But how could he not?  Maria was just blown up, and yet she was still alive.

      How was she alive?

      He could deal with that, even though he didn’t know how such a thing was possible, but then Carver came down to the lobby with two broken bones and an arm flopped over in the middle.

      To think she got blown up and then did that scared the absolute bejesus out of him.  If she could do that to her lover, would she snap and simply kill them all?  Taylor already died due to her tantrum.  And he was just trying to help her!

      There’s no way he could take the chance any longer.  Something had to be done.  Something bold.  That meant he had to think like her, not like himself.

      He had to think dirty and outside the box.

      The crew was gathered in the lobby where a few minutes ago he strung up a set of Christmas lights one of the guys found a few hours ago.  The mood should have felt festive, perhaps a bit celebratory; their emotions were anything but cheerful.  Even the night was setting in quickly and with a cold bite.  This left the place smelling earthy, and a touch damp.

      “Fridge isn’t so warm anymore,” Danny said.  It was a statement meant to ward off the dark mood, but it failed to lift their collective spirits.

      “That’s good,” Aaron said, his tone grim, “but we’ve got more pressing matters.”

      The guys were huddled around in the lobby, avoiding the large smears and drag marks of Taylor’s blood, yet unable to stop the occasional glimpse.  The dry, brownish-red mess was a glaring reminder that they’d hitched their wagon to the wrong horse.

      “Can’t we at least celebrate the electricity?” Rusty asked.

      Rusty was one of the guys they just picked up.  He sounded more desperate than Danny.  The long haul trucker was in his mid-thirties and still a little heavy for the times.  If Aaron hadn’t known he was a trucker, he would’ve thought the man pumped gas at one time, or manned a toll booth, or worked night security for a small firm.  There was nothing interesting about him.  Not in the way he looked, not in how he talked, and certainly not in the things he said.  For a second, Aaron looked at him and wished Maria had gone after him instead of Taylor.  At least Taylor had some life and manners to him.

      “I agree we could celebrate,” Aaron said, “but what I have to say will give no one any room to rejoice.  I’m afraid things have gone from tough to untenable.”

      “You talking about Taylor?” Paul asked.  Paul was an older man in his mid-fifties.  He was a longtime friend of both Rusty and Taylor, but he’d just met Tim, Amir and Wilson after the drone war and after the EMP.  They made up the newest six members of this doomed community.

      “I am, in part,” Aaron said.

      “She ripped his arm off,” Wilson said, accentuating the statement.  “She tossed it aside like it was a piece of garbage.”

      “We were all there,” Amir said in a small, sullen tone.

      “Taylor was a mutt,” Tim rumbled, “but that was no excuse to do what she did.”

      “He wasn’t a mutt,” Paul growled, stepping to his friend’s defense.  “And have some respect for the dead, will ya?  His body ain’t even cold yet.”

      “How the hell’d she even do it in the first place?” Tim asked.  “Because as far as I’m concerned, that isn’t possible.”

      Tim seemed the most capable of them all, but that’s because he came across as the most likely to haul off and kill everyone if the mood struck.  Even Aaron could see he was a dog that needed to be on a tight leash.

      “Don’t know,” Danny said.  “She punched our friend’s face in.  Put a crater in his skull like it was made of eggshell.  Cletus was his name.  Dropped dead right then and there.”

      “Cletus the fetus,” Aaron mused under his breath.

      He was remembering what Maria said, how she looked after killing him.  It was like she thought no more of Cletus than an insect she’d just crushed underfoot.

      Aaron gave a short, defeated laugh, his chest jumping once before the gravity of the situation sank in and he began to realize they made a very big mistake coming into her fold.

      “She just punched a hole in it?” Amir asked.  “Down through the bones and everything?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Aaron recalled, his voice softer, the memories haunting and rooted too deep in him to exorcise.  “It was like his nose just exploded.”

      “So what do we do about her?” Amir asked.  “There’s clearly something wrong with her.”

      Amir was the voice of reason in the group, but he was small and unpopular, and for that Aaron needed him to stay behind.  There was something about the weakest link that seemed to always be getting people killed.

      Amir was clearly the weakest link.

      “We need to go, take Loomis before she does,” Aaron answered, fully alert and on task again.

      His eyes dipped to the dried circle of blood.

      A dizzying sensation ran through him as he tried to imagine what it would be like to have his arm ripped off.  One minute it was there and you were whole, the next minute nothing worked and your life was over just as soon as you got done bleeding to death.

      He tried to shake off the chilling sensation, but he couldn’t do it.  The sick sensation stuck to him like an insect to flypaper.

      “You want to edge her out?” Tim asked beneath his breath.

      “I do,” he nodded, his expression clearing.

      “What if she catches us, Aaron?” Danny whispered.  It’s clear he was scared of her.  Everyone was.  “She knows where Loomis is.  She knows it because she lived there.”

      “Didn’t say we were gonna call it home,” Aaron replied.  “We hook this solar unit up to Carver’s truck.  Danny here knows how to hot-wire it if we can’t get the key.  Then we go.  That’ll give us a head start.”

      “I can’t hot-wire that one,” Danny mumbled, sheepishly.

      “What did you say, Danny?”

      “I said I can’t hot-wire that one,” he grumbled, his face getting red even in what little light remained.

      “Dammit, Danny, you haven’t even tried,” he hissed.

      “That time I hot-wired that Ford, that was Cletus.  I couldn’t do it, so he did.  He said I was a moron, but at least he promised not to rat me out.”

      “Well that would have been nice to know,” Aaron said through narrowed eyes.  Shaking his head in dismay, he said, “Okay then, is there anyone else who can hot-wire a Ford?”

      No one said anything.

      Frustrated, he said, “What good are any of you?  Huh?  What kind of a crap ass group can’t hot-wire a car?”

      “Who croaked and made you queen bee?” Tim asked, turning on him.

      “I did, Tim,” he barked.  “You have a problem with that?”

      “So why don’t you do it then?” he challenged, calm.

      Glaring first at Tim, then at Danny—embarrassed that he couldn’t hot-wire the thing either—he said, “Danny, you and your team are going to have to walk there.  Maybe find some bikes along the way, if you can.”

      “That’s fine,” he said.  He shoved his hands in his pockets, unable to look his friend in the eye.  Under the heavy shadows of night and the Christmas lights, he looked like a painting you’d see hanging in a downtown dive bar, the really depressing kind.  “I just need directions is all.”

      “I need four volunteers to go—fighters preferably.  It could get a little ugly.”

      Four hands went up quickly.  Tim wasn’t one of them.  He just sat there like an irate wife, refusing to budge.

      Great.

      “Okay, good,” Aaron said.  “But you’ll need to bring a truck back.  In the meantime, I’ll try to get the key from Carver.”

      “What about her?” Danny asked, referring to Maria.

      Judging by the number of heads bobbing in agreement, this was the question everyone wanted answered.  Sadly, Aaron didn’t know what to do about her.  So when asked, he simply shrugged his shoulders.  He knew he couldn’t kill her.  He didn’t even want to try.

      “That’s it?” Amir asked.  “You just shrug your shoulders?”

      Aaron was unsure of almost everything, but one thing he knew for certain, and that’s that he was going to try to get the key, get the hell out of there, and hopefully never see the woman again in this life or the next.

      “When you get to Loomis, if you have to, take the homestead by force.  And get a vehicle.  A truck if they have one.  You’re going to want to grab as much as you can in as little time as you can, and then get back here before she comes around.  If we’re lucky, if God’s on our side, we’ll have a better chance of surviving her and getting out of here alive.  But only if you move quickly.”

      Tim spoke up.  He said, “If you want us to go to these people who haven’t done nothin’ to us but try to live, if you want us to rob them blind and with force—which’ll probably mean killing them—then God ain’t going to be on our side now or ever.”

      “It’s merely an expression,” Aaron said, lost now in the darkness of this man’s spirit, and the truth he spoke.

      “It’s also a lot of what-ifs,” Amir replied.

      The Arab let that statement hang out there on the edge of forever.  If it was intended to make everyone rethink Aaron’s plan, it was taking hold.

      “You have a better idea, short Gandhi?” Aaron said, his patience waning.

      “First off, Gandhi was an Indian.  I’m from Iran,” he said, his tone and expression overtly sardonic.  “There’s a big difference to the educated man.  That’s why I forgive you for your misstep without you even having to ask.”

      Ignoring Amir, Tim asked, “How many men are there?”

      “I don’t know,” Aaron replied.  “She never said.  I think if we have five guys, we should be okay.  And if you’re outgunned or outmanned, if you think you can’t handle it, fall back, regroup and we’ll draft a plan B later.”

      “We can fight,” Tim said, certain, steadfast.  “We just can’t fight her.  Whatever she is, she’s not natural, and I ain’t afraid to say it.”

      “I know,” Aaron acquiesced.

      “Who is she?”

      “She said she did this,” Aaron said.

      “Did what?” Tim asked.

      “All of this.  She said it just like that.  Spread her arms out, like all the destruction was her doing.  She seemed…proud of it.”

      “She didn’t do this,” Danny said.  “She’s just nuts.”

      “Regardless,” Aaron said.  “Get the knives together.  We’ve got a few decent ones.  If you’re going to travel, you’ve got to go light.”

      “What about guns?” Tim asked.

      “We’ve got plenty of guns,” Aaron said.  “Just no ammo.”

      “Alright,” Danny said, “when are we going?”

      “Tonight.  It’s a long walk—”

      “I know where we can get bikes,” Tim finally said.  “Saw some when we were out scavenging.”

      “Really?” Aaron asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Do you remember exactly where you found them?”

      “Ayup,” he said, dragging out the word, still mad-dogging Aaron.

      “Finally a freaking break,” Aaron said, relieved.  “Alright, gather around, I’m going to draw you a map.”

      “Didn’t say I was going,” Tim said, half an inch away from looking down his nose at Aaron.

      “You’re going or I’m going to beat you to death with my bare hands,” he said, stepping forward.  “Go ahead and test me Tim.”

      The man backed up, put his hands up in surrender, then said, “Chill bro, I was just funnin’ is all.”

      Aaron was looking at this city rat with a backwoods mentality thinking he didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with this crap.  On some deeper level, he just might understand why Maria would rather kill someone than try to rationalize with them, or even put up with them.

      “Calm down, bro,” Danny snorted.  Aaron was over the edge, psycho-eying Tim.  In his mind, Aaron saw five ways he was going to kill the fool.

      Still, Danny was right.

      “We’re wasting time,” Danny said, nudging him again.  “You’re wasting our time, which is precious in light of, you know…her.”  He said this as he looked over at the stairwell leading up to the veritable lion’s den.

      “About that map,” Aaron said, his trance broken, his focus renewed.

      When the plan was laid out, solid and agreed upon, they mapped out a clear route to the Loomis compound as Maria described it.  Then Tim flippantly said to Aaron, “You can keep the little Arab.”

      “I was going to tell you that you can take the guys,” Amir said, unaffected by Tim’s repudiation of him.  “I’d prefer to help Aaron protect the rest of humanity from her, just in case.”

      “What are you going to do?” Tim asked.  “Get stuck under her feet on the way out?”

      Aaron interrupted and said, “Amir, you and I need to stay vigilant.”

      “They already blew her up,” Paul argued.

      “I don’t think it much matters,” Aaron replied, scared that he’d even have to say that.  “If anything, it’ll only slow her down.”

      “She’s not a god, you know,” Wilson said, speaking for the first time in a long time.  Wilson was Native American, quiet but alert.

      “I’d like to see you tell her that to her face,” Aaron replied.
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      “You dumbass,” Draven growled at Gregor, who was already broken up about Sally.  Draven expected retaliation, maybe because he wanted to hit something, but in the end Gregor’s eyes took on the pre-shine of tears and he turned away.

      “I’m not sure I can live with this,” he said under his breath.

      In the end, Draven’s bad mood wasn’t worth spreading on others.  What was done was done.  Mistakes happened.

      “There are a lot of things we’re going to have to live with when this is all over,” Draven said.

      He hadn’t wanted to go on after Eudora killed herself.  And losing the kids?  He thought he was going to go insane.  For a little while there, he felt his head fracture, split.  He was someone else.  Totally crazed.  If he’d found the will to reach for a lifeline, especially under such dour circumstances, then others could find their way through the fog as well.

      Even Gregor.

      “I’m going to hell,” he said.

      “We all are,” Draven said.  Putting his hand on Gregor’s shoulder, even though he didn’t know the man, he added, “At least we’ll know people down there.”

      Gregor laughed, but it was a sad, defeated chortle.

      “How was I supposed to know she was under the bed?” he finally asked.  “I didn’t see her.  I didn’t even think to look.”

      “You couldn’t have known.”

      “If Maria didn’t die from the blast,” he reasoned, trying to pull himself out of that awful place, “it’s going to take a lot more to put her down.  What do we have that’s more than a grenade?”

      “I don’t know.  Everyone here seems to know how to fight.”

      “They’ve been trained,” Gregor said.  “Even the kids.”

      “Really?”

      “We’re in a world with no law, except kill or be killed.  That’s why everyone’s carrying a knife, or some other weapon.  Besides, if anyone needs to learn to fight, it’s the most vulnerable, and the kids…”

      Gregor trailed off, falling back into that place.

      “If she did do all this,” Draven said, “if she’s something…not like us…then she needs to die if we’re ever to make this place our own again.  I’m not talking about us.  I’m talking about the nation, and by proxy, the world.”

      “I know,” Gregor said.

      “The others are meeting to talk about this,” Draven said.  “Shake it off, we still have a very big, most likely very bloody fight ahead of us.”

      “Thanks, Draven,” Gregor said, looking a little better.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone of fighting value was gathered in the living room in Homestead One.  Lena—Jagger’s wife—had taken the kids out to the campfire so the adults could discuss plans for both protection of the homestead and retaliation.  Still, others like Adeline and Brooklyn were up at Homestead Two, unable to deal with something like this under their own cloud of sorrow.

      People began belting out the merits of attacks and counter-attacks and that’s when Eliana stood up and said, “As far as I’m concerned, there is only one way.”

      “What way is that?” Macy asked.  She and Atlanta were the youngest girls there, both underage under the old ways, but capable according to Rider.

      “Death by mass assault,” he said.

      “I agree,” Marcus said.

      “I’m coming,” Indigo offered.  She didn’t look at either Rex or her parents for permission.  The thing Draven had learned very quickly about Indigo was the archer was a dog with a bone.  Once she decided on something, she was all in, consequences be damned.

      Rex looked uncomfortable with this, but Indigo was already fashioning her dark brown hair into a ponytail.  She was her own woman and Rex seemed to respect that, but with a baby inside her, he looked like he was about to say something, like he needed to say something.

      She glanced his way and said, “You’re running perimeter security on the east end tonight, right?”

      “I guess,” he said.

      “And Stanton’s on the west side?”

      “I am,” Stanton said.

      “You need to be here because people may be coming,” she said.  Looking first at Rex and then at Stanton, it was clear she felt good with these two in a war.

      “I’ll go with her,” Marcus said to Rex.

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” she said, flashing on Marcus.

      “I was thinking you could have my back,” he replied with a grin.  “Unless you think only guys can protect girls.”

      “I’m responsible for this,” Gregor said, his heart heavy, the gloom hanging over him, dampening the war spirit some.  “So I’m going no matter what anyone says.”

      “You didn’t know,” Rider said, consoling him.

      “I should’ve known.”

      “You couldn’t have known,” Jill said, sitting next to him.  She reached out to hold his hand, but he discretely pulled away and she was left reaching for air.

      Everyone saw her affection made him uncomfortable, which was sad because in times like those, what people like Gregor needed most was the love and support of others.

      Jill’s reaction was expected.

      She’d been trying to get over Rock, apparently, so to try to open up to someone new and be shut down in front of everyone…it didn’t sit well with her.

      And Gregor?

      He was beginning to shrink up within himself, almost to the point of losing touch with who he was before the news about Sally.  Draven didn’t blame him.

      Back in Chicago, he went out to fight the unwinnable fight as a result of losing Eudora.  He understood what it felt like to almost give up.  He could see the emotions tearing at Gregor, trying to suck him under, drag the very last breath out of his otherwise exhausted body.

      Sarah moved closer to Rider.  Sitting on a no-back barstool, he slipped his arm around her waist, pulled her next to him.  Draven knew she was his, and that he was hers—she’d taken possession of him and it was easy to see.  Then again, he was clearly smitten.  Realistically though, what guy wouldn’t want an adoring woman floating in their orbit?

      “This world…it’s changed us,” Sarah said, somber.  “We aren’t perfect, Gregor.  You can’t be perfect.  None of us can.”

      Gregor thanked her, but Rider looked at her and said, “I don’t deserve you.”

      “Sure you do,” she said with a light kiss that set Rider’s face aflame.  Rider was a man’s man—silver bear, slicked back hair, tattoos from wrist to shoulder, a steely look in his eyes, confidence by the buckets.  This was a man with scars, though—anyone could see that.  In Draven’s estimation, he wore them well.

      “So are we agreed then?” Fire asked.

      Everyone nodded, but then Eliana looked at Fire and said, “How about you?”

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      “You sure?”

      Draven, like everyone else, knew he wasn’t.  Adeline and Brooklyn arrived in bad shape, the same as everyone from the Chicago group, himself included.  They’d just lost their son, their future daughter in law.  Brooklyn lost a brother and a friend.  The burden sat heavy on them, pulling at their shoulders, dragging at their souls.  You never get over that kind of thing.

      “I said I’m good to go,” Fire repeated.  “Don’t worry about me.”

      The former DEA agent looked at Ice; the brothers locked eyes, the unspoken question of mental fitness between them.  When Fire gave a short nod to let his brother know he was good, Ice’s face relaxed and he nodded, too, albeit a little less enthusiastically.

      Draven watched Rock looking on, almost like he felt left out, and that’s when both brothers looked at him and nodded.  Almost smiling, like he was grateful to be included, he gestured back and the matter was settled.

      “Let’s go punch this broad’s ticket then,” Indigo said.

      “Roger that,” Marcus rumbled.
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        * * *

      

      It was the middle of the night when everyone piled into the truck and headed out.  Marcus was at the wheel, Ice and Eliana in the front bench seat.  When the rain began to come, it made riding in the open bed of the truck flat out miserable.

      Marcus pulled in to a parking stall, nudging past a garbage can filled with filth.  He parked, got out and said, “Well this sucks ass.”

      He grabbed the garbage can, picked it up and threw it in to the street.

      “We’re going to need a wartime fluffer just to keep my killing spirit alive,” Gregor said, his hair and the tops of his shoulders wet.

      A few of the guys laughed, but Draven knew he was serious.  Moving in to the fight kept his mind off his stabbed shoulder, the last fight and off of Sally.

      Standing around, waiting out the weather, they looked like mercs heading to war while the enemy napped.  It wasn’t that far off.  When the rain went from a downpour to a drizzle, and then to a light mist, Marcus rallied everyone, then said, “It’s time.”

      They loaded back in the Chevy and drove through the wet, dirty streets to within a few blocks of Maria’s apartment tower.  He shut off the engine, tucked the key up in the wheel well, then joined the others as they headed out on foot.

      Walking close to the buildings, they saw a tight pack of coyotes cross the street and disappear behind a pile up of cars.  The lean beasts were brazen, immune to human influence.  Even they sensed the emptying out of the cities.

      Draven knew what was to come.

      America had been used, abused and beaten to within an inch of her life.  Her city streets would soon disappear under layers of dust, new weeds would appear as they strained to push up through the cracks in the asphalt, weeds that would blanket the entire city floor.  These abandoned sprawls would then be left to decay, the weaker buildings collapsing into stronger ones where they’d lay for the next thousand years as the earth rose up and swallowed everything, once again bringing order to the world.

      It was a depressing thought he shook off quickly.  If he hoped to stop Maria, he’d need his wits about him.

      Rider and Indigo were the quickest of the bunch.  Rider held up a hand; Indigo pulled to a stop without seeing Rider’s signal.  There was a dog, not a coyote, chewing at the body outside the front door of the apartment’s front entrance.

      It saw them, barring its teeth, a low growl in the back of its throat.

      Holding out his hand, Rider eased in and said, “Hey, boy.  No one wants to mess with your meal, we just need to get inside.”

      Indigo slipped an arrow from her quiver, nocked it, then drew it back to her cheek and sighted the creature, just in case.

      Rider slowly walked up to it, hand out, palm down and said, “You need to go, it’s not safe here.”

      The growling dog dropped down, barked once, then grabbed the dead guy’s ripped-off arm and ran off.

      “Did that just happen?” Eliana asked.

      “If you’re referring to a dog running off with an arm, I’d say yes,” Indigo said, relaxing the bowstring and putting the arrow back into her quiver.

      Marcus and Rider flanked the front entrance.  Draven had a blade tucked at his side when he went through the front door.  Inside, he saw an empty lobby.  He took a step then stopped.

      It didn’t feel empty.

      “There are more of us than there are of you,” he called out.

      A small middle-eastern looking man walked out with a small bat in his hands and said, “I don’t find that entirely implausible.”

      “Amir, get back here,” the voice hissed.

      Draven relaxed, stood up tall and said, “How many more than two are in here?”

      A six foot tall man with black hair and unassuming eyes stepped out from behind the adjoining room.  He had a small hunting knife in one hand and a larger one in the other, but he wasn’t looking like he was prepared to use them.

      Marcus walked in behind Draven, as did Rider and the rest of the crew.

      “You again,” Amir said.

      “Yep, it’s us again,” Marcus replied.  “Didn’t we tell you to run if you ever saw us again?

      “Are you going to kill us then?” Amir asked.

      “Do you want us to?” Marcus asked.  Amir laughed and shook his head.  To the Arab’s friend, Marcus said, “What about you, Pumpkin?”

      “Are you here for her?” he asked.

      “Looks like we struck gold with the Psychic Hotline,” Indigo muttered.

      “Where is she?” Eliana asked.

      Pointing to the stairwell door, Amir said, “Tenth floor.  Same as where you left her.”  He then looked back at them and said, “If it’s any consolation, we’re pretty scared of her, too.”

      “As well you should be,” Rider said as he brushed by the small man.

      “Step back with your blade,” Eliana warned as she approached the man.  Looking down on the Arab with serious eyes seemed to send a small fright through him.

      “Oh…oh, no.  No, no, no.  The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” he said quickly.  Thrusting a hand out, he said, “I’m Amir, a friend.”

      Fire walked by and gruffly said, “We’re overjoyed, Amir.”

      Ice nudged by him and said, “Move.”

      “So you’re going to kill her then?” Amir’s friend said, hesitant.

      “We’re not here to swap recipes if that’s what you’re wondering,” Marcus turned and growled.

      “Are you the one who tried to blow her up before?” the Iranian asked Gregor, setting his knife on the floor and stepping backward.

      “Yes,” Gregor replied with a heavy heart.  “What’s your name again?”

      “I’m Amir, and this is Aaron,” he said.  He stepped forward and thrust a welcoming hand out again, but Gregor only gave it a cursory glance before ignoring it.  He knew better than that.  Clearing his throat, rebuffed twice now on his attempt to greet them, Amir said, “You know you killed the child.  Her name was Sally.”

      Gregor stopped, turned and bowed up on the young man.  Draven stepped in, put a hand on his chest and warned him with a stern, “No.”

      Gregor’s eyes cleared, flicked off of Amir and onto Draven, and then he relaxed, but only barely.  He was clearly wound up, the war inside him already underway.

      “Save it for her,” Draven said.  Then, looking at the capable one, the reasonable one—Aaron—Draven said, “Leave now and don’t come back.  Do that and you get to live.”

      “Stay here, though, and you die,” Gregor hissed, looking down at the Iranian.

      Aaron stepped forward, grabbed Amir by the crook of his elbow and gave him a slight nudge backwards.  The slight man seemed taken aback, his chin raised as he watched all these tall and lethal people look down on him.

      “I was trying to…” Amir said.

      “I know, I know,” Aaron said, consoling him as he pulled him back.  “The enemy of your enemy…”

      “Is my friend,” he said, almost as though he was bothered that he’d been unable to make friends of them.

      “Good luck,” Aaron said as he ushered Amir out the front door without another word.

      Marcus and Draven looked at each other.  Gregor collected himself.  Then, with a snort, Rider said, “Well that was easy.”

      “Hard part comes now,” Gregor muttered under his breath.

      The gang made their way to the tenth floor, most of them grumbling around the eighth floor, and Gregor swearing aloud.

      It was cold and wet outside, but in there, it was stuffy, cramped and so dark they kept running into each other, bumping into the walls, stumbling here and there on the stairs.

      When you’re traversing an apartment tower in the middle of the night with absolutely no windows, no lights and no real sense of direction, it’s hard not to start feeling a little loopy.  Couple that with the fact that you’re about to go toe-to-toe with the ender of worlds—a woman who survived a grenade, a woman who was not only the fastest but the most lethal creature on earth—and that’s when things start to feel real and the fear compounds.

      “This was tiring the first time,” Gregor said, huffing out a breath and circling his arm to loosen his injured shoulder.  “The second time sucked infinitely more.”

      “How many babies do you have in your belly?” Indigo asked, hardly out of breath at all and sounding tired of the complaining.

      “Seven,” Gregor said.

      When they got to the tenth floor, they stepped out and quietly sat down to catch their breaths.  Rider said, “Well that wasn’t easy.”

      “No kidding,” Marcus said.  A first for him.  The big man never complained about anything.  He’d sometimes look at you like he wanted to palm your skull and squeeze until your brains gooed out the holes in your ears, but he’d never actually complain.

      “You guys sound like a bunch of pansies,” Eliana said under her breath.  The woman weighed about a hundred and ten pounds wet.

      “You’d be surprised how much our egos weigh,” Rider said.  “It’s like carrying a rucksack with us everywhere.”

      “I bet,” Eliana laughed.  Then, in a hushed voice, she asked, “Who has the road flare?”

      “I do,” Ice said, handing it to her through the dark.  “Got it?”

      She took it.

      “Yeah.”

      “Everyone ready?” Gregor asked.

      Eliana said “Hell yes,” and then set out behind Gregor.  Ice moved beside her.  Removing the plastic top, peeling off the cap, the Guatemalan struck the ignitor button on the flare with the cap’s scratch strip and the red candle flamed to life.

      The hallway appeared before them, silent and eerie, the smells of sulfur and charcoal cutting out the dank smell of the rest of the building.  If they felt unnerved by the compressed darkness before, now they felt creeped out by the thin reddish glow the flare produced.

      Eliana looked back at them.  Draven and Fire were hot on hers and Gregor’s heels.  Gregor stood before the apartment’s front door, tried the handle.  The door suffered immense damage, yet it was locked.  Taking a breath, he backed up, then drilled the spot closest to the handle with a mean kick.  The door splintered and swung inward.  Eliana tossed the flare inside the studio apartment and everyone poured in behind Gregor.  They all ran right into the ginger’s back.  For some reason, he’d stopped his advance.

      What did he see?

      Draven shoved his way into the room, eyes on Gregor.  All this was happening in a split second.  That’s when he saw what Gregor and the others were seeing.  Maria was crouched over a lump on the floor, her head buried in the mass of it.  Startled by the sound, but in no rush to stop what she was doing, she glanced up at them all with a face covered in gore.  The lump on the floor was the half eaten body of the child.

      Sally.

      Several of them froze at the horrific sight, Draven included.  In the gloomy red glow, Maria glared at them, mouth hung slightly open, a piece of something meaty draping down her chin.  She spit out the meat and said, “Interesting.”

      Fire charged her first.  He blew past everyone like a beast and kicked her right in the face.  Her head snapped back, staggering her, but she was on her feet fast, rising up like some creepy,  impossible animation.

      “Whoa,” Marcus said.

      Fire didn’t slow his assault.  If anything, he ramped it up.  Maria, however, took the attack in stride.  Eliana advanced as Fire drilled the hybrid with a kick she saw coming and stepped into anyway.  The impact rattled Fire’s leg and he stepped backwards, favoring his knee.

      It took nothing for Maria to go after him.

      He hobbled back, stepped in Sally’s blood and knocked into Eliana.  The Guatemalan sidestepped him, and they both reeled at the incoming flurry of fists and feet.

      The scramble was on and no one dared breathe the way Maria was moving.  Fire bumped into Rock, who stepped forward to face Maria.

      “You did all this?” he roared, stopping her.

      “Yes,” she hissed.

      “Why would you do something so diabolical?” he asked, seemingly unafraid.  By then everyone was fanning out.  Someone might have taken a breath, but not with the flare’s smoke permeating the room, and not with Maria ready to pounce at any minute.

      “Is this where I give you the big, beautiful speech, tell you about overpopulation and world domination?  Or am I the cautionary tale of big tech overreach?  You tell me what you want me to say and I’ll say it, because in the end, the only thing that matters is that I’ll be standing, right before I start eating.”

      No one said anything.  Then, looking around in the red, hazy gloom, the cool night air now swirling around them, she said, “What does every species fear most?”

      “Extinction,” Indigo said, stepping forward.

      “Archer,” she growled.

      “Cyborg,” Indigo snarled back.

      “I’m no different than you.  You had the off switch for me, and now I am the off switch for you.”

      “Are you sure?” Rider said from off to her side.

      Maria turned to speak and that’s when Rock shot in.  She swung on him so fast, he barely ducked the shot.  Coming up hard, he drilled her with a nasty shot to the liver.  She checked him with a retaliatory elbow, one he blocked.  The ungodly force of it drove him five feet backwards.  It jammed both his wrists and his shoulder, making him wonder if something was broken.

      Off balance and out of the fight, he tried assessing his arms.  By then, Eliana had already rushed in to fill the void.

      Maria overextended herself with Rock.  Eliana slid in the gap and pumped her with two ferocious shots to the solar plexus.  The move should’ve had her sucking wind, but like Fire’s and Rock’s attacks, Eliana’s efforts had no visible effect.

      Ice circled, unable to get in as the two women were tucked into the corner of the room and moving so fast, he could hardly keep up.

      In the flare’s glow, they looked like a blur of activity.  So much that Draven and Ice exchanged looks.  Neither knew Eliana was that good, or that Maria had no problem keeping up.

      Two brutal shots rocked Maria’s head, but she drove a knee into Eliana, one the Guatemalan was barely able to dodge.

      That’s when Maria lined up the big world ender, the one to put Eliana out of her misery.  She sent it in at light speed.  Eliana anticipated the move, ducked it, answered with an uppercut to the ribs.  That was a mistake.  The punch hurt her more than it did Maria.  Staggering backwards, shaking the pain from her hand, her reaction time halved.

      Right before Maria moved to end her, an arrow cut through the air, the fletching tickling her ear as it whizzed by.  Maria moved fast, the arrow missing her and sinking into the wall behind them.

      Visibly deflated, her hand crunched, Eliana lost the advantage.  Draven had never seen that look on Eliana’s face before.  It concerned him.  He knew her well enough to know that in that moment, she realized they never really had the advantage.

      None of them did.

      Maria split the distance in half in a blink, grabbing Eliana by the crotch and the throat.  She picked her up and threw her out of the huge opening in the wall, the one where ten stories below the blown up car sat with the blade of upturned sheet metal over the front wheel well.

      Something happened just before Maria really launched Eliana to her death.  Something to slow the hybrid down.  Indigo loosed another arrow, this one sinking into Maria’s side.  The hybrid was mid-throw when the impact of the arrow gave her pause.  She still threw Eliana out the side of the building, just with less force than intended.

      The Guatemalan nightmare hit the ground in front of the opening, her body going over the edge.  She wasn’t thrown so hard, however, that she couldn’t snag a finger-grip on part of the exposed sidewall to keep from going over.

      Draven rushed in after her.

      She had a grip, but it was as weak as the sidewall wood holding her.  What did her in was the swinging of her lower body.  It couldn’t be helped.  In the end, that’s what caused her to lose her grip—a grip that was never really that good to begin with.

      Before Draven could grab her, the side tore away and that was that.

      Her fate was sealed.
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      Danny and Tim launched their stolen bikes into the ditch on the side of the road, scrambled down the slight embankment and hunkered down in the grassy gully.  The other guys fell in fast, rushing to join them in time.  Just outside the Loomis homestead, the pickup truck full of people chugged by.  Danny and the guys waited with bated breath, hoping not to see flaring taillights.

      “That rig was loaded for bear,” Rusty said quietly.

      “Shhhh!” Danny said.

      Danny and his crew were not ready for war as much as they were ready to stage an ambush and not get any pushback.

      Smiling to himself, pushing his bicycle back up the side of the hill, Danny said, “Well this just got a lot easier, boys.”

      The five of them stashed their bikes nearby, then approached the homestead cautiously and on foot.  To Danny’s surprise, the guys he’d come to think of as his men were not only spry, they were anxious to succeed.  After seeing what Taylor went through, everyone was ready to be free of Maria.  This was their get out of hell free card.

      With Tim at his side, and Paul, Rusty and Wilson in tow, they snuck onto the property, dropping down the second they saw the men watching the perimeter.  Danny scampered into the bushes.  He was exceptionally quiet.  All of them were.  When the two perimeter guards drifted away, the five of them crept toward the house, fully intent on breaching it and killing everyone in their sleep.  Danny pumped the proverbial brakes, though.  Further out on the property, beyond the dying embers of a fire, he saw a small gathering of tents.

      He counted half a dozen of them.

      “I’ll take the tents,” Danny whispered to the group, “you guys take the house.”  Without a word, they all faded quietly into the dark, blades out, ready to take the pigs to slaughter.

      At the first tent, Danny slowly undid the zipper.  Pulling up a small flap of canvas, he flicked his zippo lighter and saw three children asleep inside.

      His heart was making a ruckus in his chest, the adrenaline soaked blood supply roaring through his veins like vinegar and fire.  He was ready to fight, kill and plunder, but then the kids…dammit, he saw the kids!

      Letting the flap down, taking a moment to center himself, he shook off the surprise and crept to the next tent.  He slowly unzipped the opening, all the while reminding himself to pull it together.  To keep his wits about him.

      He hesitated though, like a chump.

      If he killed all the adults and didn’t kill the kids, either he and the guys would become babysitters, or they’d have to send them out in to this nightmare on their own.

      They weren’t the babysitting kind.

      But to send them off defenseless meant they’d die a slow, merciless death.  They would either be attacked or they’d starve out and expire.  He wasn’t that kind of a guy either.  Swallowing over a hulking lump in his throat, he decided he’d have to kill the—

      Suddenly there was noise and a sharp, biting pain in his side.  Then the smell of humans.  No, not humans.  Girls.  He tottered back a step, wobbled to and fro, then looked up from where he’d knelt down and saw a short-haired blonde standing over him.  He tried to focus in on her, but the pain blurred his eyes.  She was faint in the firelight, and she was staring down at him.

      How strange, he thought.  Angel or assassin?

      Grimacing from the pain, nearly incapacitated by it, he looked down and saw the big hunting blade jutting from his side.  It had been driven into him right down to the finger guard.

      So definitely not an angel…

      “Saw you lurking,” the short-haired blonde said, almost like she was about to lecture him on the paltriness of trespassing.  “I figured this is my watch, so we can talk.  My name’s Atlanta and I do believe you’re someplace you shouldn’t be.”

      He rocked backwards, landed on his backside hard, the jarring not only rattling his spine but further agitating what was most certainly a fatal wound.

      “You…killed me,” he said, looking down at the blade.

      “I believe that might be the case.”

      He looked at the knife in his own hand, tried to summon the will to stab her back, but his tank was plumb out of gas.  The air of defeat flooding into his awareness bumped him from his trance.  Looking up at this Atlanta girl, he tried to judge the distance between them, even though the pain in his side was screaming so loudly that logic and distance were starting to drown under the weight of sheer, physical agony.

      The second he decided he was going to stab her, she lifted a foot and stomped on the handle of the knife in his side, causing him to cry out.  The pain was like nothing he’d ever experienced.  The next thing he knew, there was another blonde pulling something across his neck.  He didn’t feel the cut, but he felt the gushing warmth draining down the front of his body.

      Looking up, his eyes fogging, the sudden chill of awareness gripping him, he saw the other girl.

      “You met Atlanta,” she said.  “I’m Macy.  I sincerely hope your experience here was as worthless to you as it felt to us.”

      He gurgled out a reply, his body making slight lurching movements forward.

      “You didn’t think you were really going to get us, did you?” Macy asked.  She was wiping her blade across the front of her pants, her face somber, sincere.

      That’s when someone rushed out of the darkness and tackled her, the two bodies rolling hard and violently through the dirt.

      As Danny fell face-first into the ground, he died thinking he’d been gotten, but that maybe someone had gotten her, too.
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      Eliana’s three fingers clung to the edge of the building’s damaged siding, but her legs swung so far inward from the fall, pieces of the wall and her hand slipped free.

      It was lights out on a mostly crazy life, but then a strong grip latched on to her forearm.

      She looked up, nearly wetting herself and saw Draven’s face peering out over the ledge.  She smiled really big, and he returned the gesture as best as he could against the strain.  Using a tremendous amount of strength, he pulled her up, winded by the time she scampered up onto solid ground.

      Behind Draven, Ice and Marcus were mixed up with Maria.  She moved fast, but they kept up, until they didn’t.  Terrified for Ice, she got to her feet, told herself it was not time to think.  It was time to move.

      By then Maria had cracked Marcus in the side and kicked Ice so hard his body folded in two and dropped down.  Fire was on it though, arcing a mammoth elbow down on top of her forehead.  The skin split wide open, the shot clean.  Marcus staggered backwards while Ice fought to get to his feet.  Both men were hurt but not yet injured.

      “You two okay?” Fire asked over his shoulder.

      Eliana started in but Draven caught her, stood up and said, “Too dangerous!”  She shoved him aside, rolled in hard, but not before Rider was back in the mix with her and Fire.

      Rider ducked a wild swipe, checked a halfhearted leg sweep, then began to beat on her something fierce.  Indigo hung back, the arrow nocked, her eyes tracking every move.  They were moving quick, but the old man was good.  That’s when he did what no one expected—he moved in close, body to body, tying her up even as she spat and hissed at him.

      He head butted her, staggering her.

      Indigo moved, but so did Eliana.  And Fire?  He was back checking on Gregor who must have taken a shot at her when Eliana fell.  The Guatemalan saw the man was unconscious.  By the time she retuned to Maria, the hybrid was shoving Rider off her.  Still coughing, blood and chunks of things powering out of her mouth, Rider wouldn’t relent.  He folded back in the mix.

      “She’s sick,” he hissed.  “Weaker!”

      It was either from the child she’d been eating, or from the damage she sustained from the grenade blast.  Maybe it was a bit of both.  She stole another look at Gregor.  Had Maria killed him right after throwing Eliana out of the building?

      Eliana pushed in further, agitated, bombs going off in her chest with a need to get in the mix, unpack five knuckles and a knee.  Rider, however, tied her up again, but like before, she tried shoving him off.  He kept unbalancing her feet though, hitting the insides of her ankles, parrying left and right, grinding into her shins with his shins so she couldn’t get her footing.  Her head came out enough for Indigo to move.  An arrow zinged by Eliana and Rider, the side of Maria’s hair flipping up.  The second arrow missed its mark, sinking into the drywall behind them.

      When Maria shoved Rider again, it was with the roaring force of frustration behind it.  The force drove him into the wall not five feet away.

      Rock was dragging Gregor out of the studio apartment, in to the hallway.  He was alive, but on another planet.  Marcus managed to pull himself together enough to hurl the nightstand at her, but he grimaced, folding in half and holding his ribs the second he launched it.  The shot was a direct hit.  The nightstand broke over the top of her.

      Unfortunately, it did nothing.

      Maria turned to charge him, but Draven shoulder checked her and Marcus straight armed her.  She didn’t go down, but she did stop.  Indigo launched the third arrow.  This time it sunk into her eye, stopping her.

      For a long, triumphant moment, Eliana felt like time itself had pulled to a stop.

      Staggering backwards, her face slack, Maria couldn’t seem to process what was happening to her.  Fire turned and looked at Indigo.  They all did.  She really was every bit as frightening as Maria.  Eliana moved on Maria, but stopped when another arrow ripped through the air and hit the exact spot where Maria’s heart should be.

      The arrow smashed against her bones, though, the tip crushing like a bullet hitting a steel wall, the shaft shattering in the middle.

      With no other options left, Eliana dug the grenade out of her pocket, pulled the pin and charged her.  With all her might, she jammed that little green pineapple into Maria’s mouth and prayed it was enough.  A dozen teeth broke in the process, but Eliana didn’t care because she only had this one shot.

      The grenade barely fit, but her jaw was cranked open and the explosive was lodged in there.

      Stumbling backwards, single eye flashed wide and gagging at the multiple intrusions, Maria reached up to take it out of her mouth.  That’s when Ice rushed in and palm-struck the end of the grenade.  He nailed it square on the filler plug, jamming the mini bomb deeper inside her mouth.

      Head snapped back, bucking, convulsing, choking, the hybrid faltered, her legs weak, her arms slack at her side.

      With the arrow sticking out of her eye, with the wet, gulping sounds she was making, it seemed like she was done for.

      But she wasn’t.

      Isadoro grabbed her shirt, flung her around and shoved her toward the opening in the side of the wall.  She was too heavy though.  It looked like he was wrestling five hundred pounds of sand in a one hundred pound frame.

      Maria was close enough to the edge that Eliana dropped and spun into a side kick, the distance, body mechanics and power on point.  This was one of the most brutal kicks in her arsenal, which was why it was her favorite.  She connected with the woman’s torso, just below her chest, but Maria was unnaturally dense, her bones too condensed for a shot like that to send her sailing out into the open air.

      Knocked back only a foot, there was still two feet to go and the grenade was about to blow her head off and kill half the people in the room.

      “Run!” Marcus screamed.
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      Four guys snuck up on the house, saw a gathering of women casually talking by candlelight.  Apparently they were waiting up for the men.  Tim and the guys did some reconnaissance, circling the house, seeing it filled with activity.  One woman in another room was reading by candlelight, while one of the guys was just laying on one of the beds next to yet another woman.  The man had a military look about him; his woman had a bob black haircut and she looked smitten.

      He grabbed one of the guys, he thought it might be Paul, then said, “Spread out.  I’ll head in the back door, you guys give a whistle if you hear something.  Everyone clear?”

      He got three nods and a “Roger that.”

      “If any of you encounter anyone, cut first, got it?” he instructed.  “This is not a war, this is a mop-up.  All the warriors went after Maria.”

      “What about the women?”

      “Kill them,” Tim said without hesitation.

      “But they’re kinda hot.”

      “We aren’t rapists.”

      When Tim found his way to the back door, he reached for the knob, but his hand never got there.  The hollow thonk! he heard was a baseball bat cracking him in the head.  He fell down, the rush of red drizzling down his split open head.

      His entire world shrunk mightily, and then it expanded right back out too fast.  Looking up, his eyes rickety and unsteady, he saw a boy who was almost twenty with a serious look on his face.

      “Hagan?” he heard another young boy say.

      “Over here,” Hagan replied.

      Another kid who was a year or two younger than the baseball fanatic joined Hagan.  Tim was on his knees, sunk into the earth and not sure he could recover from this.  The smaller boy grabbed his shoulder, rolled him over on his back so they could get a good look at him.

      Tim, however, was looking right back at them.

      The younger of the boys said to Hagan, “He’s still breathing,” almost like there was something wrong.

      “I know,” Hagan replied.

      “Well, finish it.”

      “Dad may want to talk to him,” Hagan said.  “Go get him.”  The boy started around him, but Hagan grabbed his arm and said, “Ballard, there may be others.”

      Ballard nodded, then disappeared inside the house.  That’s when Hagan said, “You messed with the wrong people, Mister.”

      For a long, cold minute, all Tim heard was the rush of blood in his head and a few nearby crickets.  The cold air licked his face.  It might as well have been sandpaper.

      “My dad’s probably going to show your brain the light of day,” Hagan said, eyes on the door and not on Tim.

      He didn’t say anything.

      Instead, he took the opportunity to whistle as loud as he could to warn the others.  Hagan’s giant foot stomped down on his mouth.  The second Tim brought his hands up to cup his nose, Hagan did some kind of WWE wrestling move.  He jumped up and landed with all his weight on Tim’s stomach.

      The air woofed out of him, his body bowing to the pain.  In one fluid motion, Hagan rolled off him and got right back to his feet.

      Tim finally managed a breath, right in time to get his face foot-stomped again.

      “I can do this all night,” Hagan said.

      Tim didn’t doubt it.

      When Ballard didn’t return, Hagan said, “Turn over, face in the dirt.”

      Tim didn’t move.

      Hagan kicked him hard, hissed at him to turn over.  When he finally did, the first thing Tim felt was a sharp pain in the back of his head, one he knew to be the baseball bat striking him again.

      And then nothing…
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        * * *

      

      The second Hagan hauled the man over in the dirt, he knew what was going to happen.  He’d never killed a man before, for this was not a movie, or a video game.  This was real life and he knew real life had consequences.  His father, Jagger, told him about consequences just as much as his mother, Lena, did.  Even he and Macy talked about this, although the consequences in first love were far different than the consequences in war.

      “When I first shot a man, he deserved it for sure.  I thought I’d be okay,” Macy told him the night they first kissed, “but then he began creeping in my mind.  Like a monster who shows up with three eyes, then twelve fingers, then five ears and a pig snout.  And like that monster, the memory just stares at you, making you think about what you’ve done, making sure it made you pay.  At least, that’s how it’s been for me.  It’ll probably be different for you.”

      She’d gone on to describe the feeling of murder as something that twisted itself around in your brain, making you ache for it to go away.  But it never went away.  It festered there, wretched and unwanted, like some knotted constant.

      “These are the kinds of things that torment you when you sleep,” Macy told him, “and they happen in the most unexpected moments.”

      Now Hagan was faced with the same challenge.  He knew the situation was serious, that they were being ambushed!  But hitting the man in the head with a bat was only him dipping his toes in the water.

      It was time to go swimming.

      He raised the bat up over his head, then swung it down on the back of the man’s skull.  One shot might knock him out, two might do brain damage, but three would send his soul packing.

      Hagan struck him four times to be sure.  Twice because he needed to do the job, three times to work the repulsion out, and four because that was the shot that made him sure of what he was doing.

      Afterwards, for a long second, he stood there smelling the blood and feeling the reverberation of the bat in his hands.  The tremors shook right up into his wrists and arms.  The bat fell from his grip.  He tilted his head into the cool night, drew a deep breath and shoved the nausea down.  After a moment, he reached down and picked up the bat, then slipped inside to the sounds of commotion.

      His parent’s room was to the left, but noise was coming from the right.

      He moved right, bat at the ready, hurrying, but not moving so fast that he might walk in to an another ambush or give up the element of surprise.  Emerging in the kitchen, he saw a horrific sight.

      Two men with blades were attacking the women, slicing them up with their knives.  He didn’t see his mother, but he saw Cincinnati, Margot, Bailey and Jill—Jill had been cut pretty badly, but she was holding off one man while the other was slicing and chasing and cutting off escape routes as he hacked at the other three.

      The women were trying to defend themselves against the men, but they were getting defensive cuts all over their arms and hands, and things were looking pretty bloody.

      Wasting no time, he overhanded the baseball bat in an end-over-end vertical throw that went right at the closest man.  The bat sailed past the main attacker, nearly hit Bailey, and slammed into the wall.  Disappointed with himself for missing, he charged the man hoping against all hope that he wasn’t going to end up as bloody as the women, or worse.  Launching himself into the fight, he dove through the air and connected with his target.  Unfortunately, that’s when he felt something sharp stab down deep into him.
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      Atlanta saw the man come out of no where and tackle Macy.  Heart kicking, shocked but still moving, she raced into the dark to where a ground scuffle had broken out.  She stopped short, listened to the grunting, hard-packing sounds of bodies getting punched.  There was also cursing and Macy crying out in pain.

      “Did you just bite me?!” the man screeched.

      Atlanta flashed back to something Rider once said.  “Everything you have on you that you can use to hurt someone else is a weapon.  If they’re bigger than you, you can spit in their eye to blind them.  Your spit is a weapon.  If you’re in close quarters and they have you wrapped up, you bite whatever you can and pretend you’re a pit bull and never let go until whatever you have in between your teeth comes off.  In this case, your mouth is a weapon.”

      If Macy bit him, it was out of necessity.  Meaning he was probably on top of her and she was in trouble.  Rex, Rider and later Marcus taught them that fighting dirty was not wrong.

      “If you aren’t fighting dirty,” Marcus had said, “you aren’t really fighting.”

      Atlanta honed in on the shadowed ball of bodies rolling around in the darkness.  She didn’t know who was who, and she didn’t want to hurt Macy trying to get…whomever it was attacking her.

      Macy cried out again, jolting Atlanta.  She had to take a chance.  Tucking her blade, dropping her shoulder, the blonde pixie ran hard and hit the top body sideways.

      Two people suddenly became three.

      She’d nailed the man square, and thank God!  He was squirming beneath her, cursing, and that’s when she turned the blade and got busy.

      While she went to work on him, Marcus’s lessons rang deep in her mind.

      “In a knife fight, the person to cut the deepest and the fastest wins,” he’d said, “but only if they hit major arteries and not just a bunch of inconsequential meat first.

      The man was inconsequential meat as far as Atlanta was concerned.  After about forty solid stabs, she stopped and rolled off the man.  He was laid out by then.  Done for.

      “Good God, Atlanta,” Macy said laying on the ground, her chest rising and falling fast.  She gave the dead man a nudge with her foot and relaxed.

      Atlanta wiped the sweaty hair out of her face, let the knife fall away, then sat down next to her friend and took a deep breath.

      “Girls don’t fight like boys,” Atlanta said with a laugh.

      When the two girls first started training with Rider and Rex, Rider said to them, “Girls don’t fight like boys, that’s why the more you sweat in training, the less you bleed on the battlefield.”

      “Are you hurt?” she asked Macy, reaching up and holding Macy’s hand.  She felt the sticky wet blood in between her fingers.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” Macy replied, squeezing her hand.

      “I’m not hurt,” she said letting go.  “You didn’t answer me.”

      “I think I have a dislocated finger,” Macy said.  “It’s going the wrong way, but it doesn’t feel broken.  I just landed on it wrong.  Plus he punched me in the face a few times so I need you to see if my nose is broken.”

      “Does it feel broken?” Atlanta asked.

      “I don’t know,” she replied, sounding a little stuffed.  “But it’s bleeding pretty bad.”

      Standing up, she said, “Let me have your finger.”  Macy stood and gave it to her.  It definitely felt dislocated based on the fact that it was making a seventy-five degree sideways turn at the second knuckle.  “Take a deep breath and hold it.”

      “What are you going to do?” Macy asked.

      “Pull it out away from the joint, then reset it,” she said.  “You’ll feel better after that.”

      “Oh, boy,” she said, breathing through it.  “Alright, go ahead and do it.”

      Atlanta pulled it out, reset it, then ran her fingers up the joint to make sure it was seated right.  Macy was biting her lip and groaning, but she understood the danger that could still be out there so she made almost no noise.

      “Flex that,” Atlanta said, “tell me how it feels.”

      “Sore, but fine,” she said.  “My nose?”

      Atlanta felt up the sides and the bridge and relaxed.  She then swiped a finger underneath the nostrils, smelled the drizzle and said, “Bleeding and maybe fractured, but nothing that needs resetting.”

      “There are probably more of these guys out here,” Macy said as she took the lead up to the house, blade in her good hand.

      “Your mom or Cincinnati will probably be awake to check on your nose,” Atlanta said.  “I kind of feel like it’ll be fine, though.

      “You think the guy is dead?” Macy asked.

      “I think he’s now a whiffle ball,” Atlanta replied with a penitent laugh.  “So I’d say yes.”

      “Inconsequential meat,” Macy said.

      “Exactly.”
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      The second Hagan dove onto her attacker, Cincinnati scrambled after the bat, grabbed it and absolutely let go.  Digging into the darkest, most primal parts of her, she started swinging.  Every crunching blow was a triumph.  A reason to keep going.  She wanted so badly to beat every single one of these knuckleheads to a bloody…

      Someone grabbed the bat from behind her, both surprising and jarring her.  She twisted around, but by then Jill had punched the guy right in the spine.  She yanked the bat back, jerking it out of his hands as Jill punched him again.

      Bowing out, his belly prominent, she rammed the bat right into the middle of him.  A huge hoof of air poofed out of his mouth and opened up his ugly eyes.  She rammed the bat again, this time catching him in the mouth.

      It wasn’t satisfying enough, though.  For all the fear and injustice this world heaped upon her, she kept digging deeper, scratching past the layers of her once storied life.  As a nurse, she saved lives.  As a survivor, she took them.

      She was winding up for the big home run swing when Jill grabbed his knife hand and stole his blade.  Whatever psychological bottom she was trying to get to, Jill got there first.  The woman started stitching holes in his kidneys like it was a prison shanking.  When she paused a moment to catch her breath, she cried out, “Hit him already, Sin!”

      Glancing down at her arms, grinding against the pain, the blood and the damage, she wound up and whacked him right in the ear with all her might.  The bat’s impact with his head was more than satisfying.  Staggering sideways, he fell into the couch.  Nearby, Hagan hit Bailey’s attacker hard enough to run him off.  Bailey looked okay, but Hagan did not.  Cincinnati went to the boy’s side.  He was sitting down, one of his legs out in front of him and stiff.  The way he was sitting made perfect sense when she considered the knife sticking out of his thigh.

      “Hagan, are you alright?” she asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Okay, well don’t pull it out yet,” she said.  “We’ll do that when we’re ready.”

      “Bat!” Jill called out, snagging her attention.  Cincinnati turned and tossed her the bat.  In turn, she lobbed Cincinnati the knife, which she caught by the handle.  “Check on Jagger and Lena.”

      “Are you okay?” she turned and looked at Bailey.

      “Yeah,” she said sitting up and pushing a tangle of pulled hair out of her face.  Her hands were cut, as were her arms.  Beyond that, she was on the floor, her back up against the couch, her legs splayed out before her.  Releasing a big breath, her face swollen and tight looking, she gave a slow, but certain nod.

      “Go, Sin!” Jill shouted.

      Margot was suddenly there, kneeling down to check on Hagan and Bailey.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” Cincinnati said as she got up and headed to the back rooms.  The first thing she encountered was a sleep-drunk Nick staggering in to the kitchen, his body not quite ready for the fight.

      “It’s me, Nick,” she said when she ran right in to his chest.  “We’re being attacked!”

      In the candle light, his hair was a mess, his eyes puffy from sleep, his face hanging hard as he tried to make himself wake up.  He took in the entire scene with a look of horror.  Even though he’d been jolted out of bed, he said, “I’ll get the first aid kit.  Sin, you go do…whatever it is you have to…wait, is it safe?”

      “I got it,” Cincinnati said.  “Just help Bailey and Hagan.”

      He nodded and she hustled through the kitchen in time to glimpse the shadow of a man trying to run out the back door.  Jagger burst out of the bedroom and shot through the hallway after him.  The second the back door was opened, Cincinnati heard an ooof! and then a struggle.  She got around the back and found the shadow of Jagger wrestling the man down.

      When he went down and stayed down, Jagger said, “Go check on Ballard.”  He didn’t know he was talking to Cincinnati.  He didn’t even look back as he wrapped the man up and started exerting lethal pressure on him.

      Lena started screaming in the back room.

      Cincinnati was about to go when Jagger’s man came to life and started climbing up the wall in an attempt to get back to his feet.  Jagger loosened up the man with three brutal shots, but they were short blows in a compact space.  In other words, the guy kept coming.

      “This maggot cut Ballard,” Jagger hissed.  “Sin, please go!”

      If she left, though, the guy would get the jump on Jagger.  She could see that as plain as day.  Finally, Jagger squirmed around the man, got him in a figure four lock around the throat.

      The sleeper.

      “Help!” Lena screamed from the bedroom behind her.

      Sarah rushed into the kitchen, then back to where Jagger was struggling.  Cincinnati turned and said, “Back room, Ballard’s been cut.”

      “I’m on it,” Sarah said.

      Cincinnati moved in, knife out, ready to go.  The man saw this, put on a burst of energy that had Jagger struggling.

      “How many more of you are out there?” Sin growled, her arms hurting, so hopping mad they’d broken in and tried to kill them.

      The question slowed him down, gave Jagger a slight advantage.  The man blew his snotty nose at her, some of the spray catching her face.  She didn’t even bother to wipe it off that’s how focused she was.

      “Help me tie him up,” Jagger grunted as he finally locked the choke hold.  That’s when she launched herself at the man.  She drove her knife deep into his belly, causing him to bark out in pain.

      “How many?!” she screamed in his face.  She felt the blood flowing on her arms where his buddies had sliced her up.

      “Screw you!” he groaned.

      She yanked the knife out and stuck him again, causing him to fall into a weakened state of venomous cursing.

      “Dammit Sin, we need to tie this guy up, not kill him!” Jagger said.  The injured man was slipping away, his legs buckling and pulling Jagger down with him.

      “I beg to differ, Jagger.”  Then, to their prisoner, she said, “One more time, douchebag, and if you don’t answer, you’re going out the hard way.”

      “You heard me the first time, lady,” he grumbled, blood and saliva flicking off his lips.

      And with that he made one last squirming attempt to break loose.  She ripped the blade out and drove it in one last time.  The fight stopped as he went still with agony.  Leaning into the knife, both hands on the handle so it wouldn’t slip, she shifted her weight forward and shoved the knife down the length of his stomach with everything she had.  After that, she turned and pulled it sideways.

      She’d cut a fifteen inch trench right down the front of him, flowering open his insides.  When it was done, she backed up, pulled the blade out and both heard and felt the slop dropping out of him onto the floor.  When Jagger let him go, he dropped to the ground, dead.

      “What the hell, Sin?” Jagger barked.

      “Sack up, pilot,” she said.

      “We still don’t know if there’s more or not,” he argued.  “You have to think about things like that.”

      “He wasn’t telling us squat,” she said, swiping her hair out of her face.

      Shaking his head, he said, “And here I thought that between us, you were the nice one.”

      “I am the nice one,” she said.  “Now go see about your kid while I check on the others.”

      “Be careful,” he said.

      “I’ll have Nick check the perimeter and then head up to Homestead Two,” she told him.  “Wait, have you seen Macy and Atlanta?  They were on interior patrol tonight.”

      “We’re good,” Atlanta said, just outside the door from where the body lay.  Atlanta suddenly stopped, flicked the stolen zippo lighter, then said, “Oh…holy crap.  Whoa!”

      “Tell me about it,” Cincinnati said as Jagger went in back to check on his family.  “Is Macy with you?”

      “I’m here, Mom,” she said from behind Atlanta.

      Thank God.

      The three women came together in a fierce, bloody hug.

      “We need to check on Stanton and Rex,” Cincinnati said, terrified the intruders had killed them both on the way in.  If they took her brother and her husband from her…she didn’t know if she could deal with that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Carver heard the scuffle, the crying out, the banging of people into walls.  Roused from a deep, tortured sleep he never remembered falling into, he slid his beaten body off the stinky mattress, felt his way through the impenetrable darkness, then shuffled to the door and cracked it open.

      The glowing red haze startled him.  That’s when he saw through the half-opened door and jolted into action.  The ferocious Guatemalan girl had just kicked Maria toward the window, but the hybrid nightmare didn’t go over.  There was something jammed in her mouth and now someone was screaming for everyone to run.

      He knew what that was.  Grenade.  They won’t make it, he thought to himself.

      In that moment he took all the fears and failures stored up inside of him and dragged them to the front of his mind.  His feet took off like they were on starting blocks.  He burst through the door, past the others who parted for him and he sprinted right for her.  He knew she’d be heavy, way too heavy, so he dropped his shoulders and hit her low, just under her armpits.

      The second he hit, he heard Draven scream, “No!” but it was too late.

      He slammed into her, and as they flew out the side of the room, he thought about his time with Ruby, how she showed him beauty in this horrible life before leaving.  And he thought about Sally and how her innocence was taken too early from a world that needed her.  Instead of celebrating the child’s wonder, Maria killed her parents, then got the child blown up.

      This cyborg nightmare took everything from everyone and he wasn’t going to let her do it again.  As the cool air of night rushed past them, he realized he was going to be that guy.  The guy who saved the world and got the girl.

      Getting the girl, however, meant something entirely different.

      Looking into her good eye, sneering as they raced toward the destroyed car below, he said, “We’re your off switch, bitch.”

      There was a sudden flash of light, an explosion that filled him with pain for only a second before his soul pulled away from his blowing-apart body.

      For a long moment he hovered there, airy and unimpeded by the flesh of a body.  From where he was, he looked fifteen feet down, to the ruined car and the veritable meat stew coating it.  Off to the left of the gruesome mess, a woman stood spellbound.  Maria.  She was a slight distance from the carnage, looking on as if not understanding.  This was not The Silver Queen.  He was looking at Antoinette.  The young woman he met in Palo Alto.  The woman who lost her life but could not get free so long as Maria held her captive.

      She looked up, saw him and said a heartfelt “Thank you,” and then she was gone.

      An incredible light hit him from overhead.  He glanced up, felt himself bathed in its inviting warmth.  The call to enter the light was hypnotic.  He began drifting skyward, his troubles easing away, but then he stopped himself.

      What about Ruby?

      The second he wondered about her, he was hovering over her.  She was in a house a few miles away, alone and asleep.  He thought about being at her side, and then he was.

      Seeing her, getting a sense of the beauty that was her soul, and the conflict that resided in her heart, he reached into her chest and transferred everything good and beautiful that he had to offer into her.  She stirred, but did not awaken.  He then kissed her gently on the side of her face and wished her well.

      Just before he returned to the light, he felt her eyes open and saw her hand come to her cheek, and then he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Fire, Eliana and Rock stood at the opening in the wall and looked down.  Rider, Marcus and Indigo joined them.  Draven was off to the side, fighting back the tears and losing.  He was so tired of losing people, tired of the killing, wanting to scream inside, or jump to his death and end it all.

      Marcus hobbled over to him, pulled him in a big hug and said, “I think I might’ve cracked some ribs, but brother, you look like you need this.”

      Draven nodded, still tried to stall his tears, still failed miserably.  He looked up, let go of the big man and thanked him.  Looking past him, he saw Indigo staring down at the bodies.  She was holding her bow at her side, a quiver of a few arrows on her back.

      “I told you he was good,” he said to her, referring to Carver.

      Indigo looked up at him, and seeing he was not doing well, she went and hugged him.  Then in a soft, almost unexpected tone, she said, “Sometimes it’s hard to tell the heroes from the villains.  And sometimes, even if we don’t mean it, we’re a little bit of both.”   She stood on her tippy-toes and kissed his cheek, solid and long.  “I’m so sorry, Draven.”

      “Gregor is in bad shape,” Rock said behind them.  “We need to get him back to the homestead.  Have him looked at.”

      Fire joined Draven when everyone else left.

      “I didn’t know your friend very well,” he said, “but I can tell you this.  He did this so we could live.  It’s time to live, Draven.  It’s time to choose life.  Besides, Brooklyn likes you and you like her.  So maybe it’s time to love again, too.”

      Nodding his head, his tears rushing back, he right and truly began to break down.  Thinking of Eudora and now Carver, along with everyone else who died, it just hit him.  Fire pulled him in his arms and even though he wanted to protest all this attention, the kind of affection he wasn’t used to—especially by men—he let himself be hugged.  Fire had lost Orlando after all.  He lost Orlando and still he came to fight, to pull his weight, to forge on.

      Draven would do the same.  If it killed him, he’d follow Fire’s example.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky was a perfect blue, the birds alive in the nearby trees, and a breeze so slight took some of the heat from the day.  The survivors stood around two crosses and Stanton, who was giving the eulogy.

      Fiyero held Adeline’s hand through the entire service.  She was a mess after Orlando died, as was Brooklyn.  His family was smaller than when the war began, but at least he had two of his three treasures.

      And he had his brothers.

      Fire looked over at Rock who stood with Maisie, Ice and Eliana.  Ice looked over, winked.  Rock did the same, not knowing Ice had done the exact thing only moments ago.  That’s how they were.  Alive, together, thick as thieves again.

      Several days had passed since the attacks.  Gregor and Marcus were on the road to recovery, but they both had cracked ribs from where Maria had blasted them.  Rock said he’d help with rehab as he’d just gone through something similar when the building crumbled all around him.

      As for the women, their arms looked like Frankenstein limbs, all stitched together from where they’d been sliced up.  A few of the wounds were infected, but they had antibiotics and so things were under control.  The only person having a hard time recovering was Hagan.  He was walking on secondhand crutches and sitting a lot with his leg elevated.  He didn’t lament his situation though, because Macy had two black eyes that were turning a light yellow and green along the edges.

      “Some couple,” he said, taking her hand into his.

      “Sexy AF,” she said, smiling.

      When they were able to shake off the attack, the deaths, Stanton held the services for both Carver and Sally.  Cincinnati told him he didn’t have to do it, but after the men who attacked everyone slipped by both him and Rex, he felt like he needed to do something to redeem himself.

      Rex felt the same way.

      Even though he was at Homestead Three when the men breached the compound, and Stanton was at Homestead One, Rex insisted on making the crosses the same as Stanton insisted on holding the service.

      Both offerings turned out beautiful.

      Rex even carved their names in the wood, saying it was the least he could do to honor them and their memories.

      After a lovely service, the group made their way up to the ever expanding dinner table where they would break bread and thank the Lord above for those who were able to come together and survive.

      After Rock gave the prayer, as they looked out amongst each other, it was impossible to not sit back in awe.  There were four communities who had come together from all over the United States to live and survive as one.  San Francisco, San Diego, Sacramento and Chicago.  They were strangers before the last war changed them, but now they were as close as family.
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        * * *

      

      The feast was monumental.  Well, it was for how light they’d become accustomed to eating.  As everyone finished up, Fire cleared his throat and asked to say a word.

      No one objected.

      Standing up, he said, “I want to thank Rock and Jill for creating this wonderful homestead, for your kindness and your hospitality.  The day the drones struck, I was in a very bad, very dark place.  I think I’d been going down that road for a long time, since the day I lost my father, my brother (head nod to Ice), my other brother (head nod to Rock), and then my wife, Adeline.  Since then I have all of you back.  I won’t lie, I’m truly sad about Orlando,” he said, his voice surprising him by choking up.  “But I’m thankful for all of you.”

      Adeline took one hand, Brooklyn took the other.  Eyes watering, consumed by love, by the need to protect his family and friends, by the desire to stand up and guard the things he cherished most, he continued.

      “We’ve all lost people along the way, and those who haven’t lost people have seen, suffered and endured some pretty horrific circumstances.  We are changed people.  Forged in the flames of a fire that has been burning much brighter, and much hotter than any of us could have ever expected.  We’re also better people because of it.  Stronger physically, mentally and spiritually.  Able to cope with adversity on a deeper level.  Part of a larger community where survival is a team effort and not an individual plight.

      “I don’t know a lot of you as much as I’d like to, but I know this community of ours will move forward into this uncertain future and we will prevail.  I feel it in my bones.  Rex and Indigo are already bringing forth the first baby in this new post-apocalyptic generation.  This baby will be different, unique, the first, best part of us.  There will be other babies, too, I suspect.”

      He paused a moment, took that instant to look into the eyes of everyone there, knowing he was a family of three, but he was also a part of something so much larger now.  For a moment, in spite of the deep agony of loss, he felt blessed, with people he loved and would come to love, and at peace.

      And with that, everyone lifted a glass, toasted to their future, and drank deeply.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby watched them pray over their meal, listening to their kind, heartfelt words.  She tried not to think about the people she didn’t have in her life, how if she died, no one would say anything kind or otherwise about her.

      Forcing herself to think of Carver, she missed him already.  She would miss Sally, too, even though the girl was always quiet.  There was a big spirit about her that was just aching to come out.  Maria would never let that happen.

      Wiping her eyes, she watched the community from a distance, trying not to be envious, but failing on every level.

      So much of her wanted to join them, be a part of something, but she wasn’t ready for that many strangers.  Not yet.  In her heart, she was a loner.  Getting close to people only brought her disappointment, and inevitably pain.

      When she ran into Aaron and Amir on the road, when they told her what happened, she guarded her emotions until they left, and then she broke down.  After she was able to pull herself together, she followed the instructions Aaron gave to the Loomis homestead.  There she saw the eulogy for both Carver and Sally, and all that pain she tried to protect herself from came roaring back at once.

      So now she was back on the road again, by herself once more, left to navigate this dark new world as a party of one.

      “It’s not that bad,” she said as she left the homestead.

      Ruby didn’t know how she was going to get where she was headed, or what she’d find when she got there.  All she knew was that if there were survivors in Idaho and a way to live, she wanted to go there, see if maybe she could do something with this life.

      On the country road out of Loomis, she passed some charred and destroyed cars, cars with burnt corpses in them.  This didn’t phase her.  She’d been seeing this kind of thing for months now and was desensitized to it.

      Aside from remnants of the past, recollections of the destruction that changed everything, it was a beautiful day full of possibility and mixed memories.

      Kicking a rock down the road, the sun on her neck and a light sheen of sweat on her brow, she pulled her hair up into a ponytail and touched the side of her face where, in a dream, Carver had kissed her.  He gave the ultimate sacrifice—his life to save the lives of many—and in that selfless surrender, she realized that for him, she would find a way to go on, to survive, to truly live.

      If he could die for her, for the survivors of this world, then someone like her could do her best to live, if anything, to honor him and his sacrifice.

      And with that, she let herself dream of Idaho.

      

      
        
        END OF BOOK 5

      

      

      

      Scroll down (or over) for a quick look at the first book in the new series, titled Dark Days of the After, then be sure to pre-order it for a very limited time for only $0.99!  Doing this now will save you a TON of money (66%) and you’ll get the new novel delivered to you Kindle the second it’s released on Amazon (December 2, 2019).

      

      But before you go…
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      Whew! This was a tough journey to take!  Honestly, these last five books sent me through more emotional spirals as an author than I’m used to.  I try to be as authentic as possible, not only in setting and story, but in what I imagine would be the emotions of my characters.  Someone asked me if I have multiple personalities, and after creating over 100 characters for The Last War universe, the jury is still out on that one!  As of this writing—locally to me and globally to our friends of the world—we are in trying times where uncertainty is one of the only things we consider “a constant.”  It’s easy to write a series like the one you’ve just finished because so many of us are thinking of things like this, wondering how we might fare in a catastrophe such as that presented in this story.  I’m not sure how I’d do, but I will tell you this, the world is indeed full of dark and scary monsters.  Be it politics, psychopaths, nuclear warheads, or Artificial Intelligence, digging into any of these areas of interest will show you some rather shadowy corners.  As a novelist, this truly excites me!  But when it comes to research, I always tend to find more than I want, and much of it leaves me consternated and thinking about the real world.  AI scares the hell out of me to put it mildly.  The unpredictable nature of it—the push for more of it, the lack of regulation.  When I started The Last War series, I did so because I saw an article that talked about one of the heads of Google leaving the tech giant to build an AI God.  Elon Musk was just given $1 billion a few weeks ago (as of this writing) to build a complete AI brain, something that seems as horrifying to me as his Neuralink project.  I will admit, I am scared for our future as it relates to AI.  But I have faith in humankind to prevail, and to eventually find that which I deem the antidote to all the bad things in a post-apoc life: good people with big hearts who know how to love, be fierce, be protective and put a MF down when the time is right.  That said, THANK YOU for taking this journey with me, for being a part of The Last War universe, and for the support that as an author I cherish from readers like yourself.  If you haven’t read The Last War series, check out the discounted box set and see how all the characters from San Francisco and San Diego came to be at Homestead One.  It’s a fantastic story, the series that really put me on the map as an author, a series that is still beloved by so many.  Before you go, however, scroll ahead for a quick look at the new series, Dark Days of the After, then pop over to Amazon and grab your copy for the heavily discounted pre-order price of only $0.99 (for a very limited time)!
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            Dark Days of the After

          

        

      

    

    
      Forces are mounting against the nation. The EMP has been unleashed. Are you ready?

      

      Logan Cahill could not breathe when he found the cryptic message leading him to a hidden countdown. After tracing the digital counter to its origins, the truth he found was so horrific, so terrifying, it changed his entire life in an instant.  Was this the end of everything?  Were they doomed?  Logan’s panic turned to mania when he realized his girlfriend had disappeared and strange men were now staking out his home. Were they part of the conspiracy against America? Or were they part of the shadowy military class that had overtaken the nation under the new President? In that instant, all he knew was that the end was near, and he wasn’t prepared.

      

      With time running out, enemies closing in and polite society falling down around him, Logan sought refuge with a strategic ally, a brilliant programmer named Harper. Like him, she was in trouble. Perhaps even more trouble than he first suspected.  What neither of them knew, however, was that an invasion of America was starting early, their hometown was about to be ground zero in the apocalypse, and that was just the beginning...

      

      In a story as frightening as it is plausible, Dark Days of the After begs the question, if you knew a veritable nightmare was coming, if you knew secrets the rest of the nation did not know, how would you prepare? And how would you warn those you cared about most? Would you even have what it takes to survive? You’re about to find out…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Your Voice Matters…

          

        

      

    

    
      Emerging authors always get that writer’s high reading great reviews from readers like yourself, but there’s more to a review than an author’s personal gratification. As independent writers, we don’t always have the financial might of New York’s Big 5 publishing firms, and we’d never shell out a bazillion 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 series, 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).  Simply leave a review when prompted by Amazon at the end of this book, or CLICK HERE to go directly to The Age of Defiance product page.  Simply scroll down to where it says LEAVE A CUSTOMER REVIEW and voìla, you’re ready!

      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 let me know what you loved most about this book.  Please note, the way Amazon’s review system works is five stars is good, four stars is alright, and three stars or less are just degrees of no bueno.

      

      *If you happen to see any errors (typos, etc…), they sometimes show up uninvited and can get overlooked (sad face!), feel free to shoot me a quick email at contact@ryanschow.com. Thank you!

      

      CLICK OR TAP HERE TO GET THE MASSIVELY DISCOUNTED BOXSET CONTAINING EVERY BOOK IN THE COMPLETE LAST WAR SERIES.

      

      CLICK OR TAP HERE TO JOIN THE PRIVATE LAST WAR FAN GROUP

      

      CLICK OR TAP HERE to join the VIP EMAIL LIST.  Stay up to date with release schedules and cover reveals, as well as exclusive looks ahead at upcoming books in this series.  NOTE: If you’ve already read the FREE EBOOK, The Zero Hour (Indigo’s story), click or tap the orange button to grab the free book anyway. Signing up for the list is a two part process. The first part adds you to the VIP list.  The follow-up email provides you with the download link.  I know this goes without saying, but I believe spamming is the work of idle hands, and rest assured, these hands of mine are NOT idle, meaning I do not spam.  Ever.
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