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      We hoped to God that being indoors and inside a bedroom wallpapered in aluminum foil would protect us enough from most of the low level radiation the EMP put off.  Not to go too basic on you here, but there are three kinds of ionizing radiation we’re worried about right now: alpha particles, beta particles and gamma particles.

      Basically we’re concerned about the effects of radioactive decay on the human body after the blast, which is where gamma rays come in.  At the risk of sounding overly technical, you can’t let the fallout sit on your skin—or worse, get into your lungs—or you’ll pretty much become meat soup one day or another.

      Instinctively I know there are other factors to consider, but as you can tell, I’m no nuclear physicist.  And being a former Chicago beat cop, or even a DEA agent, they don’t prepare you for this kind of thing.  I just know I don’t want to die because I turned into a hot pocket.  And I don’t want anyone close to me to die either.

      Me, Adeline, my brother Ice, Eudora, Xavier, Carolina and the nine year old refugee who decided to stay with us, Bianca, are all hunkered down together.  We’re waiting out the worst of it in this room covered floor to ceiling with shiny strips of crinkled foil.  Next door, Eliana, Draven, Veronica, Orlando, Brooklyn and two more girls we’ve taken in (Alma and Constanza), are doing the same as us.  As a group, we knew this was coming.  We’re well aware of the drill.

      Seventy-two hours.

      That’s how long we agreed to wait if an EMP went off.  We’re officially closing in on that timeline.

      By now everyone’s feeling a little crazy.  We don’t want to stare at the foil walls anymore, smell other people pooping into a five gallon plastic bucket in the closet, or listen to the noise of mouths crunching on processed foods, slurping down water, snoring or complaining.

      I won’t lie, it sucks being stuck in here.

      Fortunately for us, and for Chicago proper, it’s been very windy outside.  At times, the sides of the house creak and strain against the evening gusts, the whipping force rattling doors and windows.

      Sometimes it’s not that bad, a little howling at worst.

      Sometimes, however, the tune of the wind hits just right and it sounds like someone moaning.  Last night, the gusts were so ferocious, we thought the world might be coming apart at the seams.

      Carolina was scared, as was Bianca—who wouldn’t let go of Carolina’s arm—but Eudora said the wind was good.  She told the young girl it should blow a lot of the radioactive fallout someplace else as opposed to right down on top of us.  I was never in love with the wind, but after what happened in the skies above us, all this wind just might be our saving grace.

      Every so often Ice moves enough of the aluminum foil aside to peek through one of the windows.  He’s got a thing for updating us on weather conditions.  He’s always talking about the wind.  I think he just wants to look outside because he’s cracking inside.

      When it’s gusting outside, he announces which direction the wind seems to be blowing, and if there are any dead animals or insects that he can see.  From what we can tell, the weather is definitely weird, but nothing has died in our line of sight, so that’s encouraging.

      “Which direction now?” I ask as my brother stares outside.

      “Looks like it’s blowing east,” Ice tells me.  “Northeast, too.  But mostly east.”  He puts his hand to the glass, then says, “It’s a little hot.  Hotter than normal, I think.”

      I put my hand to the glass, look at him and concur.

      “Can a nuclear bomb blow a hole in the atmosphere?” Adeline wants to know.

      As much as I expected her to really fall apart in this situation, especially knowing our kids are next door (having been closest to Eudora’s house when the blast hit), she’s been holding up rather well.

      Actually, I’m impressed.

      It doesn’t hurt that I’ve been holding her, comforting her, basically not being the absent, scatterbrained hard case with a death wish I got to be when I was working fifteen hour days for the DEA.

      Not to get too gross here, even though reality can sometimes get this way, Eudora is sitting in what she’s been calling her “stinky plastics.”

      She refused to nestle her bare butt on the rim of the bucket to relieve herself.  And she sure as hell wasn’t having anyone help her go to the bathroom in a dark closet.

      Being wrapped in plastics, she assured everyone she could change herself out when the seventy-two hours were up.  Of course, this has done nothing for the growing stench.

      Sitting in poopy diapers makes you no less intelligent, though, which is why she chimes in with an answer to Adeline’s question about holes being blown in the atmosphere.

      “Scientists speculated about this before, throwing caution to the wind when they were testing high altitude nukes back in the sixties,” Eudora says.  “I read somewhere they wanted to see what affects this would have on the atmosphere, and that they weren’t really sure if what they did would end the world or not.”

      “And?” Adeline asked.

      “Other than creating some pretty crazy weather anomalies—at least from what I can remember—there were no lasting affects on the atmosphere.”

      “If what we felt was the only nuke,” I hear myself saying, “it would have to be big to zap the entire country, right?”

      “You’d need more than one,” Eudora said.  “And based on what we felt a few days back, this was no small affair.”

      The older woman was sitting in her wheelchair, her gaze having fallen on the nine-year old refugee, Bianca.  She and Carolina had become inseparable since they were first rescued from that halfway house for sex slaves not too long ago.  Neither of them had spoken ten words since this all began, but the girl didn’t leave Carolina’s side once except to step into the closet and do her business.

      “What we need is a Geiger counter,” Ice says.  “Something to measure the radiation.  We need to know if it’s safe to move, or if our faces will just end up falling off in a few years.”

      I cast a careful look at Adeline.

      She doesn’t want to leave.  She knows Chicago is fast becoming a toxic wasteland, but she loves our home and isn’t terribly excited about going all the way to California.

      “That’s just insane,” she’d said.

      If not for my brother Rock and the message he left on my phone, Adeline would be right.  We’re a tight family, though.  At least we once were.  Now that Ice is alive, I believe we can be that family again.  What I don’t say, though, what I’m now thinking, is that Rock could be in trouble in Sacramento.  And even if he’s not, we up to our necks in it here in Chicago.

      Still, the whole idea of traveling that far seems downright crazy.  What I don’t tell my wife is if we’re busy planning for an impossible task, one that will have almost too many factors to consider, it will keep our minds off the suspicion that much of our civilization is about to become one giant dumpster fire.

      That’s when we hear noises just outside the door.

      “Shhh,” I tell everyone, tiptoeing up to the bedroom door.  Gently pulling the aluminum foil wrapping aside, I ease my ear against the cool wood of the door and listen.

      Looking back, my eyes meeting Ice’s eyes, I say, “Someone is rifling through our stuff out there.”

      “Eliana?” he whispers.

      I shake my head.  Not Eliana.  She knows better than that, as do the kids.  “I think we have intruders,” I tell everyone in hushed tones.

      Ice has his gun out; I grab mine.  If we run out of bullets, I’m pretty sure we can take down whomever is left using Eudora’s diapers as a weapon, but let’s keep that between us for now.

      We’ll call that Plan B.  Or Operation Poopy-Pants.

      “I’ll go first,” I tell my brother.  “You head to the second floor, I’ll leapfrog to the third.”

      He nods, then we go.

      The downstairs floor isn’t exactly ransacked, but it’s clear whomever is in here is looking for valuables.  Not jewelry or money, perhaps they’re just trying to get some survival items.  We’ve got plenty of food, for sure, and water, but they would have already seen that and moved on.

      Ice heads to the second floor in stealth mode.  I clear the first floor bathrooms and the coat closet, and then I’m heading to the third floor, quiet as a mouse, listening for the sounds of intruders.

      It seems pretty quiet.

      By the time I get to the second floor, Ice is done and we’re both moving to the third floor.  That’s when we see a head poke out followed by a pistol.

      We’re suddenly dodging gunfire.

      Ice and I pull back and press ourselves out of the line of fire.  It blows having the low ground in tight quarters, but we’ve dealt with worse so we dig in.

      I look at Ice and he’s calm as a Hindu cow.

      When he’s ready, he gives me the nod.  Together, we ascend the stairs, sticking to the inside wall knowing there’s no place left for this person, or people, to hide.

      We hear voices, exchange glances.  Another series of gunshots blast several holes in the wall opposite mine and Ice’s head.

      This son of a—

      Clenching my jaw, grinding my teeth, I look back at Ice.  I swear to the good Lord above, if I get killed in my own home by a couple of crackheads…

      We get to the top of the stairs, take more fire, peel off one another.  When we have the hallway sufficiently covered, we advance ground, heading for Orlando’s room where it sounds like they’re now holed up.

      “These are strange days, my friends,” I say in a loud voice, just outside Orlando’s bedroom.  “No need to lose our lives over a simple misunderstanding.”

      “Who are you?” one of them asks, his voice slightly muffled.

      “I live here,” I tell him.  “This is my brother, Ice.  We’re riding this thing out, same as you.  The misunderstanding is that you’re here when you need to be elsewhere.”

      Two more gunshots ring out, both rounds exploding through the wall right next to my face.  Drywall dust powders my eyeballs and to be honest, as pissed off and as cranky as I’ve been—as we’ve all been—the value I’ve started to place on human life has officially taken a turn for the worse.

      All God’s creatures are potential enemies now, all just targets if it means protecting my family.  Or maybe I’m just wired wrong.

      I don’t know.

      Lately I’ve wondered if yielding to my more animal instincts is the right thing to do.  I’ve been praying about it every night since this started.  So far I have no answers.  But this isn’t the time for introspection.  Self-examination in the middle of a crisis is a death sentence.

      I creep my eyes across the threshold, see one guy looking out the bedroom window, signaling someone outside.  The other guy is half watching him, half watching the door.  Both men have white painter’s masks over their mouths and noses.  This lookout spots me, his eyes flashing wide.

      I squeeze off two rounds, put them both down.

      “I think we have company,” I tell Ice, motioning him inside.  Isadoro pops his head around the corner, then slides past me and checks the closet and under the bed.  I head for Brooklyn’s room, clear it.  Meeting back in the hallway, his face is a shade lighter.

      “There’s like two or three dozen of them outside,” he tells me.

      Right now my heart is kicking more than I realize and I tell myself to stay calm.  That even though this is my house, I’m prepared for this.

      My family is prepared.

      As we’re headed down the stairs, Ice whispers, “I’ll go out front, you take the rear.  If they don’t go away on their own, put ‘em down.  No hesitation, just like those two clowns upstairs.  And no dicking around.  If the fight’s out front, get out front.  If it’s out back, know I’m there.”

      Looking at him, frowning, I say, “I’m almost offended at the implication.”

      “It’s both our asses, brother,” he whispers.

      “So you say.”

      The second we make the first floor, Eliana bursts through the back door and says, “Guys, we’ve got a serious problem.”

      “Yeah, we absolutely do,” Ice agrees.  “Get Eudora and the women and—”

      We’re interrupted by the sound of someone trying to kick in the front door.  It’s already been broken down once before when Diaab Buhari took the kids, so I don’t expect it to hold off these idiots very long.

      In my infinite wisdom, I think it can take maybe one or two more shots.

      Ice and I take defensive positions, ducking out of sight.  I’m crouched behind the couch, he’s closer and tucked into the hallway.  Eliana, however, just puts her hands up and walks toward both men as the door swings inward and the intruders enter.

      I give my brother a WTF? look.  He shrugs his shoulders and shows me the sign for crazy, the one where he makes circles with his pointer finger right by his temple.

      Our intruders are yelling for Eliana to get down, but she’s whimpering and pleading in Spanish about a hundred scared miles a minute.  She’s going on and on saying she needs help, that some men were killed upstairs, that she’s terrified because her mother is up there and she’s sick and really, really scared.

      Shaking their heads, the men don’t shoot.

      The closer she gets, the more she seems to fall apart.  Lowering her body, her eyes and her head, she continues to drone on with her fears and concerns.

      Then she’s in striking distance.

      It’s startling to see how the Guatemalan beauty can flip on a dime like that, how she can go from heartless mercenary to petrified and mewling in no time flat.  And by startling I mean both awesome and chilling.

      One of the men holsters his weapon and relaxes.  To his partner, he says, “You know what in the blue hell she’s saying?”

      “Farging gibberish,” his partner mumbles from behind a white painter’s mask.  He’s holding a small plastic device out in front of him, staring at the screen and listening for small, tight beeps.

      Geiger counter?

      Both men look like they’re in their late thirties, early forties.  Neither look like they were ever decent people before all this happened.  Then again, who knows where they came from.  For as much beauty as Chicago has (had), there are still neighborhoods even the rats avoid.

      I’m not saying these guys are super shysters.  They could be sweet as pie, these two.  But they don’t look sweet.  Not at all.  I learned to read looks a long time ago and these guys are all kinds of bad news.

      “You just calm down little lady,” the one guy says, speaking louder and slower, hoping the extra volume will suddenly help her understand English.  He pulls down his mask, a good sign, and he’s got all his teeth.  Another good sign.

      “Do you even know what the words leaving my mouth mean?” he says to her.

      His buddy snickers under the mask, then pulls it down, too.  He sees how beautiful Eliana is, even though she’s been working on hiding her looks again.

      I’m looking at these two dunce caps thinking, Yeah, she understands all right.  Better than you think…

      The moment the second man sets his gun aside, Eliana attacks.  Ice is closer to her and the two men than I am.  He goes after them.  I pop up and provide cover just in case more of them storm the house.  Ice gets to the second guy before they tag team Eliana.  My finger comes off the trigger.  Ice hammers the first guy, strips him of his weapon, then locks him up in a chokehold and asks if he values his life.  I’m thinking he probably does, which is why I turn and head out back, as agreed.

      The instant I push through the back door, someone starts firing.  I scamper back inside, the door splintering under gunfire.

      Now my heart is at a full gallop.

      Xavier steps out of the foil room, shuts the door behind him and says, “What the hell, Fire?”

      “We have company,” I tell him.  “Out back and in front.  Maybe twenty or thirty of them.  Plus two more on the third floor, although those two are now drawing flies.”

      “I gathered as much,” Xavier says with a grin.

      I step past Xavier, open the door and to everyone still in the room I say, “We’re in a jam here, but everyone stay out of sight.  Move into the closet if you have to.  And if anyone gets past us, fight like your life depends on it, okay?”

      My eyes find Adeline’s eyes and in those lovely spheres is a gathering terror.  The last thing I want to do is incapacitate anyone due to fear, but right now this is all about survival and to survive they have to be alert and ruthless.

      “I’ll be back,” I tell them, my gaze falling on Adeline one last time.  I step out of the room, close the door and turn to Xavier.

      “You ready?” I ask him.

      “I’ll pop out back, draw their fire,” he says, his eyes as dead as ever.  “You make sure I don’t catch a bullet.”

      “That’s not a great plan, X.”

      “I got this,” he says, giving my shoulder a reassuring pat.  “Besides, I need to get home for a second.”  Home meaning the house across the street where he’s been squatting for a week.

      “Tactically, that’s not bright, X,” I tell him, “but you already know this, don’t you?”

      “You don’t understand,” he says, a little fire in his spirit.  “I have guns and ammo over there, a lot more than we have here.  You guys are running low and if there’s as many as you say there are out front, we’ll need every last round.”

      Before I can even object, he’s saying, “You ready?”

      “Dammit, Xavier,” I growl, running a hand over my scalp in frustration.

      “Don’t say crap like that,” he shoots back.  Without a second’s hesitation, he pushes open the door to the booming sound of lone shotgun.

      He jumps back inside, slams the door shut then looks at me and says, “Unbelievable!”

      “Good God, man, I told you!”

      In the other room, Ice and Eliana are walking their captives out front for God only knows what reason.  Is anyone using their heads anymore?

      Xavier looks at me, takes two breaths and rolls his eyes like he can’t believe what he’s about to do.  He explodes through the door a second time, this time diving into a roll.  He draws a second burst of gunfire.  I’m out the door in nothing flat, putting a tight grouping of three shots into the guy taking shots at both me and my friend.
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      Draven was in the third story window looking through the scope of his rifle when the screaming started.  What he was seeing in the street below was too much.  Then again, everything that had happened these last three days was no cup of sugar either…

      He was forced to leave the aluminum foil room early.  He was pissed that their plans went to hell, but he was also relieved.  Being trapped inside a regular sized bedroom with a bunch of other people became a bit maddening, even though two of those people were Eliana and Brooklyn.

      When he thought about an EMP going off to solve the drone problem, he imagined it might go this way if they found themselves in a worst-case-scenario kind of situation.  Which they did.  The reality was more taxing than he’d imagined.

      When you’re forced to keep such close company for days on end out of fear of being radiated to death, the reality is, you quickly learn to make concessions.  You do things you wouldn’t do as a regular, decent adult.  No one wanted to talk about the bathroom issues, but the truth was, they’d planned for it.  As a group, they made their aluminum foil wallpaper, gathered their food and water stores together in one location, then brought in the emergency toilet.

      Before the EMP he wondered if it was all just overkill, but in the event of a nuclear bomb going off in the skies above you, Eudora said, “There’s no such thing as over-planning.”

      Building a do-it-yourself toilet was easy, you just had to find the right things.  Start with a five gallon bucket (Home Depot), some tall white kitchen bags (13 gallon), a garden scoop, some cat litter (or bags of dirt if you’re in a kitty litter drought), some gloves and a spray bottle of disinfectant.  No one wants to flop their bare butt on a thin plastic rim, so pool noodles work best if you want a comfy toilet seat.  This was Chicago, though.  No one had pools, let along pool noodles.  So instead of using rolled foam for a toilet rim, they wrapped bath towels into cotton noodles and secured them around the rims of the two buckets with a couple of strips of duct tape.  After that, all you needed was a lid.  They’d stolen two of them from the toilets next door.

      It sucked thinking each towel was going to see a variety of ass, but whatever, the alternative was a hundred times worse.

      The thing about building an emergency toilet is, you don’t just come up with these things on your own.  Someone has to help you with them.  That someone was Eudora.  His grandmother.

      Just before the EMP went off, the whole conversation of toilets became a discussion they had on more than one occasion.

      “Now when you get done doing your thing,” Eudora said to the group as if this was Poopology 101: a Guide to Excremental Preparedness, “wipe, and douse.  Use the kitty litter, but don’t get too carried away because we can’t run the risk of filling the crap bag too quick and running out of room.  And don’t just dust your turds either because we’re not on a budget so much that any of us wants to smell what the other had for dinner.”

      Gosh, what a terrible God-awful conversation, Draven thought as he listened to his grandmother talk to the entire group about such a depressing subject.  This had been after dinner five days ago.  Eudora gathered them in the living room where they spent the evenings planning and strategizing for the moment something like that happened.

      The assault on their home came two and a half days after the EMP.  Two and a half days into their three day stay in the aluminum foil room.  This was the attack that had driven Eliana next door and Draven to the third floor with his 30.06 hunting rifle.

      After the EMP and before they were attacked, Draven had given a lot of thought to the six other people around him.  Eliana, Veronica, Orlando, Brooklyn, Alma and Constanza.

      In the short time he’d known her, Draven had come to respect Eliana for what she did to get up into America.  The woman said she missed Carolina already, and wished they hadn’t run in different directions when the nuke went off above them.  This didn’t have her curled in a ball in the corner though.  The woman had others to care for.  Namely Veronica, Brooklyn and the two little girls from the rail yard who didn’t want to be offloaded at the Chicago Stadium with the others.

      He didn’t say much to Alma or Constanza, even though they smiled at him whenever their eyes met, and he didn’t talk much to Veronica because she was hot and cold, her grandparents having succumbed to the drones.

      A couple of times he talked to Orlando, and though Brooklyn’s brother was friendly, he was busy consoling Veronica, or distracting her with conversation.  That was just as well.  Draven wasn’t much of a conversationalist, not in good times, and certainly not in bad times.

      But Brooklyn…lately he’d been thinking a lot about Brooklyn.  His hot neighbor.  The girl of his dreams if not for the end of the world and the buzzkill it created.  With nothing to do all day but ride out the seventy-two hours the group agreed upon and think, it was hard for him to drag his mind to other things.  His business was dead, their world was in smithereens, his grandmother was old and in a wheelchair and the entire grid had most assuredly collapsed.

      But Brooklyn was right there.

      Thinking of how beautiful she was felt like his only lifeline to happiness.  And who would blame him?  This situation was beyond terrible.

      It took only moments for an attraction to form, but for a nerd like him, it took a couple of days to finally admit to himself that he was into her.  And that’s why he didn’t want to go to the bathroom.  Being forced into that situation in front of not one hot girl, but a super hot woman like Eliana, too?  Talk about embarrassing!

      He held out as long as he could.

      But two days after the EMP went off, after he couldn’t sweat or clench or hold it anymore, he finally joined the rest of them by christening the makeshift toilet.

      Talk about a bad day.

      Sitting in the closet, groaning inside, perspiration slicking his brow, he cringed and gripped his legs, his breathing short and labored.  He nearly passed out, that’s how much he didn’t want to dump in hearing distance of others.  When it came down to it, though, it was go time whether he liked it or not.  Alas, his body had forsaken him.  So he even squeeeeeeezed and released in perfect, contemplative silence, hoping for a hissless, barkless execution because he knew from personal experience that you could hear everything on the outside of that dark and cheerless closet.

      Modesty was hard-fought that day, but in the end, he lost the war and felt he must hold his head in shame.  He was not alone in his thinking.  Everyone heard everyone doing their business and everyone made that very same look when they first came out of the closet (that closet, not the closet).

      Veronica was first to honk out the dreaded dirt snake, and next they listened to Eliana and Brooklyn pee, and then everyone fought not to listen to Orlando create a symphony of hollow starts and stops, but he was making the kind of noise even the deaf would have cocked an eyebrow at.  Then it was the two girls, Alma and Constanza.  Constanza was the older of the two, so she took Alma in with her and they did their thing together.

      Draven held out the longest.  This was not a contest to see who could go last, or even hold out for the three days.  For Draven, this was a point of vanity, although he’d call it modesty if anyone asked.

      God, the things you give up in an apocalypse!

      The good news was, before he had his day on the bucket, he reasoned that the group began to build up their immunity to these really embarrassing, very awkward moments, and that made it okay.  He watched with keen awareness how, with each and every deposit made, people bathrooming before other people wasn’t such a big deal anymore.

      What did him in was the pain.

      His stomach started to roll, gurgling and cramping, forcing him to have some super uncomfortable moments as he struggled to ward off the revolt occurring in his body.  With little hope of lasting the seventy-two hours, he began the planning stages of his own emergency e-vac.

      For him, simply holding out wouldn’t do.  He needed to employ some genius level strategy  lest he best Orlando in the outrageous sound effects department.

      At first he thought he could just sneak out into the house and do his business in a bathroom, all the while pretending to be an underpooper and just more disciplined than everyone else.  That would be just groovy, he thought, but there was no excuse he could invent that would explain him leaving the room when everyone explicitly agreed that seventy-two hours was the shortest amount of time they needed to ride out the aftereffects of the EMP.

      Fortunately for him, Brooklyn broke in the number two department just before he did.  His dream girl suddenly became his pooping dream girl and after that he couldn’t look at her the same anymore.  Then again, she wasn’t looking at him either.  For God’s sake, it wasn’t like they shared something special together!  There was a lifting of the veil, though.  A sort of relaxation of his nerves.

      Now you may be thinking, this is all very stupid, very pedestrian in these dark, unfortunate times, but nerdy guys being guys around hot girls?  This is the world of anomalies and the forgoing of common sense.  Or maybe he was just different than everyone else.

      He couldn’t really say.

      Either way, after Brooklyn broke first, things started to look up.  The reality was, like everyone else, Brooklyn’s poop stunk.  She was no longer this goddess in distress; she was a real girl with real issues.  She became even more real to him that day, and it was almost delightful how she was embarrassed.

      Of course, that had him thinking, what will my face look like?  Will my cheeks be as red as hers?  He wondered if he would feel sick and hot, if his stomach would tie itself into nervous knots, if his apocalyptic future was suddenly ruined because he decided to eat too much dried fruit the day of the bomb.

      All the joy in her breaking first suddenly evaporated to a groaning deep inside his colon.  More than ever, this had him thinking he needed alternative plans!

      There was no alternative though.  After the water went out and power became spotty, just before the EMP, they’d duct taped all the drains shut to prevent a potential back-flow of sewage into the sinks and showers.  They didn’t know if there were back-flow valves in the system, and so he decided he didn’t want to chance opening up the seal and flooding the house with sewage.

      In the end, he knew he had to do what everyone else did, and that was man up to the orange, plastic toilet.  So he did.  On the morning of day three, he broke.  Filled with shame, teeming with dread, he sat there in the dark of the closet, armed with a wad of toilet paper, a scoop of cat litter and whatever wits he could summon.

      He didn’t know that taking that crap at that very moment was the thing that was going to save their lives.

      As he sat there unloading some red-level death and three days of fecal mayhem, he thought about Eudora and laughed to himself.  If there was anyone who would hold out longer than him, it would be her.  Of course, she was a cheater.  She was in her cross-countries.  That’s what she called her diapers—her cross-countries.

      It’s amazing the things old people will share if you just listen.

      “If you put these on,” she’d said when he first found out she was wearing adult diapers, “and let go of all your uptight inclinations, you can cross the entire country in a single pass stopping only for gas and food.”

      When she told him this, he’d laughed.  When she sat in the living room less than a week ago and told everyone else, he paled at the mere mention.

      “So you just take a dump right there?” Orlando had asked her, pointing to her lap.  Veronica looked away, color rising to her cheeks, a barely-restrained giggle sitting on the edge of her lips.

      Eudora couldn’t just let it lie, though.  She had to go and one–up herself.

      “Wait and watch,” Draven’s lovely, humble grandmother had said as they all sat around the living room waiting for Eudora to show them what’s what.  Of course, this caused everyone to hold their breath and turn away.

      Ice looked at Fire, and Draven read the question between them.  Is she really going to take a crap in front of all of us?

      Mumbling almost to herself, Eudora said, “Look at all you snowflakes.  Not a backbone between you.”

      Back to the present.  Well, back to the almost present.

      Draven had just finished doing his thing, his face red and sweaty, but his body feeling about a million times worse, or better depending on your outlook.  He walked out of the closet feeling three feet tall and shaking his head.  That’s when the bedroom door burst open and an armed man stepped inside.  He took a breath to tell them to put their hands up or gather in the corner or something, but the smell hit him right in the face.  He turned and started to gag.

      Curling his nose, succumbing to the stench, he was forced to turn away.  This gave Draven the split second advantage he needed to get the jump on him.

      He didn’t put up much of a fight, and Draven was quick, taking out his post-poop anxiety on the man.  Eliana grabbed a printer cable out of the closet and bound his hands behind his back.

      The good news was they secured the intruder.  The bad news was there could be more.  Either way, Eliana and Draven decided they were sitting ducks not doing anything.

      While they were deciding they needed to go out and be sure, Brooklyn was pulling off the man’s dirty stock and stuffing it in his mouth.  Orlando used an extension chord he found in the closet and to wrap the sock in place, further insuring he couldn’t spit it out and call to his friends, should he be with others.

      “I like your thinking,” Draven told Brooklyn and Orlando.  Brooklyn smiled at him.  Hers was a disarming smile that positively melted him.

      “It’s going down, isn’t it?” Orlando asked, dampening the mood.

      Brooklyn’s brother was holding Veronica close, the two of them each other’s rock while they dealt with the EMP and the deaths of Veronica’s grandparents.  The nerdy-hot girl cried a lot over the last few days, and truth be told, some of them cried along with her, probably for her loss, but maybe for their own losses as well.  Now Veronica was dry eyed and alert, ready to not join her family in the afterlife just yet.

      Brooklyn stepped away from the unconscious man, and instead went and pulled Alma and Constanza into her arms.  Both girls had come from the rail yard where Brooklyn, Veronica and Orlando had been held hostage by child traffickers a week ago.  All of them were being flown to Sudan where they’d serve as a sexual commodity to the most depraved men that society had to offer.  This blew Draven’s mind.  To think of what almost happened to all of them positively chilled his soul.

      Alma was eleven, Constanza thirteen.  He wondered if they even knew what they’d narrowly escaped.  Perhaps, on some deeper level they did.  But were they old enough to understand what almost happened to them?  Maybe they did.  Maybe this was why they clung to Brooklyn for safety.  And perhaps this was why Brooklyn was drawn to them.

      They’d been ripped from their homes and their families, stolen to be sold like meat on the open market, and now they were stuck in a foreign land with no promise of returning to their old lives or their families.

      Looking at Brooklyn, he marveled at the supporting side of this high school girl.  His eyes had dipped to the faces around her.  These sad, vacant faces.  Brooklyn could nurture them for now, but he had to protect them all from danger.

      He and Eliana.

      Draven was thinking about the girls when Orlando looked at him with those big concerned eyes, eyes that held back some of the strength he hoped the boy possessed.

      “It’s going down, isn’t it?”

      That’s what he said.  Little did he know…

      Draven simply said, “It’s already gone down.  We’re now in the thick of it and it might get bad.”

      “I’ll head next door and rally the forces,” Eliana said.  She didn’t wait for him; she just slipped out the door, closing it behind her.

      “I’m heading upstairs,” Draven told Orlando, “see if I can get eyes on the perimeter, specifically a street view.”

      He hustled up two flights of stairs, now overlooking the street, and that’s when he saw them.  That’s also when he realized everything was worse than he imagined.  He grabbed his 30.06, started feeding it rounds.

      He hoped Eliana was mopping up any riffraff downstairs, but he wasn’t sure.  He had to trust in the virtues of fate, even though he wasn’t stellar in the trust department.

      Keeping his eyes on the neighborhood below, he counted a good two-dozen people.  They were pouring through the streets and the houses like ants devouring large crumbs of food.  They were looting everything, everyone.

      “Good God,” he heard himself mutter.

      A gunshot out back stopped this parade of human ants.  The harsh report had everyone in the street below them looking in the direction of the house.

      His house.

      “No,” he whispered.

      Draven didn’t want to shoot anyone, but things were about to go from bad to worse.  The people most knowledgeable in human behavior had predicted a grisly outcome for this kind of event, an EMP.  The projected loss of life was near abysmal.  One thing he knew for sure was that to survive, you had to do the unthinkable.  He was prepared to protect his group, but that didn’t mean he wanted to participate in wholesale slaughter.  He still wanted to be able to sleep at night.  Then again, if it came to it, he’d already resolved himself to the notion that it’s either kill or get dead, and he wasn’t ready for death just yet.

      That was about the time Veronica belted out a B-List scream-queen shriek and he realized he was spot on when he told Orlando they were in the thick of it and it was about to get worse.

      Rather than picking off strangers, he set down the rifle and headed downstairs, his footsteps light, his mind and body preparing for war.

      His only hope was that he wouldn’t find a pile of bodies downstairs, namely the bodies of those people he’d come to care about most.
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      The second Ice and Eliana got control of the man she attacked, a woman appeared in the doorway.  She saw what was happening and rushed Ice.  He stepped aside as she hit him with a flurry of rudimentary punches and kicks.  Even though she was no seasoned fighter, she did catch him a few times, leading him to believe she was of the cardio kickboxing crowd.

      Ice dodged a kick, slapped aside a punch, then spun her around and gave her a decent shove toward the front door.  If she hadn’t put her hands up at the very last minute, she would have hit the door frame teeth first.

      Pushing off the door, she turned and went after him again while Eliana locked up her guy.

      “Quit messing around and knock her out,” Eliana growled, her much larger opponent refusing to concede.

      “I can’t hit a woman!” he barked, nearly getting clobbered the second his eyes danced off this wild woman and onto Eliana.

      One of those wild kicks connected loosely with his hand, jarring his wrist.  Snapping into awareness, that was the straw that broke the camel’s back.  Stepping in fast, he ducked a telegraphed haymaker, slid behind her then grabbed a fistful of her hair, causing her to reach for him.  He snatched her wrist, hauled her arm behind her back.  She squirmed, forcing him to crank the arm so hard she yelped out in pain.

      “You are so stupid!” Eliana yelled over the man she now had under control.

      Her opponent was cursing, swearing and threatening extraordinary violence upon sweet little Eliana, but that didn’t concern her.  Ice knew she wanted to know that he wasn’t going to get soft when she needed him to go hard and protect them both.

      “I told you I’m not hitting a girl!” he flashed back, still holding his girl’s arm halfway up her back in spite of her tortured squeals.

      “You need to let that go,” she said, her eyes every bit as severe as her mouth.

      When the guy she was with wouldn’t stop cursing and spitting, Eliana grabbed hold of his Adam’s apple from behind and made a fist that had him gagging.  In no time flat, she produced a blade, hooked his throat and pressed the sharp edge into thin skin.

      “You move one way or the other and I’ll cut you a second mouth.  You’d be dead inside of a minute, but to you it will feel like a lifetime.  Say yes if you understand.”

      Breathing heavy, the first layers of skin split against the blade, big beads of sweat pouring down his forehead.  “Yes,” he said, defiant.

      Eliana had the knife’s edge so tight against the skin that speaking that word alone drew a small, blossomed line of blood.  Eliana wasn’t messing around and now he knew it.

      Ice knew it, too.

      “How many of you are out there?” Eliana asked in a less than congenial manner.  “Just a number, nothing else.”

      “He’ll kill us,” Ice’s girl groaned.

      “What do you think she’ll do to you?” Ice said in her ear.  She started to fight him, so Ice wrenched her arm a little higher up her back, bringing her to her toes and grimacing.

      “One wrong move, and your arm rips out of socket,” Ice said.  “Ligaments tear, things get irreparably damaged.  I hope you understand.”

      “I do.”

      “Good,” he said, loosening the tension.  “Then stop squirming.”

      “How many?” Eliana asked again.

      “Twenty, maybe thirty,” Eliana’s hostage said, the blade cutting even further into his neck.

      “Do they like you?” Eliana asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Let’s find out, shall we?  We’re going to walk right out that front door, and you’re going to tell these nice people to leave and never come back.”

      “What about me?” Ice’s woman asked.

      “You, too.”

      The second the man started to move, even knowing his neck would suffer most, he tried to get away.  Eliana quickly changed her position.  She grabbed his trousers from the back and pressed the tip of the blade in to his kidney.

      “I feel you move against me, or if you fail to do what I ask, I bury this thing to the hilt and start twisting it around.  That means you’re dead, but it also means a tremendous amount of pain.”

      “You know,” he hissed, touching his neck, then pulling back his hand and looking at a fair amount of blood, “you’re a walking nightmare.”

      “I’ve been called worse,” Eliana said.  “Now walk before I start digging.”

      The second they stepped out onto the front porch, Eliana and Ice saw masses of people going through everything in sight.  Out back, a gunshot stopped everyone and had them looking their way.

      Great, Ice thought.

      Eliana’s guy wasn’t lying about the size of his group.

      Out front there were twenty five people at least.  And whomever fired off what sounded like a shotgun in back alerted everyone to their presence.  Movement near the cars grabbed Ice’s attention.  Some dirtbag was trying to hotwire Fire’s Barracuda.  Another had already hotwired the bus and was trying to crank the engine.  It turned and turned and turned until the engine caught and sputtered to life, a few coughs of dark smoke puffing out the back.

      Not the bus…

      The driver got out of the seat, popped his head out and said, “We got ourselves a ride!”

      “Get your ass out of that bus!” Ice roared.  His hostage winced.  In his jump to anger, his grip tightened, lifting the woman’s arm and putting an impossible amount of pressure on the joint.  She started to howl, and then she began to cry.

      The guy stood up at the foot of the hammered yellow bus’s stairway and yelled, “This is a finder’s keeper’s world pal!  I found it, we’re keeping it!”

      “Well I found this little lady in my house, so I’m keeping her!” Ice shouted back.

      “You can have her, we got more.”  Then to the people, he said, “Load me up, then let’s roll!”

      Ice hadn’t expected this.  He hadn’t expected any of this.

      Another shot erupted from behind the house and he started to wonder about his brother.  If Ice was up here dicking around with these yahoos while his brother was in back, shot possibly, or dying, he would never forgive himself.

      “LOAD UP!” the bus driver barked.

      Just then another shot rang out, this time from across the street where Xavier had appropriated himself a home.  The bus driver’s head bucked sideways, his body dropping like a bundle of river rocks.

      This stalled everyone.  The pause was only momentary.  People start running for cover and firing backwards at Xavier, but also at Ice and Eliana.  Several rounds slammed into the door and the walls behind them; one of them struck Eliana’s guy right in the cheek.

      He dropped dead, leaving Eliana exposed.  Wasting no time, she ducked inside, tucking herself into the doorway.

      “These people are crazy!” she belted out in Spanish.

      “This block is not your block!” Ice boomed when everyone was sufficiently hidden and the retaliatory panic had calmed.  “This part of town is not your part of town!”

      Someone brave stood with a sling shot, fired off a rock that had Ice ducking.  The gumball sized rock slammed into the house behind him leaving a pocket of damage and rightly startling him.

      The shooter loaded up another rock, drew the pouch back.  The second shot from Xavier’s house cracked a hole in the afternoon silence.  The guy with the slingshot crumpled, his rock firing off, but far away from Ice.

      The next round that was fired was not from behind the house or from Xavier across the street.  It wasn’t even fired from the group pinned down in the street behind cars and sides of homes and the occasional bush.

      This shot was deadly.

      When Ice put his hand to his face, he felt the warm, slick wetness of blood.  He let go of the woman, glanced over at Eliana, saw the fear in her eyes.

      Staggering back a step, his legs gave and he sat down hard, the true meaning of this apocalypse now as clear as it would ever get.
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      I roll out the back door hot on Xavier’s six as he’s taking fire from a shotgun.  I pop up and dump three rounds into the shooter, who turns out to be a teenaged kid wielding a shotgun.

      Time slows in situations like these.  They say when you’re about to die, your life flashes before your eyes.  This does the same thing.  For a second, I stand up and just stare at the kid.

      I can’t breathe.

      A shabby, middle-aged woman runs out of the house—Eudora’s house—sees the boy and starts shaking and shuddering.  She falls to her knees before the child, calling his name through what quickly becomes a fit of wailing.

      The boy’s name was Trevor.

      Her cold, yet fiery eyes look up and find me.  These are the wet, hostile eyes of a woman on the verge of going nuclear.  There is unbridled rage, and worlds of hatred for me.  But beneath that, I see a bottomless ache for the loss of this boy.

      Putting up a hand in surrender, trying to calm the storm I know is coming, I swallow hard and reach for the words of consolation that refuse to come.

      Half my brain feels wounded by this horrible turn of events while the other half is saying, “Stopping means dying, so kill her already.”

      I can’t.

      But I know I need to.

      As I’m standing here having these long thoughts in a matter of precious seconds, I realize battlefield reasoning is about to be overshadowed by grief.  What if that was Orlando laying there?  Or Brooklyn?  When did surviving mean killing kids?

      I can’t stop the shine coming to my eyes as this woman cries over this boy.  Is this her son?  Her nephew?  Or is he just someone the woman adopted in the midst of all of this pandemonium?

      My eyes fall to the child I killed, to the red holes in his chest, that empty gaze in his eyes, his mouth as it hangs open.

      I watch as a slow drizzle of blood leaks out of his mouth.

      “I’m so sorry,” I manage to say.

      Her head turns in my direction, the agony in her eyes changing to something hard, something spitting and vile.

      “You killed him!” she roars, pawing at her eyes like a madwoman.

      Holding up my hand, I say, “This is my house, and my kids are in the house you’re breaking in to.  He fired on me.  I was only acting out of self-preservation.”

      Tears rolling, her body rigid, she growls in the back of her throat like a rabid dog and reaches for the shotgun.

      The second she gets it, I say, “Don’t!  Please, just put it down.”

      She racks a load, a spent shell ejecting.

      “You KILLED HIM!” she shrieks.

      “No!” I say, my heart aching for what’s about to happen.  The second the shotgun is up, I fire on her, clipping her in the shoulder.  She spins and falls, a harsh, squawking sound blasting out of her mouth.

      I cross the alley over to Eudora’s house, kneel down beside her and say, “Be still, you can recover from that.”

      She swats at me with her good arm, screams in my face even as tears of pain mix with tears of agony.  I can hardly stand the sight of her grief knowing that today, whether I was justified or not, I caused this anguish.  This is on me.

      These noisy bursts of pain continue in an ugly, downright hideous display, one that’s chewing on the ends of my already frayed nerves.  The jump from fear to extreme sadness at what I’ve done, what I’m becoming, quickly becomes a transition into untempered rage.  If these people weren’t here, I wouldn’t have had to do this.  This isn’t on me, this is their fault!

      Her fault.

      In situations of high stress, the difference between pain and rage can measure out in small, nearly microscopic proportions.  People are breaking into our homes, they’re trying to steal our things, even kill us.  Now they want to blame us, too?

      I don’t think so.

      On the other side of the house, gunfire rings out.  Standing up, I appraise the narrow space between my home and Draven’s home.  There are no invaders, no obstacles.

      There’s room for us.

      There may even be a way to stop this.

      Grabbing the manic, injured woman by the back of her collar, I drag her bucking and squawking down the small alleyway.  She’s frothing at the mouth, vomiting up every sick obscenity in the book at me but I don’t care.  She did this to me, to us, to herself.

      She did this to the boy…
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      The guy standing at the bottom of the stairs of the hotwired bus dropped from a perfect headshot.  Xavier looked over the sights, instantly bothered by what he did.  What he had to do.  Still, a clean headshot was one less enemy he needed to worry about.

      Besides, they couldn’t lose the bus.

      That was their way out.

      He’d hoped that one shot, maybe two, might send the horde running.  Instead, they dug in like ticks, not the least bit spooked.

      He didn’t understand.

      There were thousands of homes out there to rob and loot, and plenty of old cars that might start.  Why hunker down and try to steal their things after a couple of deaths of their own?

      It made no sense.

      A man in a trucker’s ball cap stood up from behind a car where he was hiding and fired off a slingshot.  It nearly hit Ice, causing his friend to wince.

      A slingshot?

      The marble sized rock Captain Slingshot sent Ice’s way could put out an eye, definitely gash open thin skin—like on the forehead—but could it kill someone?

      Xavier refused to take the chance.

      Standing in the first floor front room, the window open to a thin mesh screen, Xavier peered though his scope, his breathing shallow.  He zeroed in on where he thought the would-be assailant would stand and lined up the shot.  The second the attacker drew back the leather pouch and stood, Xavier squeezed the trigger.

      The round entered the assailant’s skull clean, his hat flying off, a spray of red exiting the other side.  Xavier heard cursing among the ranks, but it was a low, frenzied chatter he couldn’t seem to understand.

      “C’mon guys,” Xavier muttered to himself as he scanned the street just outside the scope.  “Take your spoils and leave.”

      Depending on what they did next, this would either be an all out war or a victory for the home team.  For these looters, it was clear, there would be no victory.

      They had no idea who they were up against.

      When he’d first seen them, when Xavier barely managed to avoid getting shot ducking out of Fire’s house, he’d sprinted across the street heading for the house he’d recently taken as his own.  At that time, there were so many of these people he couldn’t count them on the fly.

      Now as he scanned the street, he saw none.

      Everyone had hidden.

      At that point, he opened his field of view one hundred and eighty degrees to avoid tunnel vision and that’s when he saw them.  At the other end of the street, a good forty, maybe even fifty people, were coming together from different neighborhoods converging in on theirs.

      The breath fell out of him and his shoulders sagged.

      Good God, this was going to be a war.

      He sized up the mob through the scope, scanning the men and women heading his way.  All of them were armed with one thing or another.  Behind them, a half dozen more were pushing large carts full of stolen survival gear and food.  These people were not necessarily armed with guns, but what they did carry could certainly do some harm in a close combat contest.  These were things like hammers, baseball bats, tire irons, pruning shears, kitchen knives…

      Leading the pack was a wiry looking man with cold eyes, a serious mouth and hands he’d made into fists.  He had a shotgun slung over his back and sneakers that looked too white for the apocalypse.

      Xavier knew the type right away—they were the meth dealing, pants sagging, kid killing drug dealers that had so recently infected this once great city.

      He absolutely despised these kinds of guys.

      From a distance, he could be twenty years old or forty.  Through the scope however, his bad skin and thinning hair gave him away.  He was mid- to late-forties for sure.  And ugly.  A god-awful ugly.  His was the kind of face no mother could ever be proud of.  It wasn’t misshapen by abuse, like you see on retired boxers, or late-career MMA fighters.  No, his face was scarred by things far worse than acne or the occasional pummeling.  It looked like he’d suffered a barbed wire beating, some clipping shots from fists with finger rings or brass knuckles, and a nick or two on his cheek that could very well have come from a blade fight he might have lost.

      On this pint-sized, maybe one-hundred and thirty pound menace, were no other obvious clichés.  He didn’t have a mile long scar cutting a line down his face at an angle, or a bald head with tattoos covering everything but his eyes and mouth.  He bore no gang markings to speak of, with the exception of some ink on the knuckles of both his left and right hand.

      Xavier knew this clown by his walk.

      He’d spent the better part of his life seeing this city’s worst offenders and nearly every single one of them had that defiant, arrogant walk.  It was the I’m-going-to-kill-your-mother-when-we’re-done-here walk.

      When you’re on the force, when you enter an organization as complicated as the DEA, you can’t really break that look down without first acknowledging that something was wrong deep in the souls of these guys.  The look in his eyes, however—the determination on his face and the confidence in his gait—suggested he’d had some success running with a rough crowd.

      In Chicago he could be anyone.

      There were enough drugs, gangs and low level street thugs in the Windy City to populate a normal sized town.  But Chicago was no more, and guys like this would stop being the exception and start being the norm.  Regardless, he was there now, and he was making his way down the street with his civilian mob and all their little weapons.

      As this string bean and his posse approached the kid-shaped ash pile on the ground—the tweeker who burnt to death when his meth lab caught fire—he held up his hand and everyone behind him fell to a stop.

      He snapped his fingers, causing a young kid to push through the masses up next to him.  The kid held out a small plastic device, pressed a button, waited.  A moment later, he looked up and shook his head, no.

      Geiger counter?

      Smart.

      Sizing the string bean up through his rifle’s scope, Xavier saw knuckles that looked like they’d punched a few walls in anger.  On his right hand, the numbers 323 were tattooed in blue ink.  On his left hand were the numbers 312.  He assumed these were area codes.

      323 was East Los Angeles; 312 was Chicago.

      Stupid ass California transplant.

      323 started towards them again.  What changed the tone of everything was a shrill screaming that cut through the silence, followed by a gunshot and then more screaming.

      Xavier turned to the source of the noise.

      Moments later he watched Fire drag a woman out of the alley between his and Eudora’s home.  He had her by the collar and it didn’t look like he was brimming with compassion.

      “Are you insane?” he grumbled under his breath.

      The only thing he could think of was that Fire had lost his mind.  Of course, his friend didn’t know about 323 and his gang, but he would know soon enough.

      Still…

      Fiyero dragged this woman out into the middle of the street and announced to the cowering half of this crowd, “You draw on us, you die.  You try to take our things, you die.  You walk into this neighborhood again, even one of you, and you die, starting with her.”

      Yeah, Fire had clearly missed the mob at his back.

      323 and the gang picked up their pace and the crack-skinny woman behind 323 pulled out a long rifle and aimed it at Fire.

      “Dammit,” Xavier mumbled as he lined her up in his sights.

      He saw the nod from 323 to the woman and groaned.  323 had just given her the green light to take out Fiyero.  Xavier squeezed the trigger, caught her in the throat.

      “Rise and shine, bitches,” he muttered.

      He pulled back off the scope, eyed the masses from a distance.  He needed to measure their reaction.  People hunkered down, some of them even scrambling, but 323 stood his ground, unafraid to die, unwilling to even break his stride.  The next thing he knew, Xavier’s house was taking fire.  Glass windows broke out and rounds crashed into the walls, furniture and décor all around him.

      He scrambled out of the living room, back into the kitchen with every intention of heading out the back door.  He reached for the door’s handle, but stopped when through the glass he saw four men headed his way.  They didn’t look like they knew his position, but they were armed with bats and knives, and they were headed straight for him.

      Unfortunately, the door’s lock was broken.  He’d kicked it in days before the EMP went off.  Stashing his rifle, his pistol in the other room where retaliatory gunfire was winding down, he cursed to himself for being foolish then grabbed a paring knife off the counter, took a deep breath and braced for impact.

      The minute the men tried to come inside, Xavier showed them it would not be that easy.  Unfortunately not everything went the way he hoped it would.
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      Half winded after dragging the woman down the alleyway and into the street, I stand here in the open, more pissed off than afraid.

      My head on a swivel, eyes looking for anyone else who would crash our neighborhood, break into our homes and threaten us with their guns, I prepare to speak my peace, hoping it’s enough, that we can end all this without any further loss of life.

      At this point, I have no idea how many people there are out here.  I know there’s at least fifteen, maybe twenty tops.  I don’t see them, though.  In this moment, I’m seeing all the places they could hide and assessing the situation.

      Fortunately the woman at my feet quit fighting me.  Whatever small bouts of gunfire I just heard stopped so the only noise I hear is her endless sobbing.  It seems she’s let her emotions take their course—grief this time, no longer rage.

      I want to feel bad for her, I really do.  That would be a mistake, though.  A mistake that could cost me my life.  If there’s any chance of surviving this, it’s knowing I have enough leverage to both keep her alive and put a stop to this thing before it escalates.

      “You shot me,” the woman was now sobbing.

      My gun is aimed at her head, my finger on the trigger in case anyone’s got a scope on me.

      “Be quiet,” I tell her.  Then, as loud as I can, I issue my ultimatum.  “You draw on us, you die.  You try to take our things, you die.  You walk into this neighborhood again, even one of you, and you die, starting with her.”

      Suddenly a rifle report barks out into the early afternoon air, drawing my attention to Xavier’s new home.

      The return fire is loud and boisterous, but short lived.

      Now I find myself glancing over my shoulder, seeing the ascending mob I missed, feeling my insides clench something fierce.

      How the hell did I miss that?

      Was my tunnel vision so tight that a converging crowd of this size escaped me?  My body overheats almost immediately.  This is what happens when I’m overcome with a state of dread.

      Before I was mad.  Irate.  Now I’m realizing how badly this war is affecting my instincts.

      Behind me, on my porch, Ice’s voice booms out.  “If I hear one more gunshot, I’m going to open this woman up.  Surely you don’t want that!  I don’t want that.  But if—”

      A crack in the air jolts the woman’s head and she drops dead at Ice’s feet.

      The shot came from somewhere inside the ascending mob, not from the original group I was addressing.  Is this new threat just part of the old threat?  Is this the second wave rolling in?

      This is worse than I thought if they’re going to kill their own people just to prove a point.

      Or had they been trying to hit Ice?

      Ice kept himself tucked out of view, but honestly, I’m not taking any chances.  The second I think it’s time to run, another deafening boom shakes the air around me.  A guy wielding a knife behind me drops dead in the street.  Only ten feet separates me from what could have been my death.

      I look up and see Draven in the third story window.

      For the record, I feel a lot better having him on my six, but this is still a really bad predicament.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” a sinewy looking rodent of a man calls out.  By the look of it, he’s the leader here.  Now he’s fifty feet away and coming right for me.

      “But I want to hurt you,” I say back, a touch louder.

      “Please,” the woman at my feet cries.  “Just let me go.”

      “I’m not even touching you,” I tell her, my gun to her head.

      “Just do it,” she’s saying.  “Pull the trigger and take all this misery away.”

      In that second, I’m watching someone hand the skinny man a rifle and that’s when I know I have no leverage.  I look up at Ice and he’d staggered backwards a few steps, his legs wobbly, the woman’s blood splashed all over him.

      “In this future we can work together, help each other out,” the mini-thug calls out.  “Before I take this next shot, I want to know if you’re willing to talk.  This is your chance to live.”

      “You just killed an innocent woman!” I explode, my voice gravely and pumped full of furious indignation.

      “And I will kill more until we find the ones we want!”

      “The ones who?” I yell.

      “The ones that will make up our group.  We need a killer like you.  Someone with the balls to do what you and your people are doing.”

      “Just let me go or shoot me,” the woman at my feet is now saying.  She’s reaching for my gun, but I’m smacking her hand down, giving her a warning kick as the gravity of my haste sets in.

      I put myself between the people who were trying to kill us and the man killing his own people.  What an idiot!

      Draven might be able to pick off a few, but what if he misses one of them?  I’m out in the open.  How good of a shot is he when he needs his eyes to be everywhere at once?

      “I don’t work with people who slaughter women and children!” I shout back, even though I just killed a child and shot a woman.

      Do you ever have those moments when your realize the lie you’ve been telling yourself is just that—a big, fat lie?  That’s how I’m feeling right now.  It’s a sinking, spiraling feeling I have inside me that’s tunneling deeper and deeper, testing my equilibrium.

      “This is a new world, friend,” the man sauntering down the middle of the street toward me says.  He’s not that far away now.  Should I shoot him?  Can I?  “We do what we can to survive, do we not?”

      I cast a glance at Ice; he gives me a stern nod, no.  By now he’s wiped his face enough to see straight.  Even he can see the odds are against us.  There are too many of them.  Too many for us to take without more bodies and more ammo.  Too much open space for me to run through without risking being shot the second everything erupts.

      “I won’t partner with you,” I tell him, standing tall on my position.  “You need to take your people and go.”

      Another gunshot rings out.

      The woman at my foot takes a round to the skull, causing her to jolt lightly, then fall silent.  Looking down, the world closing in on me, the air falling into a silent and sucking void.

      I can’t believe she’s dead.

      He killed her!

      This is officially the darkest silence I’ve ever felt.  Fortunately I still have my wits about me, and that’s when I make a run for it.  Gunfire breaks out everywhere.

      If these idiots are going to kill their own people rather than us, they’re obviously insane and trying to prove that point.

      Point taken!

      Right now, all I know is I’m ducking for cover because I’ve oversimplified this situation.  That and I know we’re running low on ammunition.  You know the saying, outgunned and outmanned?  Yeah.  Right now, that’s us.

      That’s me personally.
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      Draven was about to open fire on the encroaching horde the moment he saw Xavier shoot the woman in the neck.  That’s when Veronica started screaming downstairs.  Torn for that split second, he paused too long.  He lost that critical advantage.  Was someone in the house?  Obviously there was.  If he started shooting up there, would someone come up behind him and shoot him?  Would they kill the kids downstairs to get the jump on him?

      Dammit, Orlando was supposed to cover the entrances!

      He was just a kid, though…

      Even though Fiyero was a former cop, and now a DEA agent, by his own admission, Orlando didn’t have much in the way of real fighting or shooting experience.

      Talk about sad!  Especially for a guy who preached about the weakness of today’s men.

      At the risk of leaving Fire, Ice and Eliana unprotected, they had a better chance of surviving an assault than Veronica.  Setting the rifle aside, he hurried downstairs, feeling things inside himself shifting to the darker, more menacing elements of his being.

      It’s one thing to shoot someone from a distance.  You can avoid looking in their eyes, just call them a neutralized threat and be done with it.  But when you’re going hand to hand with someone, when you’re facing off with them one way or another, there’s the real possibility you will humanize them and then go light.

      Draven didn’t go light.

      A guy like him wasn’t trained to go light.

      In order for him to imagine every fight as a fight to the death, his sensei taught him to envision every opponent as an enemy who wanted to take Draven’s life.

      That’s how he learned how to make the mental shift.

      He made that shift now.

      For whatever reason, he started thinking about the day he tested for his black belt in Isshin-ryu, an Okinawan martial arts created in the nineteen-fifties to beat other martial artists.  That evening, when he stood across the mat from his most ferocious opponent, in his head, he said, “I’m sorry for what I’m about to do to you.”

      No one was ever permanently injured in the black belt test, but the saying, “The more you sweat in the dojo, the less you bleed on the battlefield,” was about to prove itself out.

      That evening he was about to bleed in the battlefield, and when he saw his opponents, he would apologize to them in his mind for what he was about to do.

      He got down to the second floor, heard the scuffle downstairs, the hard packed sounds of hands hitting bodies, the oofing and grunting of someone getting pummeled.

      Orlando…

      The noise continued.  The muffled sounds of someone’s face being smothered.  This sounded like Victoria.  She belted off another scream, but it was clipped short, muffled by hands again.

      He heard them.  Two, maybe three of them.  They were in the living room and kitchen.  Brooklyn was now breaking free and yelling, too.

      “We got a fighter here!” one of the men was saying with too much sick laughter in his voice.

      Just then the collapsing of a body on the floor became clear.  The guys started laughing and both girls burst into a flurry of unintelligible, pain-filled shouting.

      “This idiot’s out cold,” one of these guys said over the ruckus, like he was proud of it.  “By the looks of it, these two girls got more spunk in him than the kid.”

      “Especially this one,” one guy said.

      Draven dropped into a prone position and snuck a look downstairs.  He counted three men.  Two of them were holding the girls, the other guy was wiping a spot of blood off his lip and puffing out his chest.  It seemed Orlando might have gotten in a shot or two.

      Good.

      As he studied the three ruffians, as he saw what they were doing, he felt his transition lock down and become complete.  His aura bled to black, his jaw set itself firm and every last ounce of hesitation in him died off.

      He made the transition from dangerous to fatal.

      Getting to his feet, his mind now empty, he started downstairs.  His hands hung loose and ready at his sides, and he kept his eyes slightly unfocused so as to see everything.  He’d confirmed three men, but he didn’t know if there might be four, five or six of them.

      “Look at this pretty boy,” one of them said the second they saw Draven coming down the staircase.

      Sneering, they had their eyes on him.  One of them had Brooklyn in a choke hold, her face a deep red.  She was struggling, but he was clearly overpowering her.

      “We just came for food and things,” the guy said.  “But she wanted to fight.”

      This guy, this hairless rodent, was almost normal looking.  Like a fast food employee, or a cell phone salesman.  He was not a gangbanger, a prisoner cut loose, or some obvious psycho.  He could have pushed paper, done data analysis, delivered newspapers.  Looking at the other two, they were less ordinary, something about them bringing a nasty taste to his mouth.

      Looking directly at Brooklyn’s captor, he said, “Let her go.”

      “She’s coming with us.”

      Draven said nothing as the man continued to choke her out.  Standing halfway up the stairs, stopped now, he watched Brooklyn’s arms go slack, her eyes rolling back in her head.  The second she was about to go out completely, the guy loosened his grip and gave her a tiny bit of air before tightening again.

      He was keeping her in a state of oxygen deprivation.  He wasn’t letting her free, but he wasn’t letting her pass out either.  This alone set his nerves on fire, but he didn’t show it.

      He let his expression die.

      Veronica was trying to fend off her attacker, but her tormentor kept thumping the girl on the head with his knuckles, stifling her will.

      Draven’s eyes roved over to her, dispassionate.

      He glanced from Veronica to the third guy.  He was laughing to himself, licking the corner of his lip where he had a small cut.  On the floor at his feet, Orlando lay knocked out, a big gash on his head.

      “You friends with the heroes out front?” the guy holding Brooklyn asked.  Draven said nothing.  He only continued down the stairs.  “Stop there.  Don’t come any closer.”

      Draven kept coming, one slow step at a time.  By the look on his face, this guy wasn’t used to people not following his orders.

      “Tell your hero friends out front to lay down their guns or we start popping kids,” the guy who hurt Orlando said.

      Draven kept coming.

      Veronica’s abductor tightened his grip on her, causing her to cry out, and then he said, “You stop or she dies.”

      Draven raised his hands in front of him, but he kept coming.  None of them appeared to be brandishing guns.  That didn’t mean they didn’t have them.

      “Those people out front won’t stop until they’re dead or all of you are dead,” Draven finally said.

      “I’ll kill this freaking nerd, I swear,” the guy with Veronica hissed.

      Her glasses had slipped down her nose and sat unbalanced on one side.  It looked like he’d pulled half her hair out of her ponytail in the initial struggle.

      The guy who put Orlando down ambled up on Draven, his eyes narrowed, his hands becoming fists.  He had a swagger about him Draven found distasteful.  He finally reached the bottom of the stairs, now in go mode.

      The guy wound up a gigantic haymaker; Draven stepped in quick, drilled him in the nose with a crushing blow.  The intruder staggered backwards, his nose gushing, and that’s when Draven rolled in hard and kicked the inside of his knee, buckling it the wrong way.  The second he dropped down and fell over sideways, to the surprised, horrified looks of his partners, Draven stomped on the man’s head three times and he was out, done, dead.

      Draven looked up at them with eyes so dark they felt blacker than deep space.

      “One down,” he said, barely haven broken a sweat.

      Martial arts prepared you to defend yourself, to kill if necessary—especially above the black belt ranking—but it never taught you how to deal the mental affects of making such a permanent decision.

      In that moment, he forced the feeling of the kill out of himself.

      Hesitation seldom served the proficient soldier while in the midst of battle.  Good soldiers died the instant they surrendered to half-measures.  The way he used to compartmentalize pain, that’s how he would compartmentalize the reality of the situation.

      He also reasoned that if any of these fat headed Neanderthals were halfway decent human beings, the guy threatening to kill Veronica wouldn’t have the stones to follow through.

      He hoped he was right.

      That’s why he went after Brooklyn’s assailant.

      The guy whipped out a knife, brought the blade swiftly to her neck.  Seeing this, her eyes flashed wide.  In Draven’s mind, things were moving quick.  He was seeing moves and counter moves, but showing nothing in the way of expression.

      Instead, he was locking down targets, deciding on the best way to dispense of this knucklehead without getting Brooklyn killed.

      “You have my girlfriend there,” he said to the man.

      “Good, then you won’t want her dead.”

      “How do you know that?” he asked.  “Sometimes, when couples are fighting, one wants the other dead, but they don’t have the balls to do it.  Do you know that in most murder cases where a pretty woman is the victim, the cops look first at the husband or the boyfriend?”

      “What’s wrong with you, man?” the guy asked, like he couldn’t comprehend what Draven was saying.

      “In the midst of all of this death and destruction, I find out my girlfriend there is sleeping with the guy across the street.  He’s fifty.  He’s got a wife and three kids.”

      Draven watched the man’s eyes, saw the lids opening a bit, knew he’d gotten him nibbling on what he would admit was some rather weak bait.

      It was all he had, though.

      Draven crossed his arms and said, “Go ahead and cut her.  I want to watch.”

      “You killed him,” he said, looking down at his dead friend.

      He opened up his hands in an I-guess-so sort of gesture and said, “Looks like I did.”  He pointed to Brooklyn and said, “Go on…do your thing.”

      “I’m going to do her and then I’m going to do you!” he snapped, looking increasingly nervous, not an ounce of fun left in his voice.  Draven was watching everything about the man, but mostly he was watching the tension sneaking into his expression.

      “Oh, you won’t get me,” Draven said with a creeping grin.  “You see, the second she falls, I’m going to take your knife and carve your face off.  I’m talking about skinning you from forehead to chin and peeling you like an orange.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Oh really?” Draven asked in disbelief.  “Just watch what I do to your friend.”

      Changing tact, he turned and moved in on Veronica’s attacker.

      “Don’t do it,” Veronica’s guy said, pulling the girl close to him.  Draven moved like a hurricane, advancing on the guy, seemingly unconcerned with Veronica even though he was as worried about her as he was Brooklyn.

      He got to the two of them, but instead of striking, he reached out and snatched the guy by the shorthairs and twisted.  The intruder grimaced, loosening his grip on Veronica.  Draven grabbed her, yanked her out of the man’s grasp, moved her aside.

      Snatching the man’s hand, he pulled it straight, then came under the elbow with a raging forearm, catching him on the elbow, hyperextending his arm.  The pop was horrifyingly loud, but the screaming that followed was worse.

      The other man dropped Brooklyn—who collapsed on the floor—then came after him.

      In martial arts class, once Draven had achieved rank of ni dan—second degree black belt—his sensei would ask him if his punch would end the fight.  To do this, the opponent would need to be rendered helpless or dead.  His sensei asked this in every exchange.  Draven always answered “No” as he worked on his technique, his targeting, his footing and the physics of his punch.

      Power came from a lot of things being right.

      In the last fight, the things that were easy to get right in the dojo weren’t easy to get right when a guy came after you with a knife looking to kill you.  In this case, he’d paid too much attention to the knife, getting hit a couple of times when he shouldn’t have been touched at all.

      Fortunately, Draven proved to be the better fighter.  Still, he took a couple of body shots, got his shirt torn, his arm bitten and earned himself a solid shiner over his right eye.

      When he was done, he stood up, bleeding, his hair pulled and a ragged breath coming from his mouth.  Veronica was sobbing, trying to wake Orlando, and Brooklyn was just getting her legs back.  He helped stabilize her.

      She just looked at him.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.  She touched the tender skin above his eye.  He could see it in her look how she wondered if Draven would have let the man kill her.

      “I am,” he said.  Looking concerned, he said, “You?”

      “Yeah, I’m good.”

      “I was worried about you,” he said.

      “Seems like you weren’t worried at all,” she said, folding her arms and looking at the bite mark on his forearm.

      Her eyes dropped to Orlando, almost like she’d just remembered that he’d been hit and that he was lying there unconscious.  Apparently the lack of oxygen was doing her no favors.  Outside the gunfire stopped.

      “I wouldn’t have let him do anything more to you,” he assured her.

      “Are you positive?”

      He smiled, his face softening in spite of the tightness around his eye and said, “Of course.  As long as I’m around, I won’t let anything happen to you.”  Looking at Veronica as she tried to wake Orlando, he said, “I think something is wrong with your brother.”

      He lowered himself before the boy, Veronica looking up at him with wet, red eyes.  “He’s not waking up, Draven.  Make him wake up!”

      “Come with us when we leave here,” Brooklyn said as she got down beside her brother.  “I don’t want you to stay here.  Not now.”

      “My grandmother isn’t going anywhere,” he said, checking Orlando’s pulse.  “That’s why I need to get out front and see what’s going on.  I can’t have these people starting a war with me and Eudora the second you guys leave.”

      After a moment, when Orlando didn’t wake up, when he didn’t respond to any pain stimulus, Draven said to Brooklyn, “Go get help.  Tell them Orlando isn’t coming around, but that he’s still alive.  Tell them about the head wound.”
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      The second I make a run for it, a hailstorm of bullets follow me.  As I’m bolting for the alleyway, Ice is seeking refuge inside.  Across the street, where I’d hoped for cover fire from Xavier, I get none.  Overhead, where I expected cover from Draven, I get none.

      Suddenly a man with a baseball bat steps out in front of me, winds up and swings for my head.  I duck underneath it and keep going because I hear the pounding feet of people hot on my heels.  By the time I reach the back porch, a guy with a knife is winding around the house and heading straight for me.  With no other options, I choose Eudora’s home over mine.

      That’s where the dead kid is lying.

      I go for his shotgun.

      The second I snatch it up, I rack a load, drop and spin toward the guy with the knife, pull the trigger.  The shotgun clicks dry.  I never racked a load at all.  From my peripheral vision, I see three guys in the alley sprinting towards me.

      The first man, a man with a knife, he’s suddenly at me, slashing at my face.

      Timing the attack, I let the first arc slide by me, then I lunge in, jam a thumb in his eye.  He screams, causing me to duck as he’s wildly slashing at anything and everything.  I’m suddenly struck on the meaty back of my shoulder with a metal bat.  Staggering forward, I drop to my knee, roll forward because Post-Apocalyptic Ty Cobb is swinging at me like I’m the home run he just needs to hit.

      I’m climb to my feet, but his buddy is coming after me.

      The guy shoves me back, his eyes focused on my head.

      He swings and I duck backwards, nearly get slashed in the back by the knife wielder I half-blinded.  Spinning back around, I see Ty Cobb winding up again.  He swings.  Instead of connecting clean with me, I duck and the bat cracks the knife wielding cyclops in the head.

      The hollow, thonking sound gives everyone pause.

      Looking at my first attacker, his jaw is cockeyed, broken for sure.  The problem with these guys is, in a fight, you never slow down and you certainly don’t stop.

      You do that, you’re dead.

      Grabbing the knife, I stab the downed soldier in the neck, roll to the left as the baseball bat comes arcing down on me, then get absolutely hammered in the side of the face with a rock.  Looking up, some teenager in the alleyway is loading up a slingshot.

      Turning away, my cheek blasted open, I don’t want to curl into a fetal ball, but I can’t risk taking a rock in the eye, or worse, in the mouth.  There’s nothing that says you’ve had a God’s awful day like missing teeth.

      Behind me, I hear the back door open and close, and then Ty Cobb—this freaking homer with a baseball bat who is about to punch my clock—he grunts and I hear the baseball bat drop on the porch.

      Turning around, I look up and see this guy’s eyes rolling up into his head.  His legs are wobbly and weak.  Sticking out of his ear is an icepick.  Attached to it is Eliana’s hand.  She’s standing behind the man, holding him up with the icepick, but not for long.  Mr. Slingshot has his weapon aimed at Eliana, just waiting for the almost-dead guy to drop so he can drill her.

      Taking one for the team, I go after the last man standing.  Mr. Slingshot.  Getting in between him and Eliana, I put on a burst of speed.  He adjusts, aiming at my head about the same time I’m pulling both hands to my face to cover my eyes and mouth.

      He fires on me, as anticipated.

      The rock catches the top of my head, glancing off, but cutting a trail right through my skin and slowing me down.  Staggering to a stop, I wobble a bit, then take a knee, fall sideways and land on my side.

      Behind me, Eliana’s guy drops dead.

      Eliana grabs the baseball bat and overhands it like she’s throwing an axe.  It whooshes right by me.  Mr. Slingshot turns and cowers, getting hammered in the right shoulder with the heavy end of the bat.

      Now that I am officially pissed off that this kid has messed up my face, I’m getting up, pushing through my messed up equilibrium, my rage, and all this anger just to go after him.  Just to get even.  Black spots form around the edges of my vision, seconds disappearing, maybe even minutes.

      All I remember are small flashes of what happened.

      Then, looking around, I see it’s already over.

      But the flashes of memory, they tell me everything.  There’s me going after the guy.  Him trying to get up.  Blackness.  There’s crying and squirming and an extended arm of the guy.  And blood.  Blackness.  There’s him laid out on the ground and my body swinging down on his near dead body, over and over and over again, each impact like hitting a dead animal.  Blackness.  Me fighting off hands, a flash of Eliana’s face, me stomping on the guy’s head.  Blackness.  Someone in my face, talking to me.  Ice.  He’s snapping his fingers, and I’m starting to rise out of this fog.

      Now we’re in the current moment and I’m slowly coming around.

      If you’ve never suffered blackout rage, trust me it’s a real thing, and not something you’d ever want to experience.  In the last ten days I’ve suffered it three times, and each time I had a body count to show for this lack of control.

      “What happened, Ice?” I ask, my body overheated, my forehead throbbing and raw, my cheek feeling swollen.

      “You’re alright brother, just a bit of blood.”

      He’s wiping at my forehead, dabbing my cheek.  The cloth he’s using, it’s a tan washcloth I recognize from our kitchen, but now it’s mostly bloody.  Looking around, my vision still swimming, there are three dead people, Ice and Eliana.

      Eliana is looking at me with hard eyes.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You scare me,” she says.

      “Did you actually stick that man with an icepick?” I ask.  She looks away.  “And you’re scared of me?”

      “You use what you can.  Maybe instead of complaining about how I saved your ass, you could say thank you.”

      “Thank you, again.”

      A moment later, Brooklyn comes running out the back door and sees me.  Looking at Ice she says, “Draven needs help.  He’s on the third floor and there are a ton of them!”

      “Take your father’s arm,” Ice tells Brooklyn.  “I’ll cover us out here.”

      She takes my arm, stabilizing me, then says, “Daddy?”

      “I’m okay, sweetie,” I tell her.  “It’s just…”

      “My God, your face!” she says.

      “Is it still on?”

      Just then a booming gunshot goes off.  Instinctually we duck, but then a woman and a younger man who are clearly fleeing the street start towards us.  They aren’t trying to attack, rather they’re trying to retreat.

      They see us, stop, catch sight of their three slaughtered friends, then turn and bolt the other way.  Another gunshot cracks the air and the younger man drops dead.

      The woman yelps, but doesn’t stop running.

      “Get me inside,” I tell Brooklyn.  She hooks my arm over her shoulders and I say, “Where’s Orlando?”

      “Inside the house.”

      “Is he okay?” I ask.

      “I…I don’t know,” she says, fear in her eyes.

      “I’ll check on him,” Eliana says.  “Go see Adeline.  Come on, I’ll take you.  Hurry.”

      I protest, worried about my son, but Brooklyn and Eliana usher me inside my own house where Adeline tries not to freak out at the sight of me.  She’s wetting a cloth, starting to dab my face, but all I can think about is Orlando.

      “Why don’t you know about Orlando?” I ask Brooklyn, the black spots starting to crowd my vision again.  “What happened?”

      Eliana runs up front to get a better look at the street.

      “We were attacked.  He got hit,” Brooklyn says.  “Punched, not shot.”

      “Is he dead?” I ask, both the implication and the question visibly startling Adeline.

      She turns to our daughter.  We both do.  Brooklyn’s eyes boil over, her mouth now moving like it wants to say something, but she can’t say anything.

      “I tried to wake him up,” she finally says.

      I’m shoving my body out of my chair now, staggering toward the door, pulling it open and calling his name.  Fear is a swift, debilitating force gushing through me, burning my insides, filling my head with visions of all the worst possibilities.

      I push through the back door and there are dead people everywhere.

      Ice is looking at me.

      Another gunshot goes off and it sounds like it’s coming from upstairs.  Eliana races past me, heading into Eudora’s house, toward the sounds of the rifle.

      Draven…

      Making my way toward the house, my thoughts zero in on Orlando.  He’s all I can think about.  Everything else, however, has suddenly become extra bright and extra loud.  I step inside the house and Veronica is crying.  No, she’s sobbing.  Ice is on his knees in front of Orlando, saying, “C’mon buddy, wake up.”

      Ice sees me, looks up.

      Once upon a time, he may have been a hitman and emotionally vacant, but now he’s not hiding anything.  Not at first.  He stands up, steps out of the way.  I see Orlando lying on the floor, lifeless with a big gash on his head.

      “They hit him,” Veronica says, wiping her eyes.  “He fell, but we just thought he was unconscious, you know?  Like knocked out, or something?”

      “He’s got a pulse,” Ice says.

      Those four words save my life.  They give me hope.  Leaning down, I feel around his neck, make sure it’s not broken.  When it feels like it’s okay, I scoop him up against the screaming agony inside.  My body threatens to fail me. This is my boy.

      I won’t fail him.

      I refuse to.

      Carrying him out the door, down Eudora’s porch steps, across the alleyway and up my porch steps, Adeline is there, opening the door.

      She’s crying, moving to my side, her eyes on Orlando.

      All around us, the sound of gunfire peppers the air.  I hear screaming but I ignore it.  There are a dozen possibilities cranking through my head, but not front and center.

      Only in the background.

      In the foreground of my thoughts, I’m wondering about Draven, and now about Xavier.  I’m wondering about that freaking runt who shot the woman I dragged out into the street as leverage.

      But then I’m thinking about Adeline.

      I don’t know if she came with me to Eudora’s or met me there.  For some reason this bothers me.  I can’t remember.  Reality is awkwardly stitching itself together and I’m pretty sure I have a concussion.  Or something.

      I don’t know at this point.

      All I know is I’ve been hit in the face with rocks.  Or maybe I’m just tired, dehydrated, these old muscles of mine weary and pushed too far.

      In other words, same crap, different day.

      “Lay him on the table,” Adeline says as Eudora is clearing away what dishes she can.  Moving is hard—nearly impossible—but still manageable.  With Orlando draped in my arms and unconscious, I’m starting to feel every protesting limb, all the screaming muscles inside me, the strain on the tendons, the ligaments, each and every joint.

      The table isn’t cleared off completely, but my body is giving out.

      Especially my back.

      I stumble forward, all but drop my son on the table, then stagger backwards, grabbing for my back.

      “Don’t just drop him,” Adeline fires at me.

      Carolina is cleaning the cloth Adeline used to dab blood from my face, which is bleeding again and dripping everywhere.  And the nine year old girl she’s with, Bianca (the refugee who still isn’t speaking), is standing in the corner of the doorway watching all this go down.

      Her face is abject horror.

      My vision tilts then blurs, my equilibrium shot.  Suddenly the world is off center and I’m reaching for something, anything.  When I fall down, I’m pretty sure I hit my head because instead of pain, all I know is blackness.

      Then sweet, sweet nothingness…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Out on the street, it was all blood ponds, broken bones and someone’s eyeball.  Draven was a good shot, but he took a couple of heavy punches taking out the clowns down in the living room.  Now he was lining up what shots he could, putting kill shots on all those in range.  He spared the women and children, anyone looking under fifteen being a child.

      Someone else wouldn’t do that, but he still considered himself to be human.

      The second he saw the man who shot Fire’s hostage, he lined up that shot, too.  The instigator in this whole thing was peeking out from behind a car, seemingly unconcerned.

      “I see you, ese.”

      The guy was scoping out the battlefield, taking inventory of the dead, looking to assess threats, present and otherwise dispensed.

      Draven was sweating profusely.  He had one round left.  Even worse, there was only half a box of ammo left and it was in the other room.

      He locked in on the man in the sights, let out his air even as he heard pounding feet coming up the stairs, then squeezed.  There was a flash of red, but he hadn’t put the round in the man’s eye as he’d hoped.  He did take off most of his ear, though.

      Cursing to himself, wiping sweat from his eyes, he chided himself for missing.

      The second he saw what he’d done, he was up and scrambling to the room next door to get more ammo.  He ran into Eliana in the hallway.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I’m good,” he said, quickly moving past her.  “No time to talk.”

      He was back in the room, feeding the rifle fresh rounds, lining up on what targets were left.  Most of them had run for cover.  The innocents had that look like they were hoping to make it off the block alive.  That’s when their neighbor’s front door opened up and a guy dragging a young boy shouted out, “Get out here and lay down your arms or I pop the kid!”

      His voice had every bit the boom that Draven’s 30.06 had.  He lined the scope up on the man, but couldn’t get a clear shot.  Certainly not sweating the way he was.

      “Get me a hand towel,” he barked at Eliana.

      He wasn’t sure if she handed it to him or not because he couldn’t take his eye off the unfolding scene.  The man had a gun to the boy’s head, the muzzle pressed to the flesh.  He was using him as a shield.  Through the scope, Draven saw the man’s finger resting on the trigger.

      Damn…

      He couldn’t risk the shot.

      If he hit the shooter and the impact triggered a spasm in that finger—an involuntary reaction to grievous bodily harm—the kid would have another hole in his head.

      Eliana was suddenly by his side.  He could hear her breathing.  He could smell her hair and skin.  He turned around and she was holding a towel, as requested.

      He took it, mopped his face, then he thanked her.

      “What are you waiting for?” she said, looking past him, out the window.

      “Killing him might cause him to shoot the boy,” Draven said.

      “How well do you know him?” Eliana asked.  “The kid?”

      “That’s Phillip!”

      She seemed taken aback.  Okay…

      “Take the chance,” she said, “but be ready for a second shot.”

      He looked up from the scope, then turned and found Eliana’s eyes.  The two of them were only a foot apart, but even that close, he couldn’t get a read on her.

      “You’ve got no spine,” she said to him.

      “Phillip could get shot!”

      “Whatever leverage someone thinks they have on you, you must take it away so they have nothing.  This is how you draw them out, how you break their minds, how you kill them.  Give me that gun.”

      She reached for it, but he pulled it back.  She reached for it again, but he swatted her hand away.

      “How many more have to die before you do what must be done?!” she said, wild eyed and enraged.

      “Get the hell out of here, Eliana.  I’ll handle this.”

      He set his sights on the man again.  The gunman was walking Phillip into the street, shouting orders to him and the Dimas’s.

      “Everyone out front now!” he screamed.  “Lay down your weapons and come out with your hands on your heads, fingers laced together!”

      As he was shouting, quietly but very quickly, Phillip’s older brothers—Chase and Ross—emerged from the house, kitchen knives in hand.  They rushed the man from behind on tippy-toes.  Both boys got to him around the same time, sticking him in the back with the knives.  They didn’t bury their blades and run.  Two of those three musketeers went after the guy prison style, trying to turn him into a pin cushion.

      The second this clown reeled back and let go of the child, Draven squeezed the trigger, causing a red misting right behind the man’s head.

      He dropped down dead on the sidewalk.

      The two brothers looked up toward Draven, then went after their brother.  Phillip was not crying, but he was visibly scared.

      The three of them ran back into the house.

      Draven turned and saw Eliana hadn’t left.  “Don’t ever come at me like that again, you crazy bitch.”

      “What’s going on in here?” Ice asked.

      He’d appeared inside the doorway in time to see Draven and Eliana in a glare down contest.  Neither of them took their eyes off the other.  Finally Eliana looked away.

      “I made a mistake,” she said to Ice.  Then to Draven, she turned and said, “You made the better call.”

      Turning back around, Draven had eyes on the street again.  It looked like five or six guys were moving in on Xavier’s house.  He hadn’t seen any action for a few minutes and he wondered if Xavier was alright after the barrage of gunfire leveled at him.

      “We need to see about Xavier,” Draven said over his shoulder.

      “I’ll check on him now,” Ice said.

      “Let me clear you a path first,” Draven said.  “You’ve got half a dozen meatheads on their way in to his place.”
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      The second the guys kicked in the back door, Xavier attacked.  He got a hold of the first guy fast.  Acting on a healthy measure of fear and instinct, he drove the paring knife into the man’s side to slow him down.  When the man faltered, Xavier pulled him in the kitchen then slammed him against the door, pinning it shut.  The pained look in the man’s face pulled at Xavier.  The feeling passed the second the other guys started driving their shoulders into the door.

      Moving quickly, there was no room for error.  That’s why he put two solid shots on the guy’s chin, shook the spark of pain out of his hand, then trenched open his neck with the paring knife.

      He let the man fall against the door.  By now the frame had cracked and a square of glass broke.  The next guy to ram the door shoved the dead body back.  There still wasn’t enough room to squeeze through.  Another driving shoulder against the door pushed their dead friend back enough for one of them to try squeezing through.

      Scumbag management, Xavier thought.

      He’d put them in a funnel for now.  One at a time he could handle.  But three of them?  Hell no.  He’d worked a desk way too long for that.

      So now that four had become three, the wheels were turning again.

      Scumbag number two was shoving and pushing himself halfway through the door when Xavier gave it a mighty kick.  The older white guy ooofed, but kept moving.  Xavier kicked the door again, this time so hard the door’s outer frame splintered.  Outside, scumbags three and four were shoving up against the door and scumbag number two.

      After what he’d just done to their friend, how could these guys still want in?  Revenge.  Come hell or high water, Xavier could see in their eyes, they wanted him dead.

      This scared him.  So instead of waiting for scumbag number two to get in, Xavier rushed the door, body slamming the guy before he could break all the way through.  The impact broke more glass, cracked the door nearly in half, left the entrance more vulnerable than ever.

      Wasting no time, he drove the knife into the man’s sternum.  Xavier backed up, grabbed the man’s shirt, yanked him through the door.

      The guy couldn’t even get his feet under him.  Scumbag number two just fell down face-first.  In moments he’d be dead guy number two.  He’d made himself useful though, falling right in the path of the others.  This was making it hard for the other two to get to him.

      Future victim number three stumbled and tripped over his dying (near dead) friend.  Xavier got him quick with three swings of the blade—the third one being fatal—but future victim number four (his fate not certain) got the jump on him.

      He didn’t realize how worn out he was.  Or how ready future victim number four was to punch Xavier’s clock.

      He squirmed and bucked and took a beating.  There were smears of red everywhere, hot spots and wet spots on his face and hands.  The guy’s elbows and knees just kept coming!  Scumbag number four (now officially downgraded from ‘future victim number four’) wasn’t huge, but what he never had in size, the guy made up for in speed and tenacity.

      At some point in time, as he had more and more resolve beat out of him, Xavier realized that if he could just grab the guy, he could slow the flurry of violence.

      The objective became clear: get him, pull him down, smother the life out of him.

      It took four or five more shots, a jammed finger and a kicked ball sack for Xavier to grab a left foot.  The left foot was planted though.  The right foot kicked him in the mouth.  Xavier got a hold of that foot next.

      Blasted mouth, obliterated nuts, blood drizzling from his face…and he still got it.

      Screaming a low, guttural rage, channeling all his defiance into one, solitary effort, Xavier jerked on both legs.

      It was enough.

      Off balance, future victim number four tried to step backward.  Xavier held on.  Mouth stained red, a half-triumphant smile plastered to his face, he revved with delight.

      The shifting weight told the story.  The toes came up, Xavier pulled those ankles once more.  Both feet came up clean and the body dropped.

      Renewed, Xavier scrambled up the man’s frame, kept his position despite bucking hips, defensive fists and hands that thought pulling hair was the right move to make.  It wasn’t.  He solved that problem by head-butting the guy right in the baby-maker (tell no one!).  The body curled, telling Xavier the shot mattered.

      He’d broken through the torrent of violence.  He was now in charge.  The man wasn’t giving up easy, though.  His hands clawed at Xavier’s face, pushed at his head, became fists that hammered the back of the DEA man’s skull.  Face pressed down into victim number four’s chest, Xavier widened his base, kept moving.  Finally one of the scumbag’s hands got in, tried to push his face up and away, slow the impending attack.

      Xavier was fully in the fight now.  He was invested in life, in living.

      Turning fast, he got the man’s thumb in his mouth, clamped down on it.  A stiff yelp escaped him.  Victim number four tried to yank his thumb loose, but Xavier had it.  The heel of his free hand slammed into Xavier’s head over and over again, but X’s mouth was pit bull strong.  He refused to let go of the thumb.

      At this point, victory outweighed the cost.

      In the struggle, the groove of the man’s first joint slipped in between his teeth.  Xavier sunk his teeth in, twisted, really went after it.

      The end of the thumb separated and the man’s screaming nearly shattered his ear drums.  That hand was officially done.  Two hands became one.

      Spitting out the severed digit, telling himself he couldn’t stop moving until it was done, Xavier crawled the rest of the way up the body, dropped a forearm on the guy’s throat and leaned all his weight upon it.

      He was looking right into victim number four’s eyes now.  There was so much fear in there.  And tons of desperation.

      He was gurgling; Xavier was all but growling.

      In the battle of wills, he was about to reign victorious.  All future victim number four had to do was die.  When the eyelids began to flutter, Xavier got that extra surge.

      Leaning harder, he said, “Just let go, brother.  It’ll be a lot better on the other side.”

      The body withered, then went slack.  Xavier rolled off him, gasping for air, his muscles turned to jelly, his body smarting from the abuse.  Add four more stains to his soul.

      But dammit, he was still among the living!

      That’s when he heard movement.  Someone was there.  They were coming in the back door.  Sadly, he didn’t have the energy to face future victim number five.  No, scratch that.  He would be victim number five.  It was over.

      Oddly enough, he was okay with that.

      Xavier closed his eyes, said a quiet prayer, asked the Lord for forgiveness for the lives he’d taken.  He also asked Giselle for forgiveness because this was not the kind of man he wanted to become.

      When he looked up and saw the hardened man’s eyes looking down on him, he drew a deep breath, let it out, felt everything hurting in him at once.

      “Get up,” the voice said.

      “I don’t think that I can,” Xavier answered.
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      Ice stepped out of Eudora’s house, hustled inside to check on Orlando, saw he wasn’t breathing and that people were calm but on the verge of not being calm.

      His brother was sitting up on the floor, his eyes unfocused, loose; Carolina was waving air into his face, telling him in Spanish that he was okay, that he just hit his head.

      Eudora said, “Is everyone else okay?”

      “I have to check on Xavier across the street,” Ice said.  “If I’m not back in a few minutes, if my brother comes around, send him or Eliana after me.”

      Eudora nodded.

      He slipped out back, grabbed the blood-stained baseball bat as he passed a smattering of dead people in the alley.  Keeping tight against the house, he peeked his head out into the street.

      There were bodies everywhere.

      What a mess.

      What he didn’t see, however…oh boy…there they were—five guys heading for Xavier’s front door.  Rookies by the look of them.  They had an assortment of weapons with them, but he didn’t see a gun.

      “Hey,” Ice said, walking out into the street.  They all looked.  All five of them stopped what they were doing and focused on him.

      He just kept walking.

      One of the guys moved to the front with a pistol, aimed it him, fired.  Ice moved ever so slightly, the bullet whistling by him.  He didn’t change his pace.  Never even gave these morons an expression to read.

      These guys, this gang of misfits, upset a rather harmonious neighborhood vibe, and for what?  For some things they could have found elsewhere?

      Another shot rang out, then two.

      The first of these two shots went wide, the second clanked off the metal baseball bat.  Even though the bat jolted in his hand, he held on to it and kept his pace steady.  He was within fifteen feet now and two of the guys took off.  The shooter fired again, aiming at Ice’s head this time, but the gun dry fired.

      “Oh, hell no,” the failed shooter said.

      One guy jumped the porch on one side, running back where he came from.  His buddy jumped the porch railing on the opposite side, both cowards rushing for cover.

      Ice had eyes on the gunman only.

      He seemed to freeze.

      Ice walked up to him, socked him square in the nose.  His head rocked backwards.  Grunting, the teenager covered his nose to staunch the blood.

      This was no man.

      Up close, he was just a boy.

      “This is how we end our species,” Ice growled, grabbing him by the ear and dragging him off the porch.  “Guys like you think taking from guys like me is as easy as pointing a gun and squeezing the trigger?  Let me tell you something, pipsqueak, it’s not.”

      Ice hauled him out into the street, then shoved him away, giving him a righteous kick in the rear end for good measure.

      Standing there in the middle of a once peaceful(ish) neighborhood, he looked at the disaster these people caused and thought it was all so very needless.

      “The rifle jammed!” Draven called out from the third floor window.  “But you’re all clear from here.”

      “Thanks for nothing,” Ice grumbled as he headed around the back of Xavier’s requisitioned home.

      When he got into X’s backyard, he saw the door standing open.  Someone did a number on it!  He walked inside, stepped over a few bodies inside, then saw his brother’s friend laid out on the ground, blood coming from his nose and mouth, eyes closed with his lips moving ever so slightly.

      Xavier finally opened his eyes and looked up at him.

      “Get up,” he said.

      “I don’t think I can,” Xavier replied.

      “I can carry you over my shoulders like I would a child if you want,” Ice said.  Looking around at the scattering of dead men, Ice imagined it had been a hell of a fight.  “Or you could get up like a man and help me secure this neighborhood.”

      Xavier managed to get to his feet; Ice helped him the rest of the way up.

      “You okay to stand on your own?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” Xavier said, touching the inside of his lip and pulling back a bit of blood.  “Need to get my bearings is all.”

      “You spotting?” Ice said, grinning, looking at Xavier’s hand.

      “My face is on its period for sure,” Xavier half-heartedly joked.  Ice tried to help him, but Xavier pushed his hand away and said, “I got it.  Thanks.”

      Together they walked outside, appraised the damage.  Overall, they counted fourteen bodies, none of them from their camp.

      “We’re going to need to do something with the dead,” Xavier said.

      “Yeah, pray they don’t get up.”

      “This ain’t a zombie story, my friend,” Xavier said, patting Ice’s shoulder.  “Even though I feel like one.”

      Ice barked out a jovial laugh, then said, “Back in Juarez, when the cartels wanted to make a point, they’d cut off their heads and hang them by their ankles from bridges or lamp posts.”

      The light mood suddenly turned to dark clouds and thunderstorms.

      “I’m not cutting anyone’s head off,” Xavier said.

      “I know.  I’m not suggesting that.  All I’m saying is we have a chance to make a point with these bodies.”

      “Okay, I’m all ears,” he said as they crossed the street and moved into the alley.  “But no gross stuff.  I have a weak stomach when it comes to the desecration of the body.”

      Ice started laughing.

      “What?”

      “You wouldn’t know it looking at that crime scene you created.”

      Xavier shrugged his shoulders and said, “Self-preservation brings out the worst in us.”

      “Truth,” Ice said.

      When they got back to Fiyero’s place, Fire was looking a bit peaked.  He was clearly preoccupied with Orlando.  The boy had gone into a coma.  Ice hung at the back of the kitchen with Eliana.  She slipped her hand into his, reached up and kissed him.  He kissed her back.  That they survived wasn’t lost on him.  Still, his heart was breaking for his older brother.

      Adeline was holding Fire; Adeline and Brooklyn were crying; all their hands were on the boy.

      “Did someone put a flashlight in his eyes?” Ice asked.

      “I did,” Eudora said.

      “And?”

      “No dilation,” she replied.  “We tried motor responses, too.”

      “Nothing?”

      “No.”

      “Pain stimulus?”

      She nodded her head.

      “And?”

      She shook her head, leaving Ice without answers.

      There was no way to tell how bad the coma was in this case.  The likely cause was injury from blunt force trauma.  The swelling of the brain was either from the initial punch to his temple, or from him hitting his head on the fall.

      “If he doesn’t come around by tomorrow, we’ll need to find an IV and nutrients,” Ice said.  “Otherwise he’ll starve.”

      “Let’s not plan on him being this way for much longer, Isadoro,” Adeline said over her back.  Her eyes were red, the flesh around them puffy with grief.  Even the tip of her nose was raw from crying.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I just don’t know how easy finding things like this will be.”

      She nodded her head, then turned back to Fire and said, “Should we get him to a bed?  I mean, will that be okay?”

      “We could try hypothermia,” Eudora said.

      They all turned to her.  She was right.  If the problem was brain swelling, and they were able to reduce the inflammation by cooling his body to the point of hypothermia, they might be able to reverse the swelling enough to induce consciousness.

      Adeline said, “Will that work?”

      “It might,” Fire said, a touch of hopefulness registering in his voice.  “We could try it.  Even though the weather is weird and hot, it’s also been really cold at night.”

      “I’ll stay up with him,” Eliana said.

      “Me, too,” Adeline replied.  “But we’re not doing hypothermia.”

      Ice looked at Fire, his brother’s face getting worse with each passing moment.  “Regarding all this, brother, we have to make a statement.”

      “You worried about blowback?”

      He nodded.

      Xavier said, “Ice has some interesting ideas about how to deal with that.”

      “I do,” he replied.

      Looking at Ice, knowing what he knew about him, Fire said, “Juarez-style?”

      Ice gave a slow nod.

      He excused himself from Adeline and Brooklyn.  “We need to see about the readouts on the Geiger counter.  No one even seems concerned about radiation levels.”

      “The guys coming in the houses had masks on,” Eliana said.  “But the guys outside didn’t.  They had counters, but they were not wearing masks.”

      “Most radiation levels fall fastest in the first seventy-two hours,” Draven said, surprising all of them when he strolled through the back door and into the kitchen like a ghost.  “We got through most of that already.”

      He opened his hand and showed them the plastic white Geiger counter.  “Gamma rays are very low,” he said.  “We should be alright.”

      “How did that thing survive the blast?” Ice asked.

      The EMP took out most electronics.  The device Draven was holding had a digital readout.  Meaning it was powered by solid state electronics and was subject to destruction from the pulse.

      “It could have been shielded,” Eudora said.  “Anyone concerned about radiation levels would shield it in a faraday cage.”

      “What is a faraday cage?” Carolina asked.  She was holding Bianca’s hand.  The girl had her head against the side of Carolina’s arm.  Alma and Constanza had now crowded into the kitchen as well.

      “It’s like a like a box made of specific metal that stops the electromagnetic pulse from ruining the microchips powering these electronic devices,” Draven said.  “Devices like the one I’m holding.”

      Carolina nodded her head, like she was slowly starting to understand.

      “And it says we’re alright?” Adeline asked.

      “Levels of radiation are at higher levels than what would be constituted as normal, but they aren’t strong enough to be harmful,” Draven answered.  “Long term, though, we probably don’t want to risk that kind of exposure.”

      Saying that, he looked at his grandmother, but Eudora looked away.

      “We need to get out of town,” Ice said.  Looking at Eudora, he added, “You and Draven, too.”

      “We’re staying put,” she said.  “This is our home, and our town.”

      “Some of this will blow over,” Eliana said.  “But these guys, if they come back and it’s just the two of you…”

      “When will you leave?” Draven asked.

      “Come with us,” Brooklyn said.

      “Not until Orlando is conscious,” Fire replied.  “And Draven’s right.  It’s not smart, getting unnecessary exposure.  If we wait a few more days inside, give Orlando a chance, then whatever fallout is sitting outside the city will hopefully dissipate by then.”

      “In the meantime, what do we do about these guys who attacked us?” Adeline asked.

      “Like Xavier said,” Ice replied, “I have some ideas.  Does anyone know anyone who has a hacksaw and some rope?”

      “Help me get Orlando to a bed and then I’ll help you find what you need,” Fire said.

      “I have some ideas of my own,” Draven said.

      “You want to share?” Fire asked.

      “Not really.”

      After they got Orlando to a bed, Fire, Ice, Draven and Eliana scoured the street with their Geiger counter looking for anything worthwhile.  They picked up bats, hammers, several guns (with little or no ammo), brass knuckles and the slingshot.

      But they didn’t find rope or a hacksaw.

      When Draven looked up, he saw the woman’s face in the window, and the three boys who survived the assault were standing on the porch.

      He went to the boys first.

      “You guys okay?” he asked.  All three of them nodded their heads.  “Your parents come back yet?”

      “We finally agreed,” Chase said, his younger brothers nodding like they knew what he was about to say.  “They’re probably dead.”

      “So it’s settled then?”

      “What’s settled?” Ross asked.

      “That you’re in this alone,” Draven replied.  “Just the three of you.”

      “All we need is each other,” Chase said.

      Phillip and Ross were looking at Ice with steely eyes.  It was cute actually.  All three of them wouldn’t last another assault on the neighborhood, especially if reinforcements were alerted to their strategy and their personnel.

      “Maybe today that would have worked,” Draven ruminated.  “But what works one day might not work the next.”

      “Did you shoot that man?” Phillip asked, his hard expression breaking.

      “I did.”

      All three of them nodded at once—a thank you.  He nodded back—an understanding.  Then he asked if they had enough food.

      “We do,” Chase said.

      “Well we’re eating just before sundown, so if you’re hungry for company, you should come over and meet everyone.  One of these people might save your life again and it would be nice to know their names when you thank them.”

      “What’s your name?” Phillip asked.

      “You forgot already?”

      “Didn’t care the first time we met,” the boy said.  “All’s we know is you’re the guy with the crazy grandma.”

      “Don’t let her hear you say that,” Draven warned.  “It’s Draven by the way.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Ross said.  Then: “What about us?”

      “What about you?”

      “Do you remember our names?” the oldest asked.

      “I do.”

      “And?”

      “Chase, Ross and Phillip,” he said.  The three of them looked impressed, but after their initial surprise escaped them, they were back to making that look.

      “We’re old enough to survive on our own,” Chase proclaimed.

      “Have you even gone through puberty?”

      “Two years ago.”

      “What are you doing with your crap?” Draven asked, testing the boys.

      “Chase dug a hole in back,” Ross said.  Ross was the middle child.  Phillip was the youngest of the three and looked like it.  All the boys looked like typical Chicago scrubs.

      “What happens when you fill it up?”

      “I’ll dig another.”

      “How long are you going to do that for?” Draven said, shielding his eyes from the sun.

      “As long as I have to.”

      “You’ll contaminate the ground, and eventually your little Mr. Rushmore of hardened turds will break down and leech into the soil.  That’s not a big deal if you’re dumping here for a month or two.  Maybe even six months.  But did you consider the kinds of infectious diseases you could get from coming into contact with this?”

      “No,” Phillip said.

      Ticking off each of his five fingers, he said, “Cholera, dysentery, E-Coli, salmonella, shigella.  But let’s say that’s okay.  Maybe you don’t bury it deep enough, or you get heavy winds or rain.  Now maybe the top of your dirt toilet blows off and now you’re dealing with different kinds of worms, like pinworms, tape worms or ascariasis.”

      “What’s asscari…ascisarious?” Phillip asked, the word practically tripping over itself in his mouth.

      “Ascariasis is a worm disease.  The roundworm disease basically acts like a parasite, laying eggs in your body so you can be a host to these little critters.  In your body, they grow from larvae or eggs to full sized adult worms, worms that will reproduce with each other and make more worms.  Some people say you can feel them wiggling around in your belly, in your fingers and toes, even behind your eyeballs.  That’s because they’re about a foot long when they’re at their full length.”

      He didn’t tell the boys that ascariasis was uncommon in the United States, or that most likely they’d be fine, but he had a soft spot for these orphaned kids having once felt orphaned himself.

      “That’s gross,” Ross said.

      “And all because you thought you were grown up enough to dig holes in the backyard and dump like men,” Draven said, po-faced and direct.  “Here’s a newsflash, Backstreet Girls, reason and logic won’t be your saving grace.”

      “Oh yeah?” Chase challenged.  “What will be our saving grace then?”

      The kid didn’t look old enough to drive, but he wasn’t that young either.  Draven pegged him for fourteen, if not a day.

      “Brothers in arms,” Draven told him as he turned to leave.  He called out to them over his shoulder one last time: “Dinner’s just before sundown.”

      With that, he went a few houses down where he knocked on the door of the woman whose face he’d seen peeking outside.

      She didn’t answer right away.  He knocked harder and said, “You can’t just hide in here forever.  We have to stick together on this or we won’t make it.”

      Finally the lock disengaged and a very normal looking woman most likely in her mid- to late-forties answered the door.  She was not a fit woman, nor was she round.  She was about as average as you could get in a woman, plus a few pounds, and her face was white as a sheet.

      “It’s good you stayed inside for all that,” Draven told her.

      “Someone tried to get in my back door.”

      “This is going to be a problem we can’t hide from, and by we I mean you.”  He said this and waited for her to say something.  When she wasn’t speaking, he said, “We’re having dinner at sundown for our two families and for the neighborhood.”

      “How many of us are left?”

      “By my estimation, three boys a couple of doors down and a kid at the end of the block.”

      “Didn’t he blow himself up?”

      A thought occurred to him.  He pulled out the Geiger counter, aimed it at her and pressed a button.  She looked at it funny, then started to shut the door.  He put his toe down to stop it from shutting long enough to get a readout on her.

      “Are you testing me for radiation?”

      “Yes.”

      She looked at him, scared.  Obviously she was aware of the blast that killed all their electronics.

      “You’re fine,” he said.  “Sundown.”

      He didn’t want to invite the tweeker down the street to family dinner, but he had to give the kid a chance.  Maybe he was the gamer and his roasted buddy was the tweeker.  Maybe they were both dead—the tweeker from blowing up his meth lab and the gamer from being inside and dying there.

      He saw Ice across the street, looking at the bus.

      “How soon ‘til it’s ready?” he asked.

      “Probably now.  We can button it up over the next few days while we wait on Orlando.  But that’s not the issue.  We can’t just up and go.  We need food, supplies, camping gear not to mention fresh water stores and our essentials.”

      “What about us?” Draven asked.  Half a dozen people had invited them to go, but did they even have the room for the extra bodies and a wheelchair?

      “What about us?” Eudora countered, looking at him from out on the Dimas’s porch.  “This is our home.”

      “We rent for God’s sake.”

      “So?”

      “So I don’t want to stay in this mess for a house I don’t own that’s been attacked already.  Bad stuff happened in there.”

      “Hello,” she says, slapping her hand on the side of her wheelchair, as if he somehow forgot she was paralyzed from the waist down.

      “We’ll make room,” Adeline says from behind her.  Fire and Brooklyn are coming out front, too.  Looking back at them, Adeline says, “Right?”

      “Absolutely,” Fire told her.

      “I’ll just be a burden,” she said.  “And before you all start feeling sorry for me, don’t.  I’ve dealt with worse than this in my life.”

      “But you’re our matriarch,” Ice said, not far behind Fire.

      With a reassuring smile, Brooklyn added, “To be honest, Eudora, it would be a burden not having you with us.”
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      Jill Murdock was never a girl’s girl.  She didn’t do dress up, or act overly emotional, or even get clingy.  And she especially didn’t get jealous.  Now she stood out under the open sky, exhausted from no sleep and the unrelenting push and pull of her feelings.

      When she thought Rock was dead, she began to privately mourn for him.  When he showed up alive, looking all but dead, she felt her prayers were answered.

      The second she saw him, that breath she was holding finally emerged, causing her heart to beat again.  Then he saw her.  The girl he’d come in with.

      In the back of her mind, where instincts trumped logic, she knew the two of them were together.  She saw the concern in Rock’s eyes and she just knew.  To what extent they were familiar with each other she couldn’t be certain.  All she knew was her senses were flaring.

      At first, she tried ignoring this feeling.  Even though they had problems, they were a couple.  They were a couple even when they weren’t.

      But were they?

      The second she tried to kiss him and he didn’t kiss her back, she got the overwhelming feeling that they weren’t a couple at all, that Rock had treated their break as a real break, meaning he was free to see and sleep with other women.  It was this sad, sick feeling that caused her to eavesdrop on Rock and Maisie.  She needed to know.

      That was when her worst fears were realized.

      They’d slept together.

      She was right.

      She didn’t know much about the people who were staying around the house and helping get the compound ready.  She knew them, but she didn’t really know them.   But guys like Gregor and his buddies?  These were the kinds of guys she knew because of her past.

      When Gregor started asking how prepared the group was for long term survival, Jill told them all they needed to know.

      “When are you guys heading out?” she asked Gregor as the others wandered off.

      “I’m divorced with a kid who hates me and a wife who keeps us apart,” Gregor answered.  “Chad has a girlfriend he was planning on breaking up with when he got back and Alphonse has been single for a few years.  He says he’s happier that way.”

      “What about the other two?” Jill asked.

      “Oscar and Kane?”

      “Sure.”

      “Kane keeps to himself quite a bit and Oscar might be gay, but we don’t know.  He could be a man-whore to older woman, younger women or both.  He just likes everyone, which makes him the weak one.  He’s like the den mother to us all.”

      Jill laughed, but there was nothing funny about anything.

      “Well grab two of them and let’s go.  I want to make a run to Sutter Hospital.  If there’s anything we’re weak on now, it’s medical supplies.”

      “Do you know exactly what you need?” Gregor asked.

      “I have a list.”

      Gregor rounded up Kane and Alphonse, then the four of them jumped into an old ranch truck, one the EMP didn’t seem to have affected.  Jill drove and Gregor rode up front; Kane and Alphonse sat in the back, AR-15s ready should they need to defend themselves.

      Everyone had weapons and ammo, but Jill said she didn’t think they’d need them.

      Most of the stores and gas stations along the way looked either destroyed or looted.  There were people on the street, scavengers, survivors, corpses laid out in droves, many of them having expired from starvation, from bullet holes, from being hit by cars and left to die.  What they didn’t see much of, however, were other active vehicles.  Because of his, Jill felt that no one really seemed that dangerous.

      The EMP ruined everything.

      It saved them from the unrelenting drone attacks, but it also put humanity at risk of massively depleting numbers through starvation, violence, sickness and eventually death.

      When Jill allowed herself to think outside of a two day window, she saw the future and it looked so bleak it could have her sobbing in a corner for hours.  The complications that came with their current situation were too vast for even her to consider.

      That’s why she operated on a forty-eight hour window as much as possible.  Anything beyond forty-eight hours scared her.

      When they worked their way into Roseville, they navigated their way through and around the haphazard gridlock of traffic, making pathways where they could and over what they could, all to get to more manageable grounds and to the hospital.

      Sutter Hospital was bombed early on in the attacks, but that didn’t mean there weren’t supplies to be had.  The four of them poured through the debris collecting medical supplies and anything else they thought might be of use.  When they emerged from the other side of the building, they saw a Humvee with a large horse trailer attached to the back.

      Two men in military fatigues were hustling a group of three people into the back of the trailer.  Jill couldn’t tell if the people were resisting or not.  No one seemed overly agitated or on edge.  Her eyes fell on the driver.  Standing outside the Humvee’s front door, he was armed, but he didn’t go for his pistol when he saw them.

      Smiling, he said, “Afternoon.”

      His cool demeanor put Jill at ease.  She said, “What are you guys doing?”

      “Checking for survivors,” the soldier answered.  He looked clean cut, early thirties, very military.  “Found a few more here.  We’re getting these people to a refugee center to get them checked out.”

      “Are they going willingly?” Gregor asked, his posture a little taller, a little more aggressive but without posing an obvious threat.

      “Of course.”

      “And if I ask them, will they say the same thing?” Jill added, her voice calm, still not much reason for concern.

      He laughed casually, then said, “Well I hope so.”

      Jill felt Gregor’s anxious energy start to soften.  No one was entirely at ease because of the situation, but everyone seemed capable of rational conversation.  Gregor went to the man, reached out and offered a hand.  The man shook it.

      “I’m Gregor, this is Jill.”

      The solider gave a polite nod Jill’s way, but neither of them moved toward the other.

      “I’m Lance,” he said, somewhat distracted.  He pointed over Jill’s shoulder and said, “What about them?”

      He was referring to Alphonse and Chad.  The two men were emerging through the rubble, making their way outside the blown open end of the hospital, their arms filled with boxes of supplies.  Jill didn’t want to say they were the mules, but they were.

      Gregor turned, saw them and said, “That’s Alphonse and Chad.  They’re with us.”

      “Are you from here?” Jill asked.

      “Beale Air Force Base, down in Marysville,” Lance said.  “We came here to assist.”

      “Who are you assisting?” Gregor asked.

      “Our CO.”

      “So you’re operating on your Commanding Officer’s orders, but whose orders is he following?” Jill asked.

      “That’s on a need to know basis,” he said, casually, almost yawning, “and apparently I didn’t need to know.  What I do know is that Beale is gone.  The drones turned on us.  They bombed us, pretty much sniped everything that moved.  We lost seventy-five percent of our people, easy.”

      “Has your CO heard from the President?” Gregor asked.

      “Not that I know of.”

      Alphonse and Chad sat the boxes down, introduced themselves.  They all shook hands.  It was all very civilized.

      “Are you from around here?” Lance asked.

      He was quietly sizing up the guys, doing very little, it seemed, to keep his head.  Jill didn’t trust most people, and though she had every reason to trust Lance, it was the other two she was worried about.  But if there was a problem with those two, she reasoned, she would see traces of it in his expression.

      “We’re LAPD,” Alphonse said.  “Looks like we’re stuck here for more than the short term.”

      “You’re LAPD?” Lance asked, not surprised, more like impressed.

      “Yeah,” Gregor replied.  Looking at Jill, the ginger cop said, “She’s former military.”

      He gave another nod, this one of approval.  Now everyone felt better.  Jill relaxed.  Even as she heard the people walking inside the trailer and the doors being shut and locked, the hair on her arms weren’t standing up.

      This was a positive indicator.

      The two guys with Lance came around the side of the Humvee.  They saw Jill’s group, but offered nothing in the way of an expression.  Apparently Lance was the polite, congenial one.

      “They coming with us?” one of them asked.

      A cloud of thin smoke blew through there, not so heavy they were left choking and rubbing their eyes, but enough to leave a sharpness in their noses and in the backs of their throats.  It smelled like a wood fire rather than a gas or oil fire.

      “Not unless they want to,” Lance said.  His two co-workers jumped into the vehicle.

      “If you need a place to stay, a home<” Lance said, “you’re more than welcome to come by, see what we’re doing.”

      “What are you doing?” Jill asked.

      There were fires still burning and the smoke was getting a touch soupy.  She wished she hadn’t asked the question.  She just wanted to grab their supplies, make a final sweep, then get home.

      “Same as you,” Lance answered.  “Just trying to put one foot in front of the other.”

      “Where are you taking those people?” Oscar asked now that the smoke started to thin again.  He’d missed the part of the conversation where Lance said they were taking them to a refugee camp.

      Lance told them they’d constructed a sanctuary out of an old Walmart, one that had been closed down and converted into a warehouse.  The military had requisitioned it now and was using it for people who couldn’t help themselves.

      “So those people you put in the back of a horse trailer, they’re going with you on their own accord?” Alphonse asked.

      “Did you ever serve?” Lance asked, his tone subtly shifting.

      “I served my city.”

      “That’s not the same thing as killing people,” Lance said, “or being trained and licensed to kill people.”

      “That doesn’t make me any less lethal,” Alphonse challenged.

      “This is true,” Lance conceded.  “But it does mean your mindset is different than ours.”

      “What are you doing with them?” Jill asked.

      “I already told you.”

      “You spoke in generalities,” Gregor said, his tone matching Lance’s.  “Perhaps you could entertain us with specifics.”

      “We can’t get in touch with any kind of central command, so we’ve set up our own chain of command.  We’re working on a humanitarian basis, but this is also a clean-up op.”

      “What’s the big picture?” Oscar asked.

      Lance gave a small snort, looked back at his buddies who gave the hurry-up-already gesture, then turned back to him.

      “There is no America left.  We’re done.  As a nation, as a people, our military and infrastructure.  No one wants to talk about this, but this is a reality we’ve come to face.”

      “We’re clear on that already,” Alphonse said.  Then pointing to the horse trailer, his tone obviously escalating, he said, “But what about them?”

      “We need good people for a community we’re starting.”

      “In the city?” Jill asked.

      “We don’t want to be in the city long term, but for now we’re trying to clean up sections of it, see what’s salvageable.  Half of us will gather as many resources as we can while the other half will head into the countryside and start several homesteads.  It’s all we can do.  We need to think about the future of mankind or we’re going to be extinct.”

      “Why are you in Roseville?” she asked.

      “For the hospital.”

      She wondered if there was a thread there, something she could pull to get more information out of him.  The hairs on her arms may not be standing up in warning, but she wasn’t buying his story.  Then again, she didn’t have a reason not to.  What she cared about most was that something in her gut was telling her things were slightly off.

      “For the hospital?” she asked.

      “We’re one of several groups scavenging the local hospitals.  The horse trailer is for supplies, not people.  But we have the room, so we can take these people.  We’re a humanitarian group, Jill.  I told you that already.”

      Behind them, one of the guys hit the Humvee’s horn, startling them all.

      Lance turned around and said, “Calm your tits!”  Back to them, red in the cheeks, he said, “The point is, we’re moving forward, and that means setting up a perimeter around the city on major thoroughfares as well as a perimeter around our central command.”

      “What are you going to do with the dead bodies?” Oscar asked.  “Because that’s not a problem now, but it’s going to be when they all start to rot.”

      “We’re using them to establish our perimeter,” he said matter-of-fact.

      “You’re making walls of bodies?” Jill asked, aghast.

      “It encourages people to go another way.  This is a big job and we could use able-bodied people like yourselves, so seriously, you should come check it out.  There’s food, shelter, a sense of community…”

      “If I opened the back of that horse trailer would the people there say they are helpless and you’re helping them?” Jill pressed.

      “What’s with you and the damned people in the trailer?” Oscar hissed.

      “Let him answer,” Gregor barked back.

      “Why don’t you go ask them?” Lance finally said.  Tapping his head, he said, “But right now their brains are a little scrambled and they don’t really know what’s best for them until it’s too late.  But you want to hear that from them?  Go ask.  We’re not taking them against their will if that’s what you’re not so subtly suggesting.”

      “How many of you are there?” Jill asked.  “Not here, but there.  At your camp.”

      “About forty so far.  Men and women of all talents and inclinations.  Capable people like you four.  Plus about fifty or more we’re caring for.  So maybe ninety total?  A hundred tops?”

      “So you’re saying we can come by?” Gregor asked.  “See your operation?”

      Looking at Jill, he said, “Do you know the Walmart center they turned into a boat storage facility out in East Sac, just off Northgate Boulevard?”

      “That was about two years ago, right?”

      “I think so.  Anyway, we’re out there.  If you come by, tell them Ham Sandwich sent you.”

      “Why not just ask for Lance?” Jill asked.

      “No one there calls me Lance,” he replied.

      “Ham sandwich?” Oscar said.

      “It’s a short, embarrassing story, but that’s how everyone knows me.  It’s also how you can get in and tour the facility.”

      Lance got into the truck, gave them a wave, then started the Humvee and backed out of the lot and drove off.

      Jill looked at Gregor, then the other guys and said, “Do you believe him?”

      “Not all the way,” Gregor said.

      “Me neither,” she said.  Looking at Oscar and Alphonse, she asked, “What about you guys?”

      Oscar and Alphonse looked at each other, then both said, “Nope” in perfect unison.
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      Of the twenty-some refugees that now called Rock’s five acres “home,” Jill had about seven of the older men under her charge.  These were guys in the community who lost everything.  Guys who needed others.  With Jill, they were pulling their weight managing compound projects, one of which was the newly created water collection and treatment process.

      There were also other people working the crops Jill made Rock plant when they first got there.  The harvest was still a little ways away, and it wouldn’t be much in the face of so many people, but it was a start.

      They were now expanding the fields, tilling the soil, planting what seeds they knew would grow into the early winter months.  After that they inventoried the seeds, tried to anticipate long term survival based on what they had if the power didn’t come back on.

      A big part of growing a garden was watering it.  Most days Jill and the guys brainstormed ways to deliver water so they wouldn’t have to hump it in daily, or rely on the occasional rainfall.

      Jill knew they had more than just consumption to think about.  After the watering of the crops, there was a gallon of water a day for every person there.  When she started doing the math on that, her brain went into overload.

      On the property near the garden, a couple of the other guys found the property’s low point and began digging a giant pond.  One of the diggers, Marvin Bell, had a retired farm up the road that had been hit by drones.  He had resources, land, some equipment, but the house was gone and his family had perished.  On the upside, he had a cow, several chickens and two horses that survived.  Marvin wasn’t living with them, but he was part of the community.  Jill had a soft spot for Marvin.  She saw the agony sitting unchecked in his eyes.  If he didn’t do something to occupy his mind, the grief would swallow him whole.  Jill knew the last thing he wanted was to go down that road.  Every so often, she caught him wiping his eyes.

      Looking around, so many of them lost something, someone.

      This was hell.

      Most of the men who saw the softer, sweeter side of Jill, worked to get into her good graces.  One retired builder who lost his home even offered to build a school for the kids.  She didn’t ask him, but it seemed like he needed to build it more for himself than for anyone else.  The response to her generosity extended far beyond her good looks.  She didn’t think those even mattered anymore.  For her, she felt the men and women resonated with her solid “take charge” personality more than the way she looked.  Even in the midst of chaos, she could keep her head and not yield to her emotions.  Calm in the midst of the storm was the military side of her coming into play.  This was also how she got through most of her life: without showing emotion.  Just taking things an inch at a time.

      Inside her head, however, was an entirely different tale.  Little did they know how truly emotional she was…

      “You don’t want to go too deep, rather you should dig out a pond that’s both wide and long,” Marvin’s neighbor, William Landry, from up the road said.

      Jill turned around, unaware that he’d shown up.

      William was a farmer Jill met before the attack, a man in his early fifties who had a big heart and a desire to help others.  If Jill liked anything about the country, it was that people like William still existed.

      “The weight of the water on a deep pond can put too much pressure on the basin and cause leaks.  When you get to the depth you want, flatten out the surface and keep the basin sealed as tight as possible.”

      “How do we do that?” Jill asked, shading her eyes from the afternoon sun.

      “You need to spread as much clay as you can over the regular dirt, then trample it down.”  He’d pulled up a hunk of clay, smooshed it between his fingers and said, “This is what will preserve your water levels in times of heat and evaporation.”

      “So when we finish digging,” Cole asked, “we spread it out and stomp it down first, right?”

      Cole Taylor was one of the men in the ditch.  Well, not necessarily a man.  Cole was an eighteen year old kid Jill found trapped in a car a half mile up the road.  He was a student at Sierra College who was trying to get home to his family when his vehicle was hit by drone fire.

      Although Cole wasn’t shot, he’d crashed into a tree and lacerated his leg.  He’d lost a lot of blood.  His complexion had a greyish tinge to it by the time Jill pulled him out of the car.  She got him back to her house and bandaged up.  He was still bleeding, though, which was why she first went to Sutter Hospital.  By then half the building collapsed and most of the survivors had fled.  There she met a woman who lost everything.  She was an RN in her early-sixties named Janice.  When Jill told Janice what she was up against with Cole, the RN said she was good with a suture and thread.

      In truth, Janice was phenomenal.  She was also single and alone.  Cole needed help and she could use an on-site nurse, so Jill asked both Janice and Cole to stay.  That was the compound’s start.  Janice seemed to brighten with purpose, and Cole healed up well.  He still had a bit of a limp, but he tended to smile a lot and say he was good.

      When truly pressed by Jill—because something about young Cole brought out her nurturing side—he said, “Despite the tragedy, I’m good because I’m not dead.  I have you and Janice to thank for that.”

      Cole knew he wouldn’t get home to see his parents.  He said it was okay because he didn’t get along with his dad very well anyway and his mother was an alcoholic and uncharitable with her love.  When Jill tried to push him out of the house just to see what he really had in mind, he fought to stay with her and Janice.  He offered to do whatever it was he could around the farm.  He sold her on how they needed him as much as he needed them.

      She let him stay.  Now Cole was her responsibility.

      In answering Cole’s question, Farmer William said, “That’s right, Cole.  Spread the clay out, stomp it down more than you think.  Make sure it’s packed completely.  In the mean time”—he said, dropping the hunk of clay and brushing the soil off his hands—“maybe you could have someone separate the clay from the soil.  One of the kids perhaps?  A couple of them?”

      “They could stomp it down with us, too,” Marvin said, mopping his brow.

      Marvin was in his forties by the look of him and a quiet, private man.  He appeared one day to see if everyone was alright and he stayed to help.  He’d shown up every day since then, ready to work, always wanting to “lighten the load.”  Being friendly came easy, but being open about himself did not.  Jill knew he was hurting, just like her and Cole, albeit for different reasons, reasons he would soon admit.

      His family was gone.  Jill helped him bury the rest of the Bell family.  She held the service.  Their first nurse, Janice, hugged him while he cried.  Cole stood by himself, arms folded looking at Jill.  Jill was dying inside, thinking about Rock, where he was at, if he was alive.

      She was the first to leave the service.

      “You’ll need to lay down a barrier of organic material first,” William said, pulling Jill from her reverie.  “It’s critical to seal the base as much as you can naturally.  If you don’t get it right, if there are cracks in the basin, the rocks and soil beneath the surface will suck the water down and your pond will leak itself dry.”

      “What is this organic matter you’re talking about?” Jill asked as a light breeze carried through the property.

      In the background, the trees rustled a bit and a murder of crows took flight.  By then, Cole and Marvin stopped digging and had turned to listen to William.

      “Manure, straw, grass, leaves,” he answered.  “You need as much of a layer of it as you can get between the soil and the clay.  When the clay goes over the top of that and gets trampled down, it tends to create a biochemical reaction to seal the basin, which is far better than just plopping the clay down on its own.”

      “You’re basically talking about compost?” Jill asked.

      “That’s exactly right,” he said.

      “I have several compost piles,” Marvin offered.  He’d already started his crops and used what compost he needed for the season.

      “Are you going to import water or get that well working?” William asked.

      When Rock bought the property a year ago, the whole place was in disrepair.  Had it not been distressed, he wouldn’t have been able to afford it.  The property had fallen on hard times in the crash of 2008; it fell on even harder times in 2015 when the former owner went belly up after his wife left him for reasons unknown.

      Everything was on its way to complete ruin by then.

      There was a lot of dry rot in the walls, the roof needed replacing, and the kitchen had a leak that went into the floors.  They’d had to all but gut the place and start over.

      Jill had no idea how Rock had lived in the house in that kind of state.  It wasn’t like that anymore, of course, but not everything was fully complete.

      One of the things that didn’t work, one of the last things on the “To-Do List” was to get the well looked at.  She was going to leave that to Rock when he came back home.  On the night before the attack, the day she finally felt the “crazy” leave her, she left a message, asked him to come home.  She was excited for him to see what she’d done, to see that she loved him enough to do this even though the house wasn’t hers.

      She sighed, tried not to feel too sad for that vanishing dream.  The home she painstakingly slaved over was now in the process of being repurposed.  She was addressing ignored issues (like the well) and readdressing the functionality of the home for new issues (a water system independent of modern day plumbing).  So much of what she’d done for beauty was now being undone for practicality.  This was no easy hurdle for her to get over.  Still, she saw the need and just went with it, tough as it was at first.  Function over beauty was the new norm.

      That’s what she continued to tell herself.

      She and Marvin had just ripped out her brand new dishwasher as well as her washer and her dryer to make room for the hot water heaters and their platforms.  The water heaters were going to be indoor water storage tanks.  But at a gallon of water a head, how the hell was she going to get enough water storage to even make a dent in the supply needs of a group that size?  She still hadn’t figured that one out.

      The group had grown from Janice, Cole and Marvin to more than twenty people rather quickly.  Now the idea of managing a group that large left her spiraling inside.  She had no idea how to tackle all the necessary tasks, much less deal with the devastation Rock had brought upon their relationship.

      “Jill?” William asked, waving his hand in front of her face.  “Earth to Jill?”

      Her eyes cleared and she suddenly felt the stain of depression setting in.  Had she just disappeared mid-conversation?  Blinking, looking at him, seeing Cole gazing at her with concern in his young eyes, she said, “I’m sorry, William.  My head is a running list and I guess it’s just…I mean—”

      “It’s a lot, I know,” William said, his expression softening to her struggle.  “My wife finally adjusted to this kind of life after five years.  Now, with everything being even…harder, she’s going through it again.  But don’t worry, we’re a community.  We pull for each other, all of us, no matter what.”

      She thanked him, put a hand on his shoulder then said, “What was the question again?”

      “I asked about your well.”

      “Oh, yes.  Sure.  I’d like to get the well working, but with no electricity—”

      “If you have a 220 volt generator, that will power it up since most of the wells are 220 volt out here.  It would have to be old, though.  EMP proof.”

      “We don’t have a gas generator that works,” Jill asked.  “Ours was too new.  We lost it in the EMP.”

      He made a strange face, then said, “The guy who ran this place before you, he was a half-asser.  Did things like he didn’t care.”

      “Tell me about it,” Jill said.

      “It worked when you got the place, right?” William asked.  “The well?”

      “No, not really,” she said.  Looking back at him, taking him in for the first time since she drifted off to never-never-land, she said, “I don’t know anything about wells.”

      Cole and Marvin went back to work digging.  A couple of the kids were walking water buckets to the fields where she and Rock had planted lettuce, cabbage, potatoes, beets, carrots, broccoli and a few other late summer veggies.  A hundred yards away, several guys were building a small school, the sound of two by fours being cut permeating the afternoon air.  In a minute, one of the guys would start pounding nails.

      “Well, like I said, you need a generator to power it, but if that doesn’t do it, you’ll need a hand pump.”

      “Unless you have a generator that works, I’m going to need a hand pump,” she said, “but the well’s capped.”

      “Actually you have two wells on the property,” William said.

      That was news to Jill.

      “Really?”

      “I don’t suppose you know which was drilled first?”  William asked.  Jill shrugged her shoulders, hating how uninformed she was looking and feeling right then.  “Have you tried to open it?  The one you saw?”

      “No.”

      “Let’s pop the top then, see if there’s water down there.  If there is, we can install a hand pump and maybe you don’t have to hump all this water in.”

      “I don’t have a hand pump,” she said.

      “Let’s figure that out later.  First, you have a pipe wrench and a tape measure, right?”

      “Yeah,” she said.  “Follow me.”

      She and William uncapped the well, dropped the tape measure down a good seven feet before they hit standing water, then sat back and said, “What now?”

      “I’ll try to rustle you up a hand pump.  I’ve got a couple, but they’re rusted and they might not fit, or hold a decent seal depending on the degradation.  In the mean time you need a way to store water, and not just in whatever hot water heaters your group can rustle up.”

      “We have some pickle barrels the kids are cleaning right now.  Fifty-five gallon drums, that is.  And we cleaned the old troughs, lined them with plastic since there’s some rust.”

      “How many troughs?”

      “Two on the ground,” she said.  “We’ve got another ready to load in the back of the truck.  We’re making runs once the hot water heaters are tapped and in place.”

      “How many gallons will they hold?”

      “Thirty-eight,” she said.  “All three of them.”

      “You need a two-hundred and fifty gallon storage tank if you’re going to keep all these people here,” he said looking around.  Then, leaning in, he said, “And I wouldn’t pick up any more strays if you can help it.”

      She gave a quick, almost defeated laugh, then said, “That’s what’s on my mind.  Unfortunately it’s also been beat into my brain that you leave no man behind.”

      “Big hearts can stop beating under less intrusive circumstances,” he said, cryptic.

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning be kind, and be helpful, but if you’re too kind, if you give away too much, it could be to your own detriment.  Even worse, it could be to the detriment of all these people as well.”

      “Copy that,” she said.  “And thank you for everything you’re doing for us.”

      “You bet,” William replied.  “I’ll check on that hand pump and head over after lunch if you’d like.”

      “That would be great.”

      Water was the most critical thing she could think of.  First water, then food.  For now, many of the refugees brought what food they had when she found them, but resources were dwindling and the weight of running a compound was beginning to take its toll.  There was too much to do.  She screwed up after Janice and Cole.  Should she have turned some of these people away?  Should she send some of them on their way now?

      As she ran the list of people camping on the property, of the kids she’d invited to stay indoors at night—and of the guys they added with Rock coming back—she couldn’t think of a single person she would have turned away.  Except for Maisie.  If she could somehow have one less mouth to feed, it would be Maisie’s stupid mouth.

      That got her thinking of Rock again.

      She couldn’t seem to get her mind straight about him.  She’d pushed him away, and technically they were on a break, but you didn’t force a break with your partner thinking they’d head right out and wet their carrot.

      But Rock did.

      After all she’d done for him, for them, he found his way into another woman.  For the tenth time since he got home and she learned Rock had sex with Maisie, she fantasized about leaving this all behind.

      She could just grab a bug-out bag and sneak out under the cover of night, never come back.

      Her strategy for survival, however, would be a lonely one.

      Then again, the pragmatic side of her argued that the less people you had to take care of, the greater your chances of survival.  As she trudged through the dirt and weeds heading back to the front of the home, as she looked around at the people working there, she knew that everything she’d done—all the people she brought here—would prove to be a huge mistake.

      Then again, maybe she finally found something worthwhile to do in her life.  Maybe her life was now bigger than pretty houses and happily-ever-afters.

      In front, an old Dodge with creaky springs and more rust than actual paint, meandered up the road and came to a stop in the driveway.  Attached to the truck was a trailer that held three hot water heaters, each of them strapped down with ropes.

      An older man hopped out of the driver’s seat, his clothes dirty, cobwebs in his hair.  His name was Robert and he ran a pizza shop up the road.  He and his wife were there when their home burned down.  They lost a child, but the two of them survived.  Robert’s wife barely even spoke since that day.  Mostly she cried, and mostly at night.

      “Looks like you scored,” Jill said, eying the trailer and its contents.

      Robert’s best friend, Doug, got out of the truck, glanced at the water heaters and moseyed over.

      “We need to get them set up inside, stabilized and properly tapped,” Jill said.  “Take the large one to the vacancy in the kitchen.  That’s a one hundred and twenty gallon, right?”

      “It is,” Robert said.  “The others are eighty-five gallons.”

      “Good find you guys,” she said with a weak smile and a pat on the shoulder.  “You can go ahead and put the smaller ones in the laundry room.”

      “I can Jimmy-rig a spigot,” Doug said.

      “Can you do three?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good,” she said.  “Do it.”

      Gregor and Alphonse were headed her way.  She liked Gregor’s willingness to get in and work, and she liked that his guys were every bit as willing as Gregor to earn their keep, but she didn’t know their plans and she didn’t want to ask just yet.

      “What can we do to help?” Gregor asked.  “Alfie and I are bored.”

      “We need food.  Which means we need to do a scavenger run,” she said.  “You up for that?”

      “Hell yeah,” Gregor said.  “We’re definitely up for that.  What about you, Alfie?  Ready for a little B&E?  A little petty theft?”

      “It’s either that or we starve,” Alphonse said, deadpan.

      “So, yeah,” Gregor said, eyes on her, “we’re good to go.”

      “Why don’t the two of you take the Dodge, hit a few of the houses up the street.  I’ll get you directions while Robert and Doug unload the hot water heaters.”

      “What’s the deal?” Alphonse asked.

      “We’re basically canvasing the surrounding neighborhood to get a feel for the people,” Jill said, “for what homes are empty, for any potential threats…”

      “I get it.”

      “I know, but I need to show you where we’ve been.  No reason wasting gas because we didn’t plan properly.”

      “And don’t go near Old Man Danes,” Cole added.  He and Marvin were coming up to the house for water, but stopped to get a look at the new tanks.

      Marvin added, “The old coot’s shot two people trying to rob the neighbor’s house in the last two days.”

      “How do you know this?” Alphonse asked.

      “Saw the bodies,” Cole said.  “Plus he started shooting at us.”

      Alphonse and Gregor exchanged looks.  Then Gregor said, “What exactly is he protecting?”

      “His neighbor’s place as far as we can tell,” Marvin said.  “They’ve been friends a long time from what I gather.”

      “Have you been out there?” Gregor asked Jill.  She shook her head no.  “Why don’t the neighbors protect themselves?”

      “Because they’re dead,” Cole said.

      “How do you know this?” Alphonse asked the kid.

      “The accident I was in, the one that nearly killed me, they were with me.  Not in the car, but in the accident.  It was a silver Ford Taurus.  The drones came after us.  The Taurus crashed along with a lot of other people.  Their car caught on fire,” Cole said, a distant look in his eyes.  Then they cleared and he said, “They burned to death.  I heard them screaming inside.”

      “You sure it’s them?” Gregor asked.  “There are lots of silver Ford Tauruses out there.”

      “I knew them,” Marvin said.  “It was their car.  It still had a Jill Stein for President sticker on the back bumper.  Burnt to hell, most of it, but some of that sticker was still there on left side.”

      “And there’s no one else living there?” Alphonse asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Does the old guy next door know they’re dead?” Gregor asked.

      “What are you thinking?” Jill asked.

      “I’m thinking we have a working farm and a communication problem.  We can take advantage of one and solve the other.”

      “Communication problem?” Marvin asked.

      Alphonse said, “The farmer doesn’t know he’s guarding a house no one is coming home to.  We need to communicate that to him so he doesn’t shoot us when we either loot the place or move in.”

      “No one gets hurt,” Jill warned.  “So long as you stay here, no innocents get harmed.”

      Both men frowned at her.  Alphonse then looked at Gregor and said, “I’m almost offended that she said that.”

      Looking at her but talking to Alphonse, Gregor said, “Do you really blame her?”

      The Frenchman made a face, then shook his head and said, “I suppose not.”

      “So we’re agreed?” Jill asked.

      “Agreed,” they both said.  Then to Alphonse, Gregor said, “Ready?”
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      The first thing Gregor saw, besides the house and its neighboring barn, was an old tractor parked in between the two structures.

      “Those guys digging the pond out back,” Gregor said.

      “Marvin and Cole?” Alfie interrupted.

      “We could dig twice the pond in a fraction of the time with this rig.  We wouldn’t even break a sweat.”

      “Which house did they say the old man was in?” Alfie asked as they parked the Dodge up the two-lane country road.  A few birds were chirping and a pack of dogs led by a bone-thin Chihuahua crossed the road ahead, a few of them glancing back at Gregor and Alfie.

      “White house, blue trim, small brown barn,” Gregor said after the last dog had disappeared with its pack into the fields.  Pointing it out, he said, “That’s the one right there.”

      “You check out the farm,” Alfie said, “and I’ll look in on this Danes guy.”

      “No violence,” Gregor warned.

      “If he shoots at me, I’ll shoot him back,” Alfie said.

      “No violence.”

      “I heard you the first time, Mom,” he said, quietly getting out of the truck.

      Alfie headed one direction, Gregor headed the other.  Gregor kept his head low as he trotted down the driveway while Alfie did the same but in the direction of Old Man Danes’ house.  Except Alfie didn’t go down the driveway.  It was too exposed.  Instead, he jogged to a thicket of trees and brush and disappeared behind them, perhaps even into them.  Presumably he was making his way to the back of the house where he’d hunker down and wait for Gregor’s signal.

      Gregor approached the seemingly vacant house, cautious in case Danes rushed outside with his rifle barking.  He approached a stretch of open land between the houses, did a quick sweep then darted for the John Deere tractor sitting beside the barn, which was not that far away from the house.

      He ducked behind the tractor, popped his head up, saw the neighbor’s screen door open.  He expected to be shouted at, but Old Man Danes looked like he had a glass of tea in his hand.  He moseyed over to the deck’s porch swing facing the side yard, then sat down and took a long sip of his drink.

      Reigning in his senses, Gregor listened to the clucking of a few nearby hens.  He sniffed the air and groaned.  The stink of a chicken coop was like nothing he’d ever smelled before.  They were worse in LA.  He turned and saw the chicken wire contraption, along with about six dead hens and a few other chickens looking worse for the wear.

      He couldn’t worry about that right then.

      He was waiting for Alfie.

      A few minutes later, Alfie appeared alongside the house.  He’d sidled up to the clapboard structure, staying close to the outer wall as he approached the edge of the porch.  The Frenchman dropped low, below the height of the deck, then looked up where Danes was sitting.  He was gently rocking on the porch swing, his back to Alfie, completely unaware of the threat.

      Alfie looked over at him, made the sign that said he had eyes on Gregor.  Gregor gave him the signal to hold, got the affirmative nod from Alfie, then moved past a chicken coop and to the back of the house.

      There was a dog on a leash in back, a German Shepherd that looked too weary to even stand.  Flies were buzzing around him.  Gregor stopped in his tracks.  Everything sort of fell in the rear view mirror at the sight of this poor beast.

      “Hey there, big fella,” he said, realizing the dog wasn’t abandoned on purpose.  He’d been left there never-the-less.  This was another sad symptom of the apocalypse.  Pets without owners.  No food, no water, no one to care for you, let alone take you off your leash.

      The dog growled low in its throat, but there was nothing behind it.

      “It’s okay,” he said, lightly, his tone reassuring.  “You don’t look so good.”

      The dog’s ears perked up, and he lifted his eyes.  The expenditure of energy was short lived.  The German Shepherd slumped forward, seeming to fall even deeper into despair.  Even his ears returned to normal and his eyes dropped back to the two paws stretched out before him.

      The full sized dog had one of those retractable tethers attached to the back of his collar, allowing him to roam.  The problem was he was out of food and water and he couldn’t chew the leash off.  Even worse, the leash was fixed up high to a rung that looked pounded into the side of the house.

      By the look of it, the dog tried to get on its hind legs and gnaw it off.  Had the old crank next door not come to check on the dog?  Then again, when he’d come out on the porch with his tea, Danes seemed to walk with a limp, like he had a bum leg.  Maybe he was stiff from sitting for too long.  Or perhaps he was injured, or even handicapped.

      Regardless, there were deep grooves in the wall around the rung, and some bloody smears and splotching encircling it.  Gregor looked back down at the dog and said, “I’m going to get you some water.  Then I’m going to get you off this leash.”

      He knelt down, put out his hand.  The dog didn’t even sniff it.  Gregor hurt inside for the state of this animal.  Scratching behind the ears did nothing to startle him, and that’s how he knew he wouldn’t get bitten.

      He checked the door.  It was locked.

      He moved around the house, checking both doors and windows.  He found a bedroom window not all the way latched shut.  He pulled off the screen, pried the window open, then crawled inside unsure of what, or who—if anyone—he might find.

      What he did find, however, was a house that was fully intact.  It had food stores, including dehydrated fruit and meat, canned nectarines, canned peaches and lots of non-perishable food items in a very large pantry.

      It wouldn’t last long with the size of Jill’s group, but it was a start.  Looking around, the house was as large as it was clean and organized.  The previous owners had three grown kids and pictures of the dog from the time he was just a pup.  His name was Ragnar and it looked like he was loved.

      “Interesting,” Gregor heard himself say.

      In the kitchen he found a food bowl, some kibble and several thirty-six packs of bottled water.  He peeled off a couple of bottles, grabbed the kibble and the food dish and headed out back where Ragnar awaited his return.

      Gregor filled the bowl with food and a water dish with water, pushed them both in front of the dog and waited.  Ragnar’s eyes slid back and forth from bowl to water dish, his body wasting no effort on the task.  Gregor knelt down beside him, scratched lightly behind his ears and said, “It’s okay, Ragnar.  This is for you.  You just pick what you want, but do it quickly.  I have to go.”

      The dog’s eyes looked up at him.

      He responded to his name.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be back.  I just need to look in on a friend.  Now go ahead and eat, or drink.”  He tapped the water dish, scooted it under Ragnar’s mouth, waited until his tongue came out.  It did.

      Gregor smiled.  “Good dog.”

      He watched as the German Shepherd shifted, then fought to get to his feet.  The struggle was painful to watch, but he needed to get up on his own.  When he did, Ragnar stood on wobbly legs, then shook himself, looked down at the two bowls and went for the water.

      Gregor petted him one more time, then said, “I’ll be back.”

      He took the long way around the property, staying out of Danes’ peripheral view.  He joining Alfie a few minutes later.  Still unaware that he had company, the old man was whistling a tune.  Drinking his tea.  Gregor gave his partner a nod.  Alfie crept toward the deck where Danes’ was lounging, quietly reached through the wooden balusters and lifted the rifle.  Carefully, he slid it back through the railing.  When he had it, he gave the nod and Gregor walked around the deck and out into the open.

      “Afternoon,” he said.

      Old Man Danes startled, then reached down for the weapon that wasn’t there.  By that time, Alfie moved into view and said, “We don’t want to hurt you.”

      “We just don’t want you hurting us either,” Gregor added.

      Danes got to his feet (somewhat spry for his age and his obvious physical disability) and headed for the front door.  Gregor didn’t let him reach it.  He took a weak swing, but Gregor ducked under the shot, slid behind him and choked Danes out.

      Slowly, he eased the unconscious man down to the decking.  Gregor then propped him up against the side of the house while Alfie stepped up onto the porch.

      “I say we ransack this place,” Alfie said, both serious and humorless, “and if there’s anything valuable, we get rid of him and say he fell into a well or whatever.”

      “Jill said no violence.”

      “You in love, partner?  Because I see the way you look at her.”

      “We’re not the kind of people who would do something like this,” Gregor said, his tone sour, his heart filled with disappointment.  “I’ll be right back.”

      “You ain’t the boss anymore.”

      Leveling his partner with a long look, he shook his head, then stepped inside the house and took a peek around.  Eventually he found a clean wash cloth and a medium length bungee chord.

      When he went back outside, Danes had come around and was glaring at Alfie.  Alfie was standing just out of reach and looking out into the fields.

      “You gonna kill me?” Danes said.  He appeared to be in his early seventies, good skin, white hair, not much meat on his bones.

      “No,” Gregor replied.  “I didn’t even want to do that.  Choke you out.  You swung on me, though, so really you left me no choice.”

      “So why you here?” he groused.

      “To tell you that your neighbors are dead and you shooting at everyone who comes near their home is counterproductive.”

      “To what?” he spat.

      “To their survival,” Alfie said, roasting the old man with his eyes.

      “What do you think is going on here?” Gregor asked, kneeling before him.  “All this death and destruction, the loss of power, the looters?  What do you think this is all about?”

      “The power will come back on.”

      “No it won’t,” Alfie said, calmer, but his temper still short.  “The blown transformers, nothing working, not small electronics, not cars…the power will never come back on, my friend.”

      “So you’re just looters then?” he said, looking back and forth between the two of them.

      “If society has a hiccup and I break into the Adidas store to steal sneakers, or shirts—basically a bunch of non-essentials—then I’d say yes, we’d be looters.  But this is not about non-essentials.  This is about survival and we are survivors, same as you.”

      “I don’t have much of value here.”

      “You have a roof, a weapon, food inside I’m sure,” Alfie said.  “All that has value.”

      “So you want my house then?” he said, getting riled again.

      Gregor stood up, joined Alfie at the porch railing, then said, “We want the house next door and we don’t want you to shoot us while we take what we can of value.”

      “If I can, I will stop you,” he said.

      Alfie turned around, walked to him, knelt down right in his face, close enough to count every last pore on Danes’ face.  “You can’t stop us.”

      “That’s someone’s house,” he argued.  “Not yours.”

      “Your neighbor’s are in a ditch a mile or so up the road.  They burned to death in their silver Ford Taurus.”

      “The hell they did!”

      “Jill Stein for President,” Gregor said, then watched the reaction in Danes’ eyes.  His response was clear.  He’d just provided Danes with a confirmation.  “We don’t want to hurt you, to take from you, or to have even put you in this position.  But there are two dead people out there drawing flies, two people you shot.  You can understand why we took this approach, yes?”

      The old man’s jaw flicked.  He flat out refused to look at them.

      “Did I hurt you when I subdued you?” Gregor asked.  Danes refused him his eyes and an answer.  “We’re LAPD officers.  Our job is to protect and serve.”

      Now he looked up.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, honest to God,” Alfie said, finally starting to relax.

      “Crooked or clean?”

      “I’m crooked, he’s clean,” Alfie said, not a glint of humor in his eye.  “But nowadays, like he said, there is no right or wrong.  There’s only surviving.  If you want to survive, you will survive us, but we’re going to lock you in a closet, blindfold and tie you up, and then we’ll come back when we’re done.”

      “Just do it,” he said, jowls shaking.

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” Gregor said.  “Unless you want to help.  There are things in the house you might be able to use.”

      “I’m not doing this.  You want to be dirty cops and take someone else’s things, you go ahead.”

      “Their dog was practically dead,” Gregor said.  “For an upstanding neighbor like yourself, a loyal old coot who’s willing to kill strangers to protect something that isn’t yours, you sure screwed up not checking on Ragnar.”

      “I have gout in my foot,” he said.  “Can’t walk so well.”

      Gregor thought of something.  “Stay here,” he said.  “I’m going to take a closer look around.  See what’s what inside.”

      “Don’t take my stuff!” he shouted.

      Alfie said, “Relax man, we don’t want your things.”

      Gregor went in the house, found a few boxes of ammo, put them in a plastic bag he found in the kitchen.  He didn’t find any other weapons.  In the garage, he found a newer car that wouldn’t start, a great assortment of gardening tools, ten tons of miscellaneous junk, and a worn length of rope.  That was what he needed.

      Gregor returned to the porch and said, “Let’s get him on the porch swing.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.  Just leave me here.”

      “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Alfie said.  Gregor hated the look in Danes’ face.  He wondered if he’d ever live long enough to know that kind of vulnerability.

      He hoped not.

      “I’ll take the hard way,” he said, defiant.

      Gregor crossed the porch, grabbed the rifle, chambered a round and returned to where Danes was sitting.  He put the barrel to his head and said, “Give me a three count Alfie.”

      “Three, two—”

      “Alright, alright you assholes,” he groused.

      Gregor withdrew the rifle, reached down and offered him a hand.  Danes shoved it aside and fought his way to his feet.  He walked to the porch swing on his own, his limp more pronounced than before.  When he sat down, Gregor placed the washcloth over his face and bungee-chorded it in place.  Alfie tied him to the swing.  He was an Eagle Scout and money with knots.

      “That’s too tight,” Danes mumbled through the cloth.

      “Of course it is,” Alfie said.

      “When we’re done,” Gregor told him, “I promise to return all of your property to you.  And I promise you will remain unharmed.”

      “You said that already,” he said, his words muffled.

      Over the next hour or so they went through the neighbor’s house, gathering all the food, water and supplies they could.  They found plenty of tools they could use back at the compound, and there were a dozen fruit trees out back that were teeming with fruit.  If they could get Danes to calm down, if they refused him his rifle until they were on better terms, it might actually make sense to move in there.

      That was not Gregor’s decision, though.

      He’d bring it up to the guys.

      “So do you want to rock, paper, scissors for the chickens?” Gregor asked.

      “I’ll do it,” Alfie grumbled.

      “No man, I won’t cheat,” Gregor said with a grin.  “Let’s rock, paper, scissors.”

      “I said I’ll do it!” Alfie barked, his mood worse than ever.  He never won at rock, paper, scissors.  Never.  Not once.

      “Well don’t get mad if I laugh,” Gregor said.  And with that, Alfie stepped into the chicken coop and started chasing after what birds still remained.

      True to his word, Gregor burst out laughing.  By then, Alfie had captured half of them.  When they were finished loading up the truck, Gregor walked across the property and up on the porch where Danes was sitting tied to the porch swing.  He looked exhausted.  Gregor started undoing the rope.  Danes said nothing.

      “Are you alright in there?” Gregor asked.

      “Couldn’t be better,” he grumbled.

      “What’s your name?” Gregor asked.

      “Harvard Danes.”

      “Harvard like the school?” he asked.

      “My mother got knocked up in college by a guy who said he went to Harvard,” he said, his voice still muffled by the cloth over his face.  “She wasn’t that smart.  I guess she thought if I ever wanted to look for my father, my name would be the first clue.”

      Gregor understood him perfectly.  He nearly fell over laughing.  The second the ropes loosened, however, Harvard started to topple over.

      Gregor stifled his amusement.  “I gotcha,” he said, catching Harvard before he fell over sideways.

      “Can’t sit in one place for too long,” Danes confessed.  “Body just starts to ache and shut down.  Think that’s what happened.”

      Gregor unwound the bungee chord from Harvard’s head, removing the cloth.  He blinked hard against the light, then slowly covered his eyes.

      “Too bright,” he said.

      Gregor was feeling worse about what they’d done by the minute.  “I’m really sorry we had to resort to this,” he said.

      “It’s okay,” Harvard said.  “I would’ve shot you,”

      “What about now?” Gregor asked, standing before him holding out a bottle of Wild Turkey Kentucky bourbon.

      All the sudden Harvard sat up, his eyes clearing.

      “Is that a Maker’s Keep Decades?” he asked, referring to the specialty bottle Gregor was holding.

      “Indeed it is,”

      “You know that’s not your off-the-shelf bourbon, right?” Harvard said, licking his lips.

      “I know my bourbons,” Gregor said.  “This is a peace offering.”

      “Are you offering me a sip, or the bottle?”

      “The bottle.”

      He reached for it and Gregor handed it over.  Harvard took it, studied the bourbon like it was the first woman he’d ever seen rather than a bottle of alcohol.  Gregor leaned Harvard’s rifle against the porch railing, and then he set the bag of shells beside it.

      “It’s still loaded,” Gregor told him.

      Harvard nodded, then tried to stand.  He wobbled, though, and Gregor caught him again.

      “Let me help you inside.”  Harvard held out an arm and Gregor walked him inside to a his rocker.  He sat him down, then said, “Before I head out, is there anything else you need?”

      “A tumbler would be great.  You can’t drink this straight from the bottle.  That would be sacrosanct.”

      “I agree.”

      He got a tumbler, opened the bottle to let it breathe, then poured his new friend four fingers worth and handed it over.  He sniffed it, smiled and looked up at Gregor.

      “This won’t help the body,” Harvard Danes said, “but it sure will soothe my soul.”

      And with that, he took a sip, closed his eyes and surrendered to the liquid.

      “Well?”

      “Jesus take the wheel,” he exclaimed, euphoric, his eyes softer, seduced.

      “Promise you won’t shoot me when I come by next time.”

      “Are they really dead?” Harvard asked.

      Gregor assumed he was referring to the neighbors.

      “Yeah, unfortunately.”

      “And the dog?”

      “Ragnar?”

      “Yeah, Ragnar.”

      “I’ll nurse him back to health,” Gregor said.

      “What about my rifle?”

      “I’ll get it now,” he said.

      The lack of light in the house was a bit dismal, somewhat depressing.  Plus the smells were getting to him.  Musty smells layered with the dry stench of old wood and age.  He was glad to be getting along with Harvard, but he didn’t want to stay a minute longer than he had to.  The house reminded him too much of his grandfather’s place in Barstow.

      Gregor grabbed the rifle and shells from the porch, then returned and set them just out of reach.  He wouldn’t take that chance with Harvard.  There was no way he was risking his life should his intuition happen to be on vacation right then.

      “Thanks for the drink,” Harvard said, raising his glass.

      “Anytime.”

      When they returned to the homestead, Alfie offered to unload the spoils while Gregor said he was off to find Jill.

      “Try not to lick her when you see her,” Alfie mumbled.

      “Watch it,” Gregor replied.

      “It’s in your eyes, partner,” Alfie said.

      “That’s just dust.”

      When he wandered inside the main house and asked if anyone had seen Jill, Robert spoke up from inside the kitchen.  He was just strapping the larger hot water heater in place.  “She’s back in the infirmary with Rock.”

      Rock.  Jill’s boyfriend.  The guy who came in with the girl.
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      Janice was attending to Rock when she walked in.  The RN saw Jill and said, “Will you get some ointment on her face?”

      She was pointing to Maisie who was now looking just as uncomfortable with the request as Jill was.

      She took the ointment and walked over to Maisie.  She looked down at the girl; the girl looked up at her with eyes she quickly emptied of emotion.

      “You’re very plain looking,” Jill said, her anger starting to take shape.

      “You’re very pretty,” the girl responded, taking Jill off guard.  “I see why he loves you.”

      Jill huffed, dunked her finger into the antibacterial ointment and started roughly applying it to the wounds on the girl’s face.  Much to her credit, even though Jill knew she was hurting her, Maisie didn’t even wince.

      Some of the scrapes were opening up and bleeding when Janice came over.  The RN saw what Jill was doing, then kindly said, “Stop.”  She took the ointment from Jill and said, “You’re not finger painting, for heaven’s sake.”

      Janice took a small strip of gauze and began gently patting the open wounds, the ones now bleeding.  The entire time, Maisie failed to show one single emotion.  Then again, her eyes never left Jill.

      “If the only thing that’s messed up on you is your plain looking face, then you can work like the rest of us,” Jill grumbled.

      Janice cleared her throat, but Jill ignored the woman.  This was not her house.  She was a guest here, just like Maisie.

      “I’d like to help,” Maisie said, her gaze still locked on Jill.

      “You’ll help or you’ll leave,” she told Maisie.  “All of us pull our weight around here, no exceptions.”

      Rock cleared his throat, causing Jill to turn to him.  It was clear he was angry with her.

      “Protecting you spoils?” she asked.

      He didn’t say anything.  She looked down at his ribs.  They were taped up, but there was a tremendous amount of bruising all around them.

      Janice said, “He’ll heal, but it’ll take time.  Maybe you should take a break from…whatever this is.”

      Ignoring Janice, Jill walked up to Rock, looked at his ribs, gently placed a hand on them.  It was not a loving hand.  She looked deep into his eyes and said, “Do they hurt?”

      He drew a defiant breath, then said, “They’re alright.”

      “I missed you,” she whispered, just loud enough for him to hear.  “I thought you were dead.”

      “And now?”

      She didn’t know what to say.  Instead, she shifted her weight ever so slightly, putting more pressure on his ribs.  She watched him wince and said, “Do they hurt now?”

      He said, “They’re alright.”

      She leaned further.  It was easy to see she was hurting him, but everything was perfectly quiet.  He started to sweat and she said, “What about now?”

      “Fine,” he grimaced.

      Janice was finishing up with Maisie.  The very thought of Rock and that girl being together had her insides at a full boil.

      She had almost no more weight left to put on Rock and he was taking it, but not in stride.  When it looked like he couldn’t take it anymore, she said, “That’s how much my heart hurts.”

      And then she took her weight off him and turned to Janice.

      “What do we have to do to get this guy better?”

      “Under ideal conditions,” Janice replied, “we’ll need growth hormones and protein to speed up the healing process.  We don’t really have ice packs, but we’ve got ibuprofen which he needs to take regularly to keep the swelling down.”

      “What about his diet?”

      “Proteins, like I said, but he needs to eat as many fruits and vegetables as he can.  If you have calcium, magnesium, vitamin D that will help.  Multivitamins, too.”

      “What about work?” she asked.  “He can’t just lay here like a lump on a log all day.”

      “No strenuous exercise, no bending sideways, no heavy lifting.  He needs to sleep on his back with pillows under him if he can.  That will help a lot.”

      “What about walks?” Rock asked.

      “Yes, that would be good,” Janice replied.  “When you’re up to it, of course.”

      “So he can leave then?” Jill asked, looking first at Janice, then down at Rock.  “In case I get tired of looking at him.”

      Janice looked at Jill, then at Rock, and then she looked at Maisie.  Jill saw her putting it all together.

      “You know what you need to do now,” Janice said to Jill.  “Maybe you should let them rest.  Or get them some water.  You choose.”

      “That one can get up and help,” Jill said, pointing to Maisie.  “We have clay that needs to be separated from soil if in the future you want any drinking water or food.  Leave that bed for someone who really needs it.”

      “Before you go,” Rock said, reaching out and taking her by the arm with a surprisingly strong hand.  “I need to talk to you.”

      She looked down at him and said, “So talk.”

      “I want to tell you that I like what you did with the house,” he said.

      “Save it.”

      “And I want to know what you’re planning now that we have all these people here and you’ve turned it into a communal homestead.”

      “This is now home base for a lot of people less fortunate than us.  They’ve lost family, friends, their homes and animals, everything.”

      “I’m happy that they’re here,” he said.  “But you know how hard it’s going to be trying to take care of everyone?”

      “There isn’t a single slacker here,” she said, shrugging off his hand.  “We’re pooling together our resources and expanding our perimeter.”

      “What about Gregor and his guys?”

      “They’re half the reason we’re thinking about expanding.”

      “I’m glad,” he said.

      “We need to turn this place into something it’s not if we’re to survive,” she said.  As angry as she was at him, the familiarity in his eyes, the beautiful contours of his face, caught her off guard.  Looking deep into his eyes, her own expression softening, she said, “Why don’t you sleep with me tonight?”

      “I should stay here a few more days.  I don’t want to put any undue strain on my ribs with a softer bed.”

      “Why don’t I take you in there, lay you down, see how it feels.  If it’s going to be a problem, I’ll bring you back here.”

      “You want to do that now?” he said.

      If she could separate the two of them, maybe he could see his way back to her.  It was a silly thought because he’d already broken her trust, but it was worth a try.

      He nodded his head, then said, “Okay.”

      Jill helped him up, Maisie not even looking at them.  She could see the strain sitting up was causing, but Rock refused to complain.  Slipping his arm over her shoulder, Jill helped him out of the room, down the hallway and into the bedroom she’d been using.

      When they got there, he sat on the bed, took a shallow breath that looked painful, then said, “My legs?”

      She bent over, scooped him up with an arm under his calves, then slowly lifted his legs onto the bed while pivoting him in place on his butt.

      When he was laid out flat, she said, “Well?”

      “Help me sit up,” he said, reaching out for her.  She did.  “It hits the middle of my back and pain is flaring on my left side.”

      “Who is that girl?”

      The look on his face said he knew this was coming.  “Maisie Sullivan is her real name.”

      “I heard you guys talking.”

      “I know,” he said, his eyes on hers, but the strain to hold them evident in his expression.

      “Then you know I know.”

      “I gathered as much.”

      “Why, Rock?”

      “She’s not who you think she is,” he said.

      “Who is she?”

      He drew a deep breath, let it out, his eyes changing.  Where before he was strong, innocent, just a guy in a bad situation recovering, he was now a mask of shame.

      “That’s Amber Gunn.”

      Her entire world tunneled down, hitting her with a snap of vertigo.  “No,” she said, the word falling from her mouth.  “That’s not Amber Gunn.”

      “Maisie Sullivan started out as a makeup artist in Hollywood.  The publicity magicians put her through the celebrity spin machine, crafting a sad story for her on her way into Hollywood.  Then they turned her into a star.  She wasn’t some girl off the streets.  She was a makeup artist.  She specializes in it.”

      “What about the red hair?”

      “That was a wig.”

      “But she’s so plain looking,” Jill said.

      “I know.”

      “Then why?” she asked, a shine coming to her eyes, a vision of them together filling her thoughts.

      “I didn’t mean for this to happen, but when it did, I realized I needed to see how I felt being with other people.”

      “We’ve broken up before and I haven’t cheated.”

      “You keep quitting on me.”

      “We keep quitting on each other,” she said.

      “I never quit on you.”

      “Yet you slept with her,” she said, the pain flooding into her voice.  They didn’t say anything, which started to piss Jill off.  Then: “Did you sleep with her as Amber Gunn, or Maisie Sullivan?”

      “I didn’t know they were the same people, not until afterwards.”

      “Amber or Maisie?” she asked, wiping her eyes.

      “Maisie.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “It’s easy to talk with her, and she’s not uptight.”

      “You’ve known her ten minutes.”

      “I know.”

      “We’ve been together for over a year.”

      “Yet we’ve broken up four times in that year and life with you is hard.  You don’t have the soft touch of a woman.  You’re too abrupt.”

      “Then don’t do it anymore,” she said as she got up and left.

      Outside the door, she wiped her eyes again, took a deep breath, then went to the kitchen to see how Doug was coming along with the water spigots.  If there was anything to distract her from the turmoil of a life with Rock Dimas, it would be hard work.

      And if that didn’t work, she’d drag Maisie out back and put a bullet in her head.  Who was going to stop her?

      Only herself.
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      Carver Gamble had been following Maria from as far back as he could.  She left his sight several times.  Twice she’d gone into a house and twice he waited for her just up the street.  On the second house, she came out with a bottle of water in hand and some food.  He went into the same house after her, risking losing her because his energy was waning, he was hungry and it was hot.

      Murderously hot.

      After finding a few scraps of food and someone’s open, half-empty bottle of water, he risked searching the house for a weapon.

      He didn’t find one, but he did find an old pair of binoculars and about a dozen books on birds.  He grabbed the binoculars and hurried out of the house.  When he looked for Maria, he couldn’t find her.

      She was gone.

      Frantically he searched for her, his mind unwinding, his body breaking into a light sweat.  Think!  Scanning the roads with the binoculars, he felt his doggedness fading.

      For a good ten minutes he saw nothing.

      Purposely slowing his mind, calming himself, he mentally backtracked Maria’s route leading them to the very spot he stood, and then he carried the route forward to its most logical conclusion.  He followed that route, breathless, flustered, doubting every single step.

      Then, in the distance, he saw her.

      He didn’t know if he was stupid for almost losing her, or if it would have been worse for him to neglect his body.  The woman’s energy seemed to know no end.  His, not so much.  Was she going to stop for the night or just keep on walking?  She was the Forrest Gump of evil hybrid humans, and he was a mere mortal.

      The simple human needed sustenance, sleep, hydration!

      The roads were bright from the sun, the damage in many places unfathomable.  To some degree he felt like one day he would numb to the horrors he was seeing, but the next day he’d pass some car that was charred with a pair of bodies inside and he’d fight back the tears, often losing that battle, sometimes for long stretches at a time.

      It was difficult to measure the damage this woman and her AI army had done.  Even worse, he was sickened by the notion that he was following her, but unsure of what to do.  Kill her?  Befriend her?  Wait until she fell asleep to set her on fire and watch her burn?

      It was like tracking Satan.  You were mesmerized, terrified, fascinated but too much of a chicken to introduce yourself, to creep up on him, to start a fight you were prepared to end.

      No one was going to end Maria.

      Back at Stanford, from the command center, he’d watched her undergoing body modifications, genetic alterations.  He watched as they’d cut open the back of Antoinette’s head and brought in the AI’s own neural network to not only interface with the body but to overtake it.

      This wasn’t Satan.  He was following around a parasite.

      The more he thought about Maria, the more he thought about the woman he met in the hallway.  Antoinette.  Who was Antoinette before this?  And if this was Antoinette’s body, who was she now that Maria had overtaken her?  Was the real Antoinette gone?  Dead?  Was her soul just smashed down inside her mind like some supernatural prisoner?  Was this physical body now the hot-as-hell-Alcatraz that imprisoned Antoinette’s soul?

      All these questions refused to vacate his mind.

      As the miles passed, he realized he would not get any suitable answers.  Having taken in the miles, he also realized if he stopped walking, just found a place to put down roots, his life would have little or no meaning at all.

      What were his big goals going to be?  Eat?  Find a way to manage his own waste?  Maybe meet a nice girl and settle down in a house not burnt to the ground, or infested with the kind of decay that came with neglect?

      When Maria finally stopped walking, it was because she’d seen a guy working under his muscle car and for some reason this fascinated her enough to stop.

      The barrage of questions, curiosities and summations in Carver’s head stopped.

      Most of the bright orange muscle car was backed into an opened garage.  The owner was on a mechanic’s slide board underneath it.  Parts were laying about, the wheels taken off the front axle and set beside the jacked up car.  Carver’s eyes went to an old pair of rusted brake drums, then to the small cardboard boxes holding what looked like new ones.

      Had the classic orange muscle car survived the EMP?  It looked old enough.  Did the owner think he could get it working again?  Was Maria planning on stealing it?  Where would she go?

      Hell, he didn’t even know where she was going now!

      Carver covertly hustled up through the neighborhood, scanning the homes, the bushes, the cars—anywhere he could hide, anywhere he could stakeout the scene.  He needed to keep an eye on her, but mostly he was terrified she was going to take the car and get away.

      Then what?

      Somehow concoct a Plan B?

      He crept up to the house across the way, eyes on Maria as she stood in front of the orange car, and by proxy, the man on the slide board.  He was still deep under the car.  Even from across the street, he knew something was wrong.  You didn’t need 20/20 vision to see the problem brewing.

      The man’s voice from beneath the jacked-up front end of the vehicle was carrying.  Carver couldn’t understand exactly what he was saying, only that the pitch and tenor of his voice was rising to meet his agitation.

      Maria had her foot on his board, or on his nuts, and she wasn’t letting him out.

      The Detroit beast stood on a pair of skinny jack stands.  The old school ones, not the wide-base, stable jack stands of today.  The entire thing looked volatile.  Stable, but only under perfect circumstances.

      Maria was not a perfect circumstance.

      She was a gathering storm.

      Unable to push himself out from under the car, the mechanic’s protestations got wild.  Why was she doing this?  What was she trying to prove?

      Then, reaching down under the bumper, this genetically modified AI/human hybrid hoisted the front of the car up off the jacks just enough to pull it forward and topple the stands.

      Carver drew a startled breath, time slowing to a crawl as Maria dropped the car on top of the man.  The engine slammed down on his torso, squashing him so hard the slide board broke and his legs jerked up in response.

      For a very long moment, he couldn’t stop staring.  Did she just kill him?

      You know she did.

      He almost couldn’t breathe.  Should he be surprised by any of this?  She killed Dean and Clark.  She damn near slaughtered Tiberius, too.  These were his men.  His friends!  Hell, she’d waged an assault on America using drones, and then she did the impossible.  She hijacked another person’s body and set out into the world as an imposter, a harbinger of death, a brand new Satan and the last surviving piece of machine learning technology.

      Like nothing had happened, the Maria hybrid walked around the front of the house, worked herself into a fit of contrived emotion, then knocked on the door.  By the time the woman of the house answered, Maria was sobbing.

      Carver used the distraction to bolt across the street unseen.  Horrified, yet morbidly curious, he planted himself around the other side of the neighbor’s house.  From that vantage point, he had a view of the front driveway.  He couldn’t so much as breathe lest he be discovered.  Still, he needed to see, perhaps intervene if something worse happened.

      What will you even do against a woman who lifts cars then drops them on men?

      He didn’t know.

      The woman of the house was a plain looking specimen in her mid-thirties.  From the distance, he assumed Maria told this woman her husband was stuck under the car and needed help. From what he could hear now, being ten feet removed from the scene of the crime, Maria sounded frantic.

      Visions of his friends dying plagued his mind.  He didn’t want them there, occupying his thoughts, for not only was the loss heartbreaking, he was reminded of his cowardice.  How he just froze while it all happened under his watch.  How he just sat there like a little shivering rat, his courage having forsaken him.  He’d never stiffened to a hard stop like that.  The shame of it stabbed him deeply.  Now he had watched it happen again, this time to a man, a stranger, an innocent.

      Would he do something if Maria tried to kill the woman?  And what the hell did Maria even want with these two?

      The second the man’s wife saw her husband’s legs flopped over, half jutting out from the car that was all but sitting on the ground with her husband beneath, she fell into hysterics.  Carver did not know why Maria would torture the woman like this, but if she was the most intelligent woman on earth, she must have her reasons.

      The grieving wife was knelt down before the body, frantic-crying, calling her husband’s name, but only for a moment.  Like a nightmare unfolding, Maria advanced on the woman, grabbing a handful of her hair with one hand and her chin with the other.  She stepped to the side, viciously, her face twisted, and then she gave the woman’s head a ferocious crank.  From where he was hiding, Carver felt the loud pop deep in his chest.

      Startled, he nearly gasped and gave himself away.

      The woman sunk down dead, her brief struggle at an end.  If Carver felt an ungodly amount of shame before, it was ten times worse now!  He had to do something.  He had to act now, purposefully and decisively!  Not out of fear.  Not out of retaliation.  He needed to put a stop to this because he could no longer bare witness to this much death while skulking in the shadows.

      Get a hold of yourself, Carver.

      This hybrid woman was a menace.  The destroyer of worlds.  Death incarnate.

      Get a hold of yourself!

      Maria strolled up to the house.  Where was she going?  His hands were making and unmaking themselves into fists, his breathing shallow, his mind strategizing her death, his victory, life afterward.  What he needed was a window of opportunity.  A way to get the jump on her.  This in itself would be—

      Oh, God.

      Carver heard the voice of a young child.  She was walking toward her dead parents with Maria.  Shot through with a surge of vertigo, horrified thinking of what Maria might do to her, he realized he’d have to give himself away to attack her.

      If it meant saving the child, he would give his life.

      But would the child even survive the loss of her parents?  He didn’t know if even he could survive this post-apocalyptic nightmare, and he was a full grown adult, capable of far more than a mere child.

      The moment the girl saw her parent’s bodies, Carver closed his eyes.

      He couldn’t see this.

      There were worse things waiting for him in his head, though.  The memories of his friends being massacred were front and center, rolling through his mind like some horror film, the carnage looping through him reel after reel after reel.  Maria had torn through his friends like they were nothing.  Now they were dead.  Slaughtered.  Survived only by the most shameless coward ever to walk the earth.

      Carver motherfreaking Gamble.

      The child’s voice snapped him into awareness.  The pint-sized brunette.  The five or six or seven year old girl was seeing her father’s legs sprouting out from the car.  She was seeing her mother lying in a heap, her body folded over sideways.

      “Mommy?” the girl said, dropping and shaking her mother’s shoulder.  She had big watery eyes, a small mouth, a dimpled chin.

      “She died of a broken heart,” Maria said, cold, standing over the top of the girl.  “The loss of her husband, your daddy, was just too much for her to bear.”

      The cold tenor of Maria’s voice pumped ice into his veins.

      “Mommy?” the girl said again, louder this time, tears in her eyes and in her voice.  She shook her mother’s shoulder harder, but the woman was no more.

      Maria cracked her knuckles simply by flexing them.  Carver thought he saw the start of a sneer on her face, but then her expression fell flat, almost like her face didn’t know how to handle conflicting emotions.

      Then, in a creepy turn of events, Maria took her fingers to her lips and traced a smile.  Her mouth followed suit.

      She’d propped this sad smile on her face, then she looked down at the girl and said, “Let’s go cry inside while we get your shoes and coat.”

      “I don’t want to go anywhere with you!” the girl looked up and yelled, her eyes finally bubbling over.

      Maria knelt down, grabbed a fistful of unwashed brown hair—tight to the scalp where Carver knew it would hurt—then said, “Your mommy didn’t die of a broken heart, she died of a broken neck.  See that bulge in the skin right there?”  Maria pointed to a push of broken bone pressing up against the skin from the inside.  “That’s your proof she’s gone.  Now if you really want to be with your mommy and your daddy, then you’ll have to be the same way they are.  Dead.  Do you want to die?”

      Bawling now, clawing at Maria’s hand, she wailed, belting out the word: “No!”

      “I can give you the same broken neck as your mommy,” Maria offered with an abundance of cruelty in her voice.  She finally shoved the girl’s head aside as she let go of her hair.  “It won’t hurt at all, but then you’ll be with them.  Is that what you want?”

      “No,” she said, wiping her eyes, a little quieter now.

      “If you don’t go get your shoes and coat, I’m going to drag you in there by your hair and get you dressed myself.”

      The child just sat there, sobbing, not answering.  Maria made good on her promise.  She grabbed her and dragged her down the sidewalk, kicking and screaming.  The girl nearly kicked herself loose, startling Maria.

      The hybrid finally let go.

      And Carver?  Yeah, he just sat there.  He knew he was capable of defending himself, but not against Maria.

      Now towering over the girl, Maria’s expression was malevolent, the kind of pitiless look brought on by frustration, outrage, the strain of burden.

      “Time’s up,” Maria said.  “Am I going to kill you or are you going to get dressed?”

      “Dressed!” the girl shouted, sniffling, holding her head where it hurt.

      “Good.  Now get your ass up and go get dressed!”

      The girl did as instructed.  She went inside, then returned moments later.  Her cheeks were bright red, her eyes still wet, her expression a state of permanent terror.

      Maria smiled a big fake smile and said, “You and me are going to go on an adventure to the big city, do you want that?”

      Carver listened for an answer, but the girl said nothing.

      “You want me to level with you, you silly, silly nuisance?  Fine.  I suppose after what happened to your parents, I owe you at least that.”

      The child’s untamed hair had fallen over one eye, her face shivering, her shoulders slumped forward.  She said nothing.  Carver couldn’t even begin to fathom what it was Maria was about to say.

      The hybrid took a deep breath, then said, “I need you.  People trust someone with kids.  They tend to leave them alone.  Kids get you into places you can’t get on your own, and they instill trust.  You will be my child, and if you agree, I will protect you from everything sick and cruel this world has to offer.”

      So she wanted to fit in?  Infiltrate society, perhaps?  But which society was she going after if she’d already brought the country to its knees?  Society had crashed down all around them.  There was nothing to rule but a wasteland.  She’d broken the United States.

      She annihilated us.

      “You killed my parents,” the little girl said, brushing her hair out of her face.

      “The died of unnatural circumstances.”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “Do you have food?” Maria asked.  The child said neither yes nor no.  “Well, do you?”

      The child reluctantly nodded, then followed Maria into the house.

      Carver swallowed hard, took in his surroundings before emerging from his hiding place.  As he crossed the driveway, he looked down, bore witness to these two corpses, added them to the list of dead he’d have to carry with him.  He might have been able to save the woman’s life.  And though he could not have stopped Maria from killing Clark and Dean, he might have been able to stop her from maiming Tiberius.

      He should have at least tried.

      There was a pond of blood seeping out from the dead man, the cloudy sky above reflected in its surface.  The woman’s head was turned at an unusual angle, her eyes open, lifeless, the expanse of her husband’s blood pooling against her cheek.

      The lurching feeling in his stomach didn’t startle him.  He expected this.  His emotions were in turmoil, the push and pull of so many feelings wreaking havoc on his mental state.  Now it seemed to be taking a toll on his physical state as well.  Holding his stomach, trying to keep it down, he pushed on.

      Staying low along the house, making sure he wasn’t seen out a window, he crept around back looking for ways to see in, or vulnerabilities he could later use to his advantage.  He saw some of the dark rooms inside the house, but he didn’t see either Maria or the girl until he was around back looking in through the slider.  The girl was making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.  Maria seemed to be eating them faster than the girl could make them.

      Try not to eat your hand while you’re at it, he thought to himself.

      Whatever fear he had about Maria killing the child slowly began to dissipate.  If she hadn’t killed the child by now, if she was truthful when she said she needed her for cover, then maybe she wouldn’t kill her after all.

      Perhaps the child was safe.
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      Carver followed Maria and the child for days.  When they squatted for the night, Carver rummaged through vacant houses, gathering what he could, collecting things of value, be it food, a light blanket, a backpack, extra socks and underwear, toilet paper dots, water.  He never found any guns, but he did find a blade he could flip open with his thumb, and he found a bunch of protein bars he could stuff in his pockets and take with him.

      His cottonmouth was out of control, so when he found a place with enough decent water to drink, he’d all but drown himself in it, pissing every hour all night long just to make sure his system was clean and his body was hydrated.  As hard as he tried to eat and drink, to keep up his strength, he was losing weight, getting skinny, weak.

      Then one night, while he was out foraging, he turned to leave the house he’d broken into and saw the girl standing in the front doorway.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      He froze.

      “Eating,” he finally said.  He showed her a can of pinto beans and a bag of Ghirardelli chocolate chips.  “Would you like some?”

      She shook her head.

      “Why are you out so late?” he asked.  “Shouldn’t you be back with your mother?”

      She shrugged her shoulders.

      “That woman you’re with, she’s your mother, right?” Carver asked.

      “She killed my mommy,” the girls said.  “Can I stay with you?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      He was about to tell her, but then he wondered if Maria ever found out about him and pressed the child for information, would she know he was the Carver?  The one from Stanford?

      “I don’t have a name,” he said.  “What about you?”

      She shook her head.

      He opened up the foil colored bag of chocolate chips, offered her the opening.  She paused for a moment, looked at Carver, then reached in, grabbed a handful and popped them in her mouth before running off.

      He was hungry for more than pinto beans and chocolate.  After stashing his goods next to his binoculars and a blanket he stole a few days back, he surveyed the street they were on.  There were three more houses he could hit before turning in for the night.

      He was exhausted, but truthfully, he didn’t have the luxury of being tired.  His survival depended on him not being lazy.

      When he pried open the back door to the next house, he was only halfway through a good stash of food when something hit him in the head hard enough to dizzy him.  He stumbled sideways, staggering left and right before grabbing the back of a kitchen chair to keep from falling over.  His vision blurry, a wicked smarting in his head, his eyes wobbled then dropped at the sight of a baseball rolling across the kitchen floor.

      The second he realized someone had thrown that at him, he was tackled and driven to the ground.  The beatings started and went on until he blacked out.

      When he woke up, it was to his head bouncing down the stairs.  Someone was dragging him out of the house and down their porch stairs.  The fourth time his head bounced off the concrete steps, it was lights out again.

      When he woke, it was to liquid being poured on him.  The smell was gasoline.  Above him were two men, both of them scary looking, both of them irate.

      “Warm him up,” one said to the other.

      “Burn him?”

      “Yep.”

      Both men looked at each other, almost as if the guy suggesting they burn Carver alive was serious.  By the look in his eyes, he was.

      Raising his eyebrows and visibly contemplating the value of Carver’s life, this dumpster donkey finally grinned and said, “Yeah, alright.”  He then fished something out of the pocket of a ragged looking pair of pajama bottoms.  It looked like a matchbook.

      Carver laid there, beat to hell, but quickly regaining his senses.  There was nothing like being doused with gasoline to get your systems back online.  Fumes gathered in his nose and mouth, leaving him sick, and with a tickle at the back of his throat.  The second his assailant tore a match from the matchbook, Carver focused his mind, mentally prepared himself.

      Timing is everything, he told himself.

      Timing and speed.

      The instant the match head touched the strike strip, Carver rolled out of the puddle, scrambled to his feet and ran.

      The huge whoosh! behind him had him moving double time, everything hurting, his heart taxed with the burden of both extreme fear and flight.  Carver heard the guys whooping and hollering, and then he heard them yelling, “Lookit’ em go!”

      A few blocks down, when he couldn’t breathe anymore and he was sure they weren’t following him, he broke into a house, cleared it first, then began rifling through the kitchen and laundry room sinks.

      The gas fumes were making him nauseous.  His head felt like someone was taking a jackhammer to it and his eyes were burning.  And that was the upside.  The downside was that he may have a concussion and Maria may have seen what happened.

      Oh, and his knife was gone.

      Carver managed to find a bottle of white vinegar in the first house along with an old flashlight, although the batteries were weak, which in turn made the light less than desirable.

      That wasn’t all he needed though, so he broke into a second house.

      In the kitchen he found a big bottle of vanilla extract, a large glass mixing bowl, a turkey baster and some AA batteries.

      He switched out the batteries in the flashlight, then went to the garage where he found a blue, two gallon plastic bucket with a sturdy handle.

      In the bathroom, Carver filled the bucket with toilet water, then he stripped off his clothes, got in the tub and unscrewed the lid to the vinegar.

      He couldn’t help but groan at the smell.

      “Just do it,” he said, working up the nerve.

      Taking a deep breath, he poured the vinegar over himself and began washing his hair, his face and his body.

      He scrubbed vigorously, making sure everywhere the gas had soused him got scrubbed clean.  It stunk to all hell, but it needed to be done.  When that was finished, he used the bucket of toilet water to rinse himself off.  Dripping wet, only a hand towel at his disposal, Carver went to the second of three toilets, filled it with water, then returned to the tub.  In the glass bowl, he mixed the vanilla extract with the water, bringing the mixture to a sweet, but not overpowering aroma.

      He prayed this would work, if anything, so he didn’t have to go around smelling like a freaking Shell gas station.

      After he’d meticulously coated himself with the vanilla extract, he let it soak in for a few minutes.  Standing there shivering in the tub, his body looking too thin by his own measure, he waited until he couldn’t wait anymore.  He finally dumped the bucket of cold toilet water over himself again.

      With one last step before he was done, he filled the bucket in the third toilet, then returned to the tub where there was a bar of Irish Spring soap, extra lather.  He soaped his body like his life depended on it.  When he was lathered as thick as he could get, he rinsed his body for the third and final time.

      Finally he felt clean.

      He ran his hands through his hair, felt none of the nasty residue the gas had left behind.  He smelled his arms, his hands, his shoulders.  The faint suggestion of the offensive stench still remained, but overwhelmingly, he was clean.

      Knowing he could do no better, Carver dried himself off with an already damp hand towel, then found his way to the master bedroom’s main closet.  Apparently the owners survived the initial attack.  The way the clothes and shoes were rifled through, it seemed they’d fled the city fast.

      He took a quick inventory of what was left.  It wasn’t hard.  More than half the wardrobe was gone and only few pairs of men’s shoes remained.  The shoes fit, but the clothes felt a touch baggy.  It didn’t matter.  He’d make them work, because who in their right mind would take on the apocalypse in their birthday suit?

      “Not this handsome devil,” he mumbled.

      He started doing that lately.  Talking to himself.  If not for his own company, he’d have no one to talk to.  And with no one to talk to, he might go truly, genuinely insane.

      When he laid down in the queen sized bed for the night, feeling comfy and extra clean, he didn’t expect to sleep like the dead.

      But he did.

      When he woke, he did so in a blind panic.

      Hustling out of bed, all but jogging back to the house Maria and the girl were staying in, he was relieved to find they were still there.  Still catching his breath, chastising himself for having been so foolish, he headed back out front not knowing he’d already been seen.

      “Hey!” the man from across the way shouted.

      Carver looked up, saw Mr. Gasoline Man.  From his stash out front of the house, he grabbed his binoculars and ran for it, the douchebag extraordinaire hot on his heels.  Fortunately he was able to outrun the guy.

      The problem was, now they’d be on the lookout for him.

      Instead of returning to the home he’d bathed and slept in, he found a vacant two story house with a direct view of Maria and the girl’s home.  If they ended up leaving through the front door, which was the same way they’d gone in, Carver would see them.  But if they slipped out the back, they could leave at any time and he wouldn’t know it.

      The odds sucked, but he wasn’t sure what else to do with his would-be murderers so close by.  He kept an eye on their house, too.  Because he wasn’t sure what to do, and he couldn’t control all the elements, he spent the better part of the evening attached to the binoculars.

      Finally he fell asleep.

      He stirred from a restless slumber to the sounds of two men talking.  Sitting up fast in spite of everything still aching, he rubbed his eyes and fought his way out of the fog of sleep.  His senses attuned to the house, he heard the heavy sounds of boots pounding their way up the staircase.

      “I see him I get him first,” one of them called to the other.  Listening closer, on his feet now and looking for a place to hide, he heard the other man answer from downstairs.

      Is this Mr. Gasoline Man and his friend?

      He tiptoed to the closet, quietly opened the door, then ducked behind a long faux-fur coat and a sequin dress.  It wasn’t ideal.  He did have a weapon, but he did find a half-full can of Raid brand ant spray.  He all but held his breath as he heard the men going through the house.

      When the door to the bedroom he was in opened up, he head footsteps nearby.

      Breathing light, so shallow it was almost like not breathing at all, the seconds ticked away like hours as he prayed for the men to clear the house and move on.

      He heard the closet door open.  Saw a flashlight beam cross the floor, then dance across the clothes.

      The intruder started pulling the longer garments aside.

      A sweat broke out on Carver’s forehead, along the back of his neck, in his armpits.  The second the dress he was standing in front of was pulled aside, Carver hit the man’s face with a full stream of bug spray.

      The intruder screamed, the light dancing along the floor and walls like crazy.  What light he had, however, was enough for him to see the man’s legs.  To know they were wide enough apart.  To be able to target his balls.

      In that minute, with his life on the line, Carver went for a seventy yard field goal.  He kicked those nuts so hard, he was sure one of them—or maybe both—broke open like a cracked walnut.

      Yep.  Payback’s a bitch.

      Gunfire broke out from the open doorway.  He dropped down, the walls behind him eating a handful of slugs.  When the shooter’s weapon emptied out, Carver charged him.  He struck the shooter with a body shot that drove him straight into the wooden stair railing.  The sound of the fractured railing bowing in was boisterous in and of itself.

      He pushed off the gasping man, punched him twice in the balls, then scanned the upstairs hallway looking for other shooters.  The light put off by the fallen flashlight was limited, but he saw no immediate threats.

      “What the hell’s going on up there?” someone shouted from below, startling him.

      Carver grabbed the flashlight, shined it on the guy he just hit.  He was cocooned in the stair railing from what he could see.  The failed shooter covered his eyes, the staircase creaking hard with the movement.  Scared, he stopped moving.  The whole thing could go at any time, sending this idiot tumbling down a rather steep staircase.

      When the both hit the railing, it was a wonder they both didn’t go over!  What would the fall have cost him?  A broken arm, a broken rib, a broken neck?

      Stupid, Carver!  Really freaking stupid…

      Before the last of the railing gave way, Carver went and wrestled the gun away from him.  Despite some rather colorful language, it was easy.  Finding a spare mag, however, was not.

      He did find one, though.

      And he did get it.

      Slowly but most assuredly, the knuckle dragger was trying to push himself off the railing.  He couldn’t believe it.  Carver wondered if this guy knew how close he was to his own possible death.  Instead of chancing it, Carver charged him one last time, driving the mother of all kicks into his groin.  The kick was flush—this clown was now gender fluid.  The gasping, wheezing, moaning sounds of a forced gender change were music to his ears.  But this had been no quiet affair.  Downstairs, he heard the voices chattering.

      “Who’s that shooting up there?  What’s going on?”

      A flashlight was blazing its light up toward them now.  They must have seen the sagging stair railing, their buddy in a most precarious position.

      Carver was ejecting the empty mag, sliding in the spare, slapping it home.  He leaned over the edge of the railing and shot at the guy.  He missed all four shots, then looked at the gun when it stopped firing.  There were six more rounds left!  He fired again to a dry click.

      “Janky ass piece of—”

      A barrage of return fire came his way, splintering the stair railing and slamming into the ceiling.  Carver didn’t want to trade shots, so on the next shot he let out a giant ooof! then staggered backwards into the hallway, slamming into the wall before collapsing into in a heap on the hardwood floor.  He started mewling, then he started to cry.  It was scary how easy he could do this—mimic being shot.  He only hoped the ruse worked.

      When he heard the man creeping up the stairs, Carver slipped into the bedroom, pulled the vanity chair next to the open doorway, then stood on it.  The shooter would be looking for a wounded man on the floor; Carver would come at him high, right out of the top corner of the open doorway and not wounded at all.

      The instant he saw the man’s face, he fired a round.

      Bullseye.

      The tumbling body made a ruckus all the way down the stairs.  Hurrying as fast as he could, Carver crossed the bedroom, opened the window, pushed out the screen and caught it before it fell below.  The cold, morning air hit him in the face, the darkness a bottomless abyss below.

      It’s only two stories…

      He crawled out the window, slid onto the short roof then grabbed hold of the gutter and swung his body over, praying the whole time no one would see him.  When he let go of the gutter, he landed hard, rolling his ankle, but not to any detriment.

      At least now the pain was spread from head to toe.

      Walking with his feet close to the earth, feeling for any hidden obstructions, he moved to the house, peeked in the nearest window, saw three men with flashlights.  All three were looking out into the living room, their heads craned to see up the staircase.

      “Not there, nut bags,” he muttered.

      Squinting his eyes, trying to see as much of them as he could, one held a hatchet, one was packing a canister of mace, the third was sporting the pistol.

      Carver moved to the cracked open door (their breeching location) and slid it open to his advantage.  He shot all three of them.  Ducking back down, taking no chances, he moved in stealth around the house, entered again, this time through the broken front door.

      His initial entry point.

      Quietly he entered the house, cleared it smoothly and quickly.  When he finished the last room, he took a deep breath, let himself relax.  It wasn’t easy and his ankle felt swollen.  Upstairs, the guy whose eyes he hit with bug spray was making a fair amount of noise.

      “Is it your eyes, or your balls?” Carver asked the man.

      “Both!” he spat, mad, ashamed, bested.

      Carver shined the light on them; he turned away.  He looked like a vampire if vampires were known only for their bloodshot eyes, broken rocks and snowflake like disposition.

      “Is that snot bubbling up out of your nostrils?” Carver asked, not taunting him, but really asking.

      “Do what you’re going to do,” he said, his voice breaking.

      “What if I already did?”

      “Did you?”

      “No.”

      “Then get on with it,” he said, no longer pawing at his eyes, or holding his privates.

      “You soaked me in gasoline and tried to set me on fire.  You and your friend.  Do you remember how much you laughed?”

      “We was just funnin’ is all,” he said, half-blubbering, half-sniffling like a child.

      Carver stepped forward, pressed the barrel of his stolen gun to the man’s head.  He started to cry.  What a truly, awful sound, Carver thought.  As he sat there bawling, pleading, speaking fast and slurrish, Carver didn’t know what to do and he couldn’t understand anything the man was saying.

      When Carver pulled the trigger, all he heard was a hollow click.

      He fired again.

      Nothing.

      Mr. Gasoline Man knew what was happening, the death he’d barely escaped.  He fell into full scale hysterics right then.  Carver tried to eject the round.

      He couldn’t.

      The first thing he thought of was the firing pin, but unless he broke the weapon down and took a look, he wouldn’t know for sure.

      Then again, he didn’t have another gun.

      Clearing the nightstand, he set the flashlight on it with the beam on the ceiling.  The light wasn’t great, but it was enough to keep an eye on his prisoner and take down the weapon.

      After ejecting the mag, he racked the slide, checked for a jammed round, or any round.  One jumped out.  He dry fired the weapon, got the hollow click again.  He took down the gun, discarding the frame, focused on field stripping the slide.

      After removing the spring and barrel, he went to the rear of the slide and carefully removed the rear plate.  He didn’t want the extractor depressor plunger spring launching itself into his face.

      Next he removed the striker assembly, held it under the light.  He saw the problem.  The firing pin was freshly chipped.

      Great.

      Tossing aside the weapon, he pocketed the spare 9mm rounds, certain at some point he’d find another weapon.  He was curious about the pistol on the dead guy downstairs.  Hopefully it took 9mm ammo.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” he told Mr. Gasoline Man.

      “Where am I going to go?” he cried, wiping his eyes again.  “I can’t even see five feet in front of me.”

      “That’s because it’s dark.”

      “It’s not that!” he screeched.  “It’s my damn eyes!”

      Down in the kitchen, Carver collected the dead man’s pistol and the hatchet.  He saw the hatchet had dried blood on it, which gave him pause.  He looked down at the guy who’d had it, felt relieved that he was dead.  The pistol was another story.  He was hoping it took 9mm rounds, but alas, he found it to be a .45.  He checked the chamber, saw a round, relaxed.  He ejected the mag found it empty.

      “All I need is one,” he said to himself as he headed back upstairs.

      Mr. Gasoline Man looked up, his eyes bloodshot, drizzle draping from his lips.  Carver shined the flashlight on the hatchet and the gun.  Shaking his head back and forth, holding up a hand, his hostage said, “Please man, I didn’t…I mean, I did, but we—I don’t want to die.  Please don’t kill me.”

      “The hatchet or the gun?” Carver said.

      The guy stopped begging.

      “What?” he sobbed.

      “The hatchet,” Carver repeated, “or the gun?  Today it’s your choice.  For the record, I prefer the hatchet.  Looks like it works just fine.  See all that blood?  I think there’s some hair in there, but I can’t tell.”

      In all honesty, Carver preferred not to use the hatchet.  He wasn’t a psycho…

      “You don’t have to do this,” Mr. Gasoline Man said, the waterworks starting up again.  He couldn’t take his eyes off the bloodstained camp axe.

      “Okay, the gun,” Carver said.

      He stepped forward, and with a single echoing shot, put the man out of his misery.  The .45’s sled shot back, the last round having blown a hole through Mr. Gasoline Man’s dome.

      Carver stood back, looked at what he’d done.

      The man slumped forward, his head on his chin, dead.  Carver ran a hand through his hair, then he sat down in front of the man and considered the circumstances that got him there.

      “You tried to set me on fire,” he said to the corpse, as if the violence demanded an explanation.

      Maybe he needed the explanation.  Maybe he needed a reason not to feel like a monster.  Carver looked at the body, watched a line of bloody saliva drizzle out of his mouth and land in his lap.  He thunked the dead man’s forehead twice with the barrel of the gun, almost like he was trying to get his attention.

      “Did you hear me?” he said.  “You tried to burn me to death.”

      For a second he wondered why he’d asked the question.  Why he made that statement.  It wasn’t like he was soliciting an answer from the dead man or even hoping for a response from his ghost, if it was hanging around.  Maybe he just wanted to know if he was justified in killing this man the way he did.

      He decided he was.

      Standing up, taking one last look around, he knew he was in the right.  Downstairs, he thoroughly searched the men for other weapons or extra ammo.  He found one other .45, but the weapon was out of ammo, and none of the guys had spare mags.

      Before he left, he gathered what few things he needed, then headed back towards Maria’s house where he set up a blanket in the bushes next to the house.

      From there, he’d be able to hear them leaving from either the front or the rear of the house.  And hopefully he wouldn’t be seen.

      He was settling in when he heard the back slider open up.  Uh oh.  He hunkered down, tightened his grip on the weapon that had no bullets, tried to stay perfectly quiet.

      “Hey,” the girl said, startling him.  When he didn’t say anything, she said, “Why are you sleeping here?”

      “I’m not.”

      “I see you right there,” she said.  He glanced up, saw her standing over the top of him.  “Was that you shooting the guns?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Bad guys?” she asked.

      “That lady that killed your mother,” he said, switching subjects.  “She’s scary.”

      The child pushed her hair out of her face, then said, “I need to get her some water for when she wakes up.”

      “The guns didn’t wake her up?” he asked.  The girl shook her head.  “But they woke you up?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Are you that lady’s servant or something?” he asked.  It looked like she shrugged her shoulders, which gave him pause.  “Is she going to kill you?”

      The girl faced him, looked down at her feet, and then she slowly shook her head.  Even though he only saw her silhouette, her physical reaction said so many things.

      “Did you tell her about me?”

      “No.”

      “Good, don’t.”

      “Are you following us?” she asked, her voice innocent.

      “How old are you?”

      “Five.”

      He drew a deep breath, stared at her unblinking.  There wasn’t fear or really anything alarming in either her voice or her posture.  She was just a girl who was asked a question that she gave an answer for.

      He took out his flashlight, shined the light on her for a second, got a better look.  Her lips were chapped and flaky, her skin a bit dry.  She wasn’t getting enough water for herself.  And her hair was a mess.  Clearly she hadn’t seen a bath in several days.

      Finally he got up, gathered up his blanket, the binoculars and the gun and said, “I’m leaving and you won’t see me again.”

      “Can I come with you?” she asked again.

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m on a mission,” he said.

      “What’s your mission?” she asked, scratching the inside of her ear.

      “I think maybe I’m going to save the world,” he said, his tone resolute.  “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s what I’m going to do.”
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      Guillermo Rodriguez, a.k.a. Demon, is, was and would always consider himself a Latin King.  The Chicago branch of a gang that was now one of the largest in the nation and almost thirty-five thousand members strong had introduced him to Kingism, the Latin King’s own version of religion.

      The Almighty Latin King Nation (ALKN) took Guillermo into their fold as a child of the ghetto.  He had a reputation on the street.  He could get high better than most, dish out beatings that made the news for their viciousness and their grotesque brutality, and he had a way with men and women alike.

      Women appreciated his soft voice, his gentle touch (or rough, if that’s what they preferred) and his willingness to make them feel like the center of the universe.

      Men appreciated him because over the years, in his quest to belong to the coronas—or more formally, the 5 Crowns—he’d had taken on a leadership role within the organization.  His willingness to ratchet up his game, to be something greater than one man in a sea of ordinary men, all led to one end: being one of the 5 Crowns on the Crown Council.

      Guillermo was a self-prescribed extremist.  He needed his name known in both the kingdoms of heaven and hell.  So in his zest to make himself seen by the Almighty Lord above, and in his eagerness to have his name laid on the tongue of Satan, he bucked some of the Kingism tradition and formed his own faction within the Latin Kings organization.

      For awhile he rode so high there seemed to be no ceiling to his levels of success.  But then one night, the woman sleeping next to him in bed was shot and he was dragged from his bed, blindfolded and beaten.  He was then hauled before the Crowns and charged with several crimes against the ALKN.  These were crimes each and every Crown found not only reprehensible but in gross violation of ALKN’s rules and traditions.

      “What did I really do that angered the crowns to this degree?” he asked, his face bloodied, his hair tussled, the weight of the dead woman in his bed resting hard on his more logical brain.

      One of the council then asked for a closed door hearing, something unusual amongst the inner courts.  When the room was cleared, save for Guillermo and the 5 Crowns, the ranking member addressed him.

      “Why do you call yourself Demon?” he asked.  There was no kindness in his eyes, no leniency.

      “Because the work I do would make God cringe.”

      “It has made us cringe, too.”

      “The Latin Kings are ruthless, are we not?  Our power comes from our name, but behind our name are actions that inspire respect, fear, subservience, do they not?  We are tens of thousands of people.  We have our culture, our religion, our traditions and our bylaws, but the cornerstone of these pillars is and will always be men like me.  Men willing to step on the necks of children, of the elderly, of wives and daughters…”

      One of the Crowns slapped his hand flat on the desk before him and he said, “And this is why you’ve truly been brought before us today.  It is your statement about wives and daughters.  The woman in your bed tonight, the one now lying dead in your sheets, her life was extinguished because of you!”

      “That wasn’t right,” Guillermo said.

      “She was my daughter,” another of the 5 Crowns replied, his voice soft and somber, but his eyes rapt.  “You are a pestilence, one we’ve tolerated for far too long, but you are also a necessity, as you so aptly stated earlier.  But in your quest for power and independence, in your brilliant and somewhat impulsive decision making, you decide to marry your way into the Crowns?”

      “I had no idea she was—”

      The Crown held up his hand, stopping Guillermo from speaking.

      “My daughter told me of your aspirations.  I’m sure that surprises you to hear that I know about you.  But Guillermo Rodriguez, I know about you.”

      “Then you know I adore my women, and that your daughter would have been treated like a queen.”

      “You put a stain on my family.”

      “You had your own daughter killed!” he roared.

      The 5 Crowns fell silent, as if his outburst was the unforgivable offense.  Behind him, fifteen men flooded in.  Guillermo knew what this was.

      “After all I’ve done for the Kings?” he thundered.  “You would do this to me?”

      The fifteen men waited and the court fell silent.  All he could hear was his own breathing, and the flushing sound of his future swirling into the great cosmic toilet.

      “Beat on sight,” were the first words to cut through the silence that now held everyone spellbound.

      “Duration?” one of the men behind Guillermo asked.

      “To be determined,” the man who would never be his father-in-law said.

      And with that, he turned around and refused to have his name smeared by the likes of these five cowards.

      Fifteen men felt like overkill.  Ten would have been enough.  As it happened, three of them did not survive the fight, and this sent a shockwave up through the ranks, putting his name on the map, for good or bad.

      He almost died that day.

      When he was beaten so badly he could not stand, let alone form complete sentences, and because his crimes were beyond grievous—having killed three members serving out a court mandated sentence—he was taken to a separate room where he was beaten and raped for hours.

      When he was near dead, his dignity stripped from him, a new batch of men came with electric sanders and went after his ink.  The sandpaper not only erased the tattoos from his arm and chest, it put him into a state of pain far worse than the beatings, far worse than the rapes.

      He now belonged to no one.  There was no redemption.  They would not even give him the dignity of death.  But now he had his own crew again.

      A new reason to live.

      As he hunkered down out on that street, the firefight taking a turn for the worse, Guillermo remained unwilling to back down to this one block with its feisty neighbors.  His fight was not for dominance, though.  It was for the respect of his clan.

      A man named Guillermo would be beaten, defaced, permanently pitched into exile.  But a demon defied life and death.  To a demon, there was no beginning or end, there were only the deeds he did.

      If he lost this fight, he would be Guillermo.  But if he won, he would remain Demon.  He would win the fight.  That was his determination right up to the point that some asshole blew off half his ear.  Startled, unwilling to make a noise, he reached up, felt the missing piece, then found it hanging by sinew.

      The men and women around him blanched.

      He did not.

      Instead, he simply said, “Knife?”

      Someone handed him a knife.  Reaching back, he cut off the piece, dropped it on the asphalt like a discarded coffee cup or a smoked cigarette butt.

      “Clearly we’ve got to rethink this plan,” he said.  After the abuse the Latin Kings put him through, after all they’d taken from him, an ear was a small price to pay.  Another round slammed into the car’s sheet metal beside him, this time rattling him.

      “Fall back,” he turned and said.  These two words made him mortal.  These were the words uttered by men who had failed.

      To Guillermo, however, he was not quitting or admitting defeat, he was only postponing victory.

      Back at the neighborhood they looted and now called their own, Demon sat around a large dining room table with what remained of his council.

      “We could go around them,” his top lieutenant said.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Do you feel it wise to go through them?”

      “We weren’t prepared for this,” Demon said.  “We didn’t know.  Now we see them.  The girl, the two guys, their two snipers.”

      “They’ll be on the lookout for us.”

      “As well they should,” Demon replied.  He refused to get his ear taped just yet.  Instead, he splashed some Brandy on the wound then took a swig to dull the pain.

      “Do we have anyone who’s stealth?  Someone who could infiltrate them?  Thin their ranks?”

      “I can go in,” one of them says.

      “I want recon first,” Guillermo said, not looking at any of them, but instead seeing the battlefield plans forming in his head.  “For now, let’s let it cool a day or two.  They’ll expect retaliation.  We won’t give them what they expect.”

      “So what are you thinking?” his second lieutenant asked.

      “I’m thinking they have the high ground and we need to take it away from them,” he said, working things out in his mind.  When his eyes cleared and he looked over his ranks, he said, “Gather everyone in the meeting room.  No kids.”

      Without further prompting Demon’s men set out to fulfill his orders.  When the group was amassed, Demon stood before them, looking over the faces of some thirty people.

      “As I’m sure you heard, our people were ambushed earlier today.  Many of them didn’t survive.  For some of you, this is the cold hand of fate.  For me, this is a reckoning.  For others still, this is an opportunity.  A way to take what has become a level playing field and mold it to our advantage.  Can you imagine Charles Manson in this day and age?  Ted Bundy?  Jeffrey Dahmer?  All these men were stone cold killers.  Mental cases who didn’t hesitate when the time was right.  These men were the scourge of society, but they were men who had needs bigger than their restraint.  A monster like Jack the Ripper…this entire world would have been his Whitechapel!  An unfathomable creature like him could play deranged doctor to his heart’s content.”

      “Why are you talking about serial killers?” someone asked.

      He held up his hand for silence.

      He was coming to his point.

      “I look out at each and every one of you, and do you know what I see?” he asked.  “I see a lot of you looking like victims.”

      A few eyes lowered, bodies sagged, the already dampened mood changed.

      “Those of you who feel defeated inside, do not worry, there is a place for you here.  You can be useful to yourselves, to me, to the new community.  But right now, this conversation is not for you.”

      A few eyes lifted back up, waited to see if he was talking about them.  If Guillermo Rodriguez, a.k.a. Demon, didn’t give you a second thought, well then, you were in trouble.  A guy like Demon didn’t just sit around talking about serial killers thriving in a climate like this if he was perfectly sane.  He wasn’t.  He knew that now.  If asked, he’d say that his day in the court of the 5 Crowns changed him.  Set him on a different path.

      “For those of you with darkness in your heart, with needs or desires you’ve kept locked in you for too long, I give you permission to let these monsters out,” Demon said.  “Let these fiends see through your eyes, work through your hands, walk with your feet and breathe through your lungs.  This is no time to be shy, no time to consider consequences, no time to trouble your heart over a blackened soul, or the wrongness of your being.  Everyone who has this darkness in their heart, please, look at me now.”

      And they did.  More than he thought.

      Five of them held his eyes unflinching, their gaze cold, hard and ready to serve the more baseline needs of this group.  He didn’t expect this many.  Even more surprising, two of those five faces looking back at him were women, their eyes drilling into his.

      This was certainly atypical.

      He felt the smile creep onto his face.

      “Everyone looking at me with those beautiful, dangerous eyes, stay put.  Everyone else, please stand and leave.”

      Everyone but the five stood.

      Demon didn’t look at them, though.

      His eyes were on a twenty-something kid with narrow shoulders, skinny arms and a sallow face built to show but two emotions: fear and indifference.

      “You, the boy with the green shirt on.”

      The kid turned around, his eyes lacking any real characteristics, his body almost like a suit left draped on a hanger for too long.

      “I want you to sit down,” he said.

      “But my eyes weren’t on you,” he replied, his voice small and awkward.

      “I know.  It’s okay, son.  Just take a seat for a moment, then we’ll be all through with you.”

      The other faces now looked at him.

      “Congratulations, you’re the top of the food chain now,” he said, his eyes perusing the five of them.  “Unless you’re posturing.  If you’re posturing, I’ll know.”

      “How will you know?” one of the women asked.

      This was the one whose spirited gaze held such promise.  But with those four simple words, he knew she did not belong.

      “People have a way of wanting to be more than they are.  But there are those who know they are too much for this world, that their real aim in life is to keep themselves from others because if their true colors showed, if the world saw and suffered them exactly as they were, there would be a body count.  You are not one of those people.  Someone like that would never ask the question you just asked.  And now, my dear, you are excused.”

      She stood and left the room, leaving behind one woman, a handful of men and a terrified boy.  The men drew his curiosity, but it was the audacious looking woman who drew his interest.  She was not attractive in the least bit, and she bore no redeeming external qualities, save for her piercing blue eyes.  Ah, those eyes!  He was pinned down by those eyes.  Held hostage by the secrets buried deep within them.  They were menacing at a stand still, sharp enough to cut through steel.

      What many horrors have those eyes seen? he could not help but wonder.

      For a second, his gaze hung on hers—she could be everyone, or no one.  He liked that.  He hated the very sight of her, but he liked her for this.

      And the guys?  They were quiet, unassuming.

      Between the four of them there were no cult leaders, politicians, predatory pastors or barroom brawlers.  If you saw these four reprobates in public, you’d forget you saw them seconds later, your mind never catching on a single detail.  These were the monsters who snuck into your house at night, took your children from their beds, snatched the very life from you because they could, because they had to.  Was it wrong that he felt giddy right then?  That he felt like he was earning the name Demon, but in the worst possible way?  No, not at all.  For amongst the four of them, he’d find one perfect weapon.  The breed of killer he needed.  One flawless, unholy terror to serve as the tip of his spear, his sharpest most lethal blade.

      Every successful gang had one.

      They didn’t call them serial killers, even though that was the framework many of them thrived on.  People like these, they didn’t get a name.

      They got a legend.

      Demon was going a step further.  That was how he worked.  How he’d always worked.  He had guns, people to fire them, enough human resources that killing off a few when the occasion warranted it tended to make a powerful point.

      But he needed his serial killer.

      Just one.

      “Every single one of you in this room is now allowed to thrive, but you will not seek out victims among this group unless I say so, comprende?”

      Everyone to a man and this one ugly woman gave a curt nod.  Then, he looked silently at each and every one of them, his eyes finally landing on the meek kid who couldn’t stop wondering why he was here, why he sat among a company of killers.

      He gave the boy no answers just yet.

      In his heart, he knew one or two of the remaining four understood the boy’s purpose.  So when he turned and said, “Get him,” he expected most of them to pounce.

      Only the woman moved.

      She sprung from her seat and attacked the boy with such ferociousness, it was like a Piranha striking fresh meat.  Of the three men present, only one other came close to moving like this, but he was slow compared to this ravenous vixen.  The kid was already screeching and wailing, for the woman had become a firestorm of violence, beating down this boy in a way Demon had never seen.  Her hands were small, balled fists, but her feet and elbows were reliable for those big, finishing shots.  When she was done with him, when the boy laid there, his gaze empty, the pains of this world having left him, there was nothing left but silence and her rapid breathing.

      She got to her feet, her red hair damp with sweat and hanging in her face, her blue eyes winding down from the frenzy.  Standing tall, she pushed her hair out of her face and looked at him.  She seemed almost embarrassed, no longer so rapacious.

      “How do you feel?” he asked her.

      “Fine,” she said, the corners of her mouth turning down, her eyes so flat and lifeless it was as if nothing happened at all.  Her eyes flicked to her male counterparts, but only for a second.

      Demon wondered if she was thinking about killing them, or worse, killing him.

      “There are people who hunger for this level of violence because this is the only outlet for their unrestrained wants and needs.  These are your rage murderers.  Your homicidal maniacs.  And then there are those who like to take their time.  Romance their victims.  There is the stalking, the planning, the execution and then the killing.  You each have your rituals.  Every last one of you knows exactly what you want, exactly what you need.”

      He knew about the woman, but now he was focused on the men.  After his statement, he registered their surprise, and perhaps he even glimpsed a bit of reverence.  Not only did they underestimate her, they underestimated him as well.  It would seem as though he was one of them, and this earned him their respect.

      To the woman, he said, “What I want right now is you.”

      “Why her?” one of the men asked.

      “Other than the obvious?  I appreciate her response time.  There was no hesitation.  She did not care who he was, what his life was like, if he had a family, a wife, a boyfriend, a dog that needed him when he was gone.  She saw a target and she hit it.  For her the act of killing was the meaning.  I need someone like that, so the rest of you will leave, but if you’d like”—he said, looking at the woman—“I’d like you to stay with me.”

      She very slowly, and very sparingly, gave him a nod.

      The others stood and left.

      When they were gone, he said, “I was once a Latin King.  I killed my way into the position I held and I liked it.  I took my first life at age six.  It was just a man leaving a grocery store at night.  I didn’t kill him for any reason, even though I was told I needed to do it and that would be reason enough for anyone else.  For me, I just wanted to hear the sound of skin ripping.  After a hundred murders, I lost count.  I don’t care anymore.  And do you know why?”

      “Because a few kills makes you a murderer, but hundreds of kills is just you and you do murder.”

      “Yes,” he said with a creeping grin.  “I do murder.  How many people have you killed?”

      She stared at him, unblinking, not saying a word.

      “That look could mean you killed just this one,” Demon contemplated, “or maybe you killed hundreds.  Looking at you, I like that I do not know.”

      Again, she said nothing.  Nor did she offer him an expression.  For a second, he thought the air dipped a few degrees between them.  A slight shiver ran down his back as he stared into her eyes.  They say the eyes are the windows to the soul.  Behind hers, he saw only empty space, an incredible expanse of darkness.

      “What was your first kill?” he asked.  “Be honest, you’re in good company.”

      “Sparkle,” she said.

      “Dog or cat?”

      “Hamster.”

      “How?”

      “Same way I killed him,” she said, looking over her shoulder at the dead kid on the floor.

      She’d beaten the kid to death, but killing someone wasn’t as easy as it looked in the movies.  The body is built to survive, to endure even the worst abuse.  The kid on the floor—his body was weaker than most.  Still, it took five or six solid stomps to send him to the other side.

      Someone as meek as him wasn’t going to survive this new dark age anyway.  Guys like him were timid, dependent, wholly incapable of the grit and wherewithal to take your surroundings by the balls and squeeze.  He was dead already, he just didn’t know it yet.

      “When you killed Sparkle,” he said, “what did you feel?”

      He studied her expression, this mangy redhead with a crowd of freckles around her nose, pocked skin and eyebrows that were too thin for her face.  The way she stared back at him, how her shoulders were hunched slightly forward, her chin extended just a bit, she was a tethered soul with so much potential.

      He expected a sneer to overtake her as she spoke of need or an abundance of pleasure, but it didn’t, and this pleased him.  These days faux serial killers were a dime a dozen.

      This woman, he mused, she might be the real thing.

      “For the first time in my life,” the ginger said, showing him an upper row of coffee stained teeth, “I felt silence inside.”

      “How did you sleep that day?” he asked.

      “I did not dream.”

      No trauma.

      “What did you kill next?” Demon asked.

      For a long time she stared at him, not once blinking.  She did this for maybe a minute, her eyes perfectly still.  If she was thinking, she was concealing it like no one in history before her.

      “My neighbor’s horse,” she finally said, her eyes staring straight at Demon, but unfocused.

      He laughed, more out of surprise than anything.

      “Why a horse?”

      “It was bigger than the human body,” she said, her eyes clearing, focusing.

      “If you can kill a beast like that,” he said aloud, “you can kill any human you want.”

      “Yes.”

      “If I tell you to embrace this side of you, to let it out into the open, what will you do?”

      “I will kill anything you put in front of me.”

      “The guys I ran with, we took our victim’s heads, a tradition that carried on from those who came before us and from those who came before them.  Do you have a problem with that?”

      “No.”

      “Can you savor a meal, or do you need to gorge yourself to quiet the voices?”

      “I’ve always paced myself.”

      “How do you feel about killing kids?” he asked.

      “Would it bother you if it didn’t bother me?” she replied, again, no expression.

      “It wouldn’t.”

      “Then I feel fine about it.”

      “Good,” he said.  “Then that’s where you and I will start.”
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      After Jill stormed out of the room, Rock walked gingerly down the hallway to what was once his master bedroom.  Since he’d been gone, it was remodeled, and then deconstructed to fit a more utilitarian look.  Walking into it now, seeing it as an infirmary/recovery room didn’t strike him as good or bad.  He just couldn’t bring himself to care.  It was crazy how your priorities could shift on a dime in the middle of a crisis.

      “That was quick,” Janice said, the RN looking at his ribs, specifically where he was holding them.

      “The mattress was too soft,” he lied.

      The mattress was just fine, but Jill was too angry for him to deal with.  He loved her, and he didn’t want to hurt her, but he knew the same thing she knew, the same thing he’d always known: she was too aggressive of a woman for his taste.  He preferred a calmer, more centered mate.  Someone who knew how to relax.  That wasn’t Jill.

      When Janice finally left, it was just him and Maisie.

      “Jill seems nice,” she said, breaking the silence.

      “No she doesn’t,” Rock answered.  Hell hath no fury…

      “Does she know?”

      “Yes.”

      That single statement sent them back into silence, an eternity of it.  He found himself drifting off, his mind overloaded with guilt, with uncertainty, with pain.  There were so many emotions crashing around inside him, he honestly didn’t know how to sort them all out.  Then again, he was also thinking about independence, a return to self, the future of humanity.

      Finally he said, “My brain hurts.  Do you want to go on a walk?”

      “I don’t think you’re ready for it,” Maisie said.

      “We’ll go slow.  Besides, I think better this way and I need to think.  Get my head straight, you know?”

      “I thought you said your brain hurt.”

      “It does.”

      “Are we going to talk about how the world is no one’s oyster and as a society we’re pretty much fu—”

      “Is there anything else before I lie down for a nap?” Janice interrupted from behind them.  Maisie startled.  Rock did not.

      “No, we’re fine Janice,” Rock said.  “But thank you.”

      When the older RN left, Maisie said, “I’d love to go with you, but I think that’s going to cause a problem.”

      “What is?”

      “Me being out with you.  This is your house.  I’m just a stray dog to these people.”

      “But you’re my stray dog,” he joked.

      “This isn’t funny, Rock,” she said, finding no humor in his statement.  “We almost died, I’m in your house with your girlfriend, and I don’t think I can get home.  I’m a fish out of water here, in case you missed it.”

      “First off, Jill’s not my girlfriend, and second, that’s why we can’t take this life so seriously.  I mean, we have to when it comes to survival, but all this other crap, for now, we shouldn’t take much seriously.”

      “Um…I’m not sure if you know, but the world has ended, we’re in hell, and I’m Jonesing for a bump of coke so badly I can tell you what every cell in my body is doing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Being excessively pissed off!” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because even though I was a casual user, it took the edge off.  My face is itching like crazy, Rock.  It feels like fire ants are crawling beneath my skin, and it’s hurting, and all I want to do is scale the walls and howl at the moon!”

      “That’s a lot of mixed metaphors.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Maybe a walk will help us both.  Lord knows lying here in a hospital bed certainly isn’t going to take the edge off anything.”

      “Have you seen my face?”

      “I have.”

      Her face was scratched pretty badly, bruised even worse, and her eye was just now starting to open back up.

      “And?”

      “It has some healing to do for sure, but nothing that won’t recover.  Are you afraid of being seen in public?  Because the living are almost always going to look better than the dead.”

      “I appreciate the support,” she chided.

      “You’re not Amber Gunn,” Rock told her.  “No one is judging you on your appearance.”

      “I’m talking about Jill and you.  I’m thinking about why you were with me.  Because, I can deal with plain, but this is going to scar.”

      “Again, you’re not Amber Gunn.”

      “Well at least I have that going for me,” she said, easing up.  Then: “Why won’t you go back to Jill?  She’s very smart, pretty, super competent.”

      “If you walk with me,” he said, slowly crawling out of bed, careful not to make any sudden bends, “I’ll be an open book to any questions you have.”

      “I’m not going.”

      “Quit being a baby,” he said, standing up and walking over to her.  “Your legs work just fine, your arms work just fine.  So you have some cuts and bruising, so what?”

      “It’s my face,” she said, turning to him with a stern look, like he didn’t get it.  He did.  Men just don’t think like women and in this they differ significantly.

      “In case you hadn’t noticed,” he said, pointing to his face, “You’re not the only one who was dragged out of a crumbling building.  Now get your ass out of bed, Hollywood.  You’re acting like a basic bitch right now.”

      Lying there, looking at him with so many questions in her eyes, she wasn’t sure how to respond.  That’s why he smiled and gave her the look.  In her circles, Rock knew the term “basic bitch” was neither mean nor uncommon.  It was a wake up call to pull your head out of your—

      “An open book, huh?” she said, interrupting his thoughts.

      “You can read me to your heart’s content.”

      “And when they drag me from my sleep and burn me on the cross for being a harlot?” she asked.

      “I’ll be the guy roasting hot dogs at your feet.”

      She laughed, swatted at him playfully, then got out of bed.  When they left the house together, they drew the attention of a few people, but thankfully they didn’t see Jill.

      The road ahead was two lanes surrounded by lush green fields, decades old trees and plenty of brush to keep the landscape interesting.  At one point, the trees canopied over the road completely, nearly blotting out the sun, the silken air drifting softly over their skin.  Just ahead, however, there was a six car pile up, and most likely a handful of dead people.

      Such are the times, he thought.  Beauty coexisting with destruction, the dead on display for the living, a constant reminder that the Dark Ages have returned, and that it will be a slow transition into the shade of a long, hard night.

      Rock was not a poetic person, but in the times they were in, he’d taken to musings and musing turned to creative thought.  He found when he was under too much strain, he’d lean on a creative phrase in his mind.  This, above all else, kept him from losing his temper, or falling into fits of frustration.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “The poetry of the damned.”

      “Care to share?”

      “I’d rather return to the conversation we started earlier.”

      “Okay.”

      He stopped in the road for a second, looked at her and said, “You said things have changed, which is obvious.  Everything has changed.  Myself included.”

      Was he asking a question?  He didn’t know.

      Yet she was looking at him with bright eyes, and half a face in near ruin.  For some odd reason, to him, this made her beautiful.  So beautiful his train of thought derailed, if only for a moment.  He was not the kind of guy who wanted to be anyone’s savior.  And damaged women weren’t his thing.  But in this case, it was the vulnerability Maisie couldn’t hide that made her seem so real.

      Jill was a woman, but she was also an idea.  She was perfection.  Strong and assertive, able to lead entire squads of women through three unyielding boot camps a day, sometimes so naturally beautiful he couldn’t catch his breath.  She was not like those women who spent their youth obsessing about makeup, expensive clothes, the merits of today’s fashion.  No, she was just herself.  No pretense, a straight talker.  There was something refreshing about that at first.  Now that he’d been with her, he missed the feminine side of a woman.  The softer, more nurturing side.

      “I could spend the rest of my life with Jill if I wanted.  But it wouldn’t be an easy trek.  At her worst times, she’s the very definition of toxic femininity, and honestly, it’s the wedge that continues to drive us apart.”

      “Contrary to popular belief,” Maisie said, “we’re not perfect creatures.  Everyone has a little toxic humanity in them that leaks out on our worst days.”

      “Hers can be extreme.”

      “If this hadn’t happened, if I hadn’t come into your life,” she asked, “would you still be with her?”

      “I think so.”

      “And that’s why we can’t be together,” Maisie said, her expression dampening.

      “Explain,” he said, walking again.

      She fell in beside him and said, “Men who leave women for another woman aren’t leaving the relationship because it didn’t work.  They’re leaving because they found someone better.  What happens if we’re together and you find someone better?  Or worse, what happens if you start to miss her, even though she had issues?”

      “I see your logic,” he said, coming up on the accident.  “For the record, I’m not perfect either, so I’m not blaming her for everything.”

      “I kinda figured that out already.”

      Rock stopped to look at the cars.  Most of them were burnt, destroyed by fire.  The one that stopped him, the one he was staring at, was a nondescript sedan, it’s front end buried in the back end of another car, its hood tented.

      “Do you think they suffered long?” Maisie asked.  She was beside him, looking in the blackened window of the car at the two shadows in the front seat.

      “I don’t know,” he said.  “But I’d think so.”

      She stepped forward, tapped the passenger side window.  It disintegrated into a cascade of blackened safety glass.  The outside was charred metal.  The inside worse.  Parts of the car looked melted, others merely ravaged by an all-consuming fire.

      Rock reached in, tapped the charcoal shape of what was once a woman’s body.  The entire shape crumbled to ash in the seat.

      His heart leapt.  This was once a living, breathing person.  A heart once beat in her breast and she once loved someone enough to marry them.

      She might have even had children.

      Taking a deeper look, studying the airy haze of airborne ash, he said, “Yeah, I think they suffered badly.”  Then looking at her, he added, “But sometimes I wonder if they aren’t the lucky ones.”

      “You really surprise me, Rock,” she said, taking his hand and walking him away from the scene that was now so deeply affecting him.

      “How so?”

      “I thought you were such a jerk when I first met you,” Maisie said.  “And even though I know you’ve got that side of you, this side is pretty great, too.”

      “I’m big on bad first impressions,” he joked.  “Keeps the riffraff away.”

      “Am I the riffraff?”

      “Amber Gunn was,” he said.  “But Maisie Sullivan?  The jury’s still out on that one…”

      Laughing, she leaned her head against his arm as they walked, seemingly appreciating the day.  She averted her eyes from the destruction, maybe wondering what was next—if anything—for the two of them.

      “I think you should work it out with Jill,” Maisie finally said.  He didn’t expect that.  “You guys have a history and that has to stand for something.”

      “Maybe,” he said.

      “You don’t really think about you and me, do you?” she asked, looking up at him.  He assumed this was her way of asking how he felt about her.

      He cast her a sideways glance she purposefully ignored.

      Men tended to come out and ask direct questions, but women often took the long way around, hoping in return that men would say something insightful, something encouraging, something entirely unmotivated by them, almost like they thought of it on their own, even though they didn’t.  This, of course, was why men continued to disappoint women.  This was also why women continued to drive men crazy.  That small disconnect in conversation that sometimes felt enormous in its implications.

      “You mean, do I think of you and I as a real possibility?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I think about things in broader terms.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, it used to be a woman wanted a man who would love her, cherish her, protect her and provide for her.  Then everything overtly masculine in a man became bad.  Lately, man himself has become bad.  Especially if he’s white, or even half white, like me.  They say he’s too rough, too insensitive, too…toxic.  So now we’re supposed to become sensitive, learn to be good listeners, act more respectful.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” she asked.

      “Nothing, so long as you can preserve those traits of masculinity that work to attract women.”

      “Is Jill too masculine for you?”

      “She is.”

      “Does she demand you take on the more feminine role?” she asked.  Rock looked to see if she was joking, but judging by her expression, she wasn’t.

      California women…

      “No, but now we’re two chiefs in a household and that means getting along is a balancing act we seldom get right.”

      “I’m an independent woman,” she said.  “You don’t take issue with independent women, do you?”

      “You know how to be gentle, how to laugh.  When I was with you, you put me at ease, even in what, at the time, I considered a very awkward, very unlikely situation.”

      “Yeah, that was cute.”

      “I’m a complex person, Maisie.  We all are.”

      “I’m not who you think I am.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “What if you’ve made me out to be someone I’m not?” she asked.  “Or worse, what if you miss the real me because that big brain of yours can’t find second gear?”

      He stopped, looked at her and opted for the truth.

      “Maisie, I honestly don’t care about having a relationship right now.  Whether I get sex, love and affection at this point pales in comparison to what’s ahead.  I was trying to tell you that before.  Men’s roles haven’t changed.  We still need to be strong, to provide for those depending on us, and to protect those we love most.  But women’s roles have changed, too.”

      “You want us back in the kitchen?” she asked, not mean, more like for clarification.

      “No.  Let me rephrase.  Jill is ideal for survival, but not ideal for a long term relationship.  And I don’t know enough about you to make any kind of judgements.  So I’ll just choose neither of you for now and focus only on healing.  And then when I’m better, I’m going to help Jill grow and fortify this compound whether we share a bed or not.  Not because we have to, or because I feel some sense of ownership of my house or the land, or even some sense of blind obligation to her.  This is what survival means.  Having a romantic relationship with a woman means very little to me right now.”

      “One enhances the other,” she said.

      “One also complicates the other.  Women need to let go of this poisonous mentality society has thrust on them and think about survival.”

      “I hate to break it to you, big guy, but we’re always thinking about survival.”

      “This is different.”

      “Do you think people like me will want people like you so we can survive?  Almost like if I don’t have you, I’ll wither away and die, like some damsel succumbing to distress?”

      “I don’t care what you do,” he said, his ribs starting to hurt.  “And whatever Jill does is her prerogative.  I just know my work load tripled and my body won’t let me do what I need to do as a man.”

      He stopped, caught his breath, looked at her.

      She had fiery eyes, her expression off-putting.  This was the same look every woman gives every man who says something that hurts their feelings or worse, offends them.

      He almost groaned and walked off.

      Instead, he kept his cool.

      “You didn’t think I was the kind of guy who needed a girl, do you?”

      “I thought you might actually appreciate one.”

      “I’m the first man to appreciate a woman in all her glorious light, but men have been conditioned by society, or at least California society, to watch where we walk, so to speak.”

      “And now?”

      “I’m going to walk my dirty feet all over the world’s white carpet if that’s what it takes to survive.  And somewhere along the way, it’s going to offend some people.”

      “And if you lose both Jill and me in the process?”

      “Then I do.”

      Pushing on, his favorite swimming hole now in sight, he tried to put this conversation behind him.  Maisie, however, turned around and headed back home.  He saw this, thought about it for a second, then continued on alone.  He was better off alone anyway.

      God, this is peaceful!

      To Rock, there was something about walking that particular road in the middle of the day.  It wasn’t cool enough to be miserable, or so hot that he couldn’t catch his breath.  To him, it was just right.  Moments like those gave him clarity, peace after a tough row with Jill, and sometimes just a break from the rigmarole of life.

      That day, fresh off two small fights with the two most important women in his life, he vowed to find some beauty in this seemingly ugly new world, even if the very act of it killed him.

      Breathing in the fresh air, smelling the aromas of bountiful foliage, taking in the sights of a cloudless blue sky, he wondered why he thought the apocalypse was going to be non-stop fighting, bad guys versus good guys, everyone having to die.  No one had to die.  People didn’t need to fight.  There was enough land and resources for everyone.

      A pessimist would dig his own grave and crawl inside, but an optimist might see a culling like this as a cleansing, a chance to start anew.  Nothing about this world was ideal, but still, one’s mindset would prevail given enough time and the right circumstance.

      He wanted this to be true because he was an optimist.  He wanted to see the world as wiped clean and ready for a do-over.  But after today, he was a little disappointed to find he had the same problems as before, only the scenery had changed and the work had gotten a little harder.

      He meandered down to the reservoir he thought of as a “the swimming hole,” stripped down to his briefs, then waded into the pond and let the cold water soak into his body.  When his feet could no longer touch bottom, he gave a slow stroke and floated, gauging his ribs’ response, making sure he didn’t do anything to reinjure himself.

      “You got anything on in there?” a woman from the shoreline asked as he floated on his back, his eyes closed, his face to the sun.

      He opened his eyes, let his body sink so he was only a head above water, got a better look at her.  She had a bucket in her hand and a sour look on her face.

      At least she sounded grumpy.

      “I do,” he said.  “Why?”

      “This is my drinking water and I’m not going to swallow down your BO or butt sweat.”

      “That’s why you boil it,” he said.  “Burns the butt sweat right out of it.”

      “Get out of there,” she said, waving her hand at him.

      “I’ll get out when I’m ready to get out.”

      “I have a gun,” she warned.

      “I have a death wish,” he called back.

      She shook her head, dipped her bucket in the water, then frowned at him and left.  Finally he was alone again.  That’s when he saw her coming from the road.

      Maisie.

      She moseyed his way, her feigned informality causing him to smile.  This was an unexpected surprise.

      “What was that woman saying?” she asked.

      “She was saying she likes her water with a little less ‘man’ in it.”

      “Are you naked in there?” she asked.

      “Of course,” he fibbed.

      She looked around, then took off her clothes and waded into the water, swimming to him with a goofy smile on her face.

      When she got near, she said, “If it came to it, can you love a monster?”

      He swam toward her, curled an arm around her bare butt and pulled her forward.  “Let me get a good look at you then,” he teased, “see what I see.”

      When she reached down for him, she found he was wearing his underwear and said, “You liar!”

      Playfully she pushed off him and swam away.

      “I just wanted to see you naked again.  Really store this one up here,” he said, tapping his forehead.

      “It’s nice in here,” she finally said, treading water a few feet away  “Present company excluded.”

      “It sure is,” Jill replied, as she walked out of the bushes, which startled them both.  Apparently she was on the road, too, coming back from where he couldn’t imagine.  “This is where Rock and I used to come and skinny dip when we first bought the house.”

      “Cheaper than a pool,” he said, nervous but not showing it.

      “And now you’re skinny dipping with her?” she asked, a long sadness in her voice.

      “Sort of,” he said.

      To Maisie, she said, “I overheard you two talking when you got back.”

      Maisie had a hard time holding her eyes and it was clear she felt uncomfortable being naked while getting confronted by the forthright ex.  In that situation, Rock knew that for Maisie, there was no way to just grab your clothes and slip out the back door.

      “Rock tells me you two had sex,” she said.

      “It was just once.”

      “Now you’re here naked with him,” she said.  “Seems like number two is on the horizon.”

      “I’m naked right now because my body makes up for my face,” she said.

      “I’ll say,” Jill replied with a cold edge to her.  Then to Rock: “Why did you bring her to our home?”

      “It’s my home.”

      She shifted from one foot to the other, folded her arms and glared at him.  “If it’s your home and you don’t want me there, I’ll leave tonight.”

      “No, you won’t.  This thing you built, it’s bigger than just you and me and whose name is on the deed, Jill.  We have a home that’s become more of a compound and you have it working well.”

      “I don’t want to be there and not be with you, or worse, see you with her.”

      Now she was glaring at Maisie.

      “I don’t want to be with either of you right now,” Rock said.  Jill just stood there, brow pinched together, her jaw firmly set.

      “You’re going to come crawling back to one of us,” Jill said.

      “And like I said earlier,” Maisie added, talking directly to him, “both of us might be gone.”

      Jill looked pissed that she agreed with Maisie, then to the girl, she said, “Did you give him an ultimatum?”

      “Actually I’ve been trying to get him to go back to you,” she said.

      “And?” Jill asked, turning to Rock.

      “He says you’re a hard ass,” Maisie replied, “that you fight like a man.”

      “I do.”

      “We’re two chiefs in a single tent,” Rock said.

      “We are,” Jill said.

      “So take off your clothes and hop in, the water’s great,” he said with a smile.

      She looked over at Maisie and said, “Not with her in there.  And not with you in there either.”

      With that, she turned and left.

      “Well that went better than I thought,” Rock said.  Maisie swam to shore, started putting on her clothes and said, “You’re a jerk.”

      “And here I thought most women wanted an honest man.”

      “He’s got to be good, too.”

      “I get that.”

      Trying to get her clothes to fit over her wet body was a fight she was out to win, but then she stopped, looked at him and said, “Are you a decent man, Rock?”

      “I’m honest and my intentions are true, so yes, I think I am.  But what makes a man decent these days isn’t solely his actions, it’s his reputation.”

      “Pretty soon your actions will be your reputation,” she challenged.

      “And what will your actions say about you?”

      “I don’t quite know yet.”
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      Draven walks inside where we’re with Orlando and says, “I invited three young boys and the single woman across the street to have dinner with us tonight.”

      “Why would you do that?” I ask.

      “It’s time to find out who’s really in this neighborhood, because these guys who attacked us aren’t going to get run off and not come back.”

      “I’m all for saving the world from bad guys,” Ice says, “but we’re about to pull up stakes and blow this pop-stand of a city.”

      “You are,” Draven says, “but I’m not.”

      “Then have your own dinner at your own house,” Eliana says.  Ice and I both turn to her and she says, “What?  I’m only saying what everyone else is thinking.”

      “I’m not thinking that,” Adeline tells her.

      “Me neither,” Brooklyn replies.  “Maybe they need help or someone to talk to.  It would be good to reach out.”

      “What about the big talk earlier?” I ask Draven.  “About being the grey man.  We’re on the map now, our resources are limited, we’ve been attacked and you want to throw a block party?  That doesn’t really jive with your earlier warnings.”

      “It’s already done,” Draven says, matter-of-fact.  “I’m just giving you the courtesy of telling you we may have extra company for dinner.”

      When Draven leaves, I say, “We can’t leave Chicago until Orlando comes out of this coma.  There’s no telling what damage may be done to his body, let alone his brain.”

      Right now, it’s all I can do to stay calm.  Draven killed the guys who did this to my son, but the DEA agent in me wants to cut the head off this snake one body at a time.

      “Obviously we have to stay put,” Ice says.

      “We need to know who we’re up against,” Eliana adds.  “Just in case they come back before we can get out of here.”

      I turn and look at this hardened Guatemalan and for the umpteenth time, I wonder what her life was like that she could go from so hot to so cold.  One minute we’d be laughing together, and the next she’d look at you like she wanted to pull out your spleen.

      “I agree,” I say.

      “It’s too late to go now,” Ice says.  “But in the morning?”

      “What if they come back before then?” Adeline asks.  “I mean, we didn’t get them all.  And the ones we did get…they’re dead out in the street.  How are we supposed to be around all those dead people?”

      “I’ll start cleaning them up,” Brooklyn said.

      “We don’t have enough dumpsters this time,” I tell Brooklyn.

      She nods, getting the Eric reference, but she’s a different girl from then.  It was only days ago one of her tormentors from school was shot in the head on our front porch by Diaab Buhari.  Since then, the body count has skyrocketed.  We knew this would happen.

      I did, anyway.

      Then again, the end of civilization is proving out to be a much messier business than even the experts predicted.  It was bound to get worse.  And all I know is if we don’t clean up these bodies and find out who’s behind all this, then things just might go from worse to fatal, and I can’t have that.

      None of us can.

      “I’ll take first watch tonight,” Ice says.

      “I’ll join him,” Eliana replies.  “If that’s okay with everyone else.”

      One of the things I like about Eliana is that she knows her value to the group.  With her background, her third-world approach, and her desire to be a part of this, it’s hard not to think of her as one of us.  Lord knows, I’d never want her against us.  Whatever made her who she is, what she’s become, it has to be far worse than Isadoro or I ever encountered.

      “That would be great, actually,” I say.  “I’ll run lookout after that, and maybe Draven will step in when I’m done.”

      “I can help,” Adeline said.

      “We’ll manage just fine,” Eliana offered.

      “Unless you want to help me,” I add.  “I could use an extra set of eyes, and the company.  But it will be cold and quiet.”

      She smiles at me, then says, “Speaking of our neighbors, I know our group is getting too big as it is, but there’s not one person I’d turn away.”

      She says this while looking at Eliana.  The women’s eyes meet.  Right away I know Eliana will misread her intentions, her statement.  Not that it will matter.

      “If Carolina and I are a problem…”

      “Actually, it’s because of you that I feel safe here.  And I’m glad Carolina, Bianca, Alma and Constanza are here, too.  All of you make me want to step up, help out more, be a better person.”

      Adeline was never really a territorial woman, but she had a mean streak in her that developed in her later years due to the challenges of our marriage.  Fortunately I don’t see that mean streak now.  Lord knows, Eliana’s got enough for all of us.

      “So is that a yes?” I ask.

      “If I’m not too tired, then yes,” she says.  “I’ll stand watch with you tonight.”

      “I like Draven,” Brooklyn says.  “He and Eudora feel like they could be family.”

      “We all see the way you look at Draven,” Ice says.

      Adeline slaps him and Brooklyn blushes.

      “It’s not like that,” she retorts.

      “Before this conversation leads somewhere I’m not ready to go just yet, I’ll help you start cleaning up the bodies,” I tell Brooklyn, hoping a change of subject will cool the fires freshly stoked in her cheeks.

      “Me, too,” Ice says.

      By the time we get the bodies out of the houses and clear the street, dinner is ready.  Draven seems disappointed that the woman and three boys didn’t show up.

      Eliana says, “Perhaps they are more apt to survive than we are.  Maybe we should have gone to their house for dinner.”

      Draven simply smiles at her, unblinking, his expression neither friendly nor severe.  To say the room’s temperature dropped a few degrees would be an understatement.

      The next day, Ice rouses me and says, “It’s time, brother.”

      “It’s still early,” I answer with a yawn.

      “No, it’s not.”

      Adeline and I took the mid-watch last night, which was long and cold, and now my sleep schedule is totally FUBAR.

      “I’m caring out here,” he says, straight-faced.

      Getting out of bed, I head to the bathroom, pour a bowl of cold water over my head, wash the sleep from my eyes and pull on a t-shirt, jeans and boots.

      Downstairs, Ice is rearing to go.

      “You look like you’ve got some extra pep in your step, little brother.”

      “I do,” he grins.

      Outside, we crawl into the purple beast, fire it up and listen to her roar.  We only have to wait a moment before Xavier opens his front door and heads our way.

      He’s moving slow, his injuries apparent.

      I like to think we could just as easily scout the neighborhood on foot, but if we don’t find what we’re looking for—the gang that attacked us—Xavier and I talked about heading over to pick up SAC Wright’s body.

      “So how was the sex?” I ask, my hands cold.

      “Sometimes I can’t tell if it’s love or assault,” Ice tells us, causing me and Xavier to burst out laughing.  The shaking of Xavier’s torso, however, has him tempering his laugh and holding his ribs where they were kicked.

      Ice continues:  “But then she rolls into this magical rhythm I don’t understand.  I think it’s her way of giving to herself for all the love she’s been denied.”

      “Do you think of Holly at all?” I ask, wondering about life after his wife.  “I mean, when you’re doing it.”

      “Sometimes, yeah.”

      “And?”

      “If she’s up there, watching over me, I sometimes wonder what she’s thinking.  If she’s disappointed.”

      “You know she is,” I say, chiding him.

      “I think she’d approve of Eliana, though,” Ice says.

      “I think she’d be terrified of the woman,” Xavier adds.

      Now we’re all in stitches, Xavier going with the pain this time because even God’s afraid of someone like Eliana.

      “Face it little brother, you’re sleeping with a nuclear bomb.”

      “Totally,” Xavier says.

      Isadoro gives the statement due consideration, then he says, “Yeah, I think that actually sums it up.”

      Changing subjects, I say, “Did you get the tarp and shovels?”

      “They’re in the trunk,” Xavier answers.  “Do you remember how to get to the house?”

      “Mostly,” I say.

      “I’ll recognize the street if you can get us to the house.”

      “So we’re really going to do this then?” Ice says.

      When I told Ice what happened, how SAC Ryan Wright died and we were on a mission to right some truly awful wrongs, he seemed bothered that we left him there.  It’s always bothered me a little, too.

      “We are,” I say.  “I appreciate you helping us see this through.”

      “Would he do it for you?” Ice asks.

      Xavier and I laugh together.

      “Hell no,” Xavier says.  “He’d call either one of us a casualty of war, then he’d move on and kill some more people.”

      “Do you really blame him?” I ask.

      “No,” Xavier says.

      When it comes to low level scumbags, street gangs and the cartel, the DEA is big on stats.  As of summer, 2018, Chicago had fifty-nine active street gangs and more than two-thousand semi-autonomous offshoots.  The big city had become a criminal mecca you couldn’t stop seeing the second you put it under a microscope.  SAC Wright would have known the specs better than most.  If I were him, it’d be pretty hard not to be jaded.  Damn near impossible, actually.

      When I was a cop last, Chicago PD estimated more than one-hundred thousand gang members occupied the city.  Half of them were encompassed in three gangs: The Gangster Disciples, The Latin Kings and The Black P Stones.

      If SAC Wright wanted to go on a killing spree, it was only because—like Xavier—he’d lost everything important in his life and saw this as a refuge from grief, or at the very least, a way to put down a few of the more rabid dogs without the burden of having to follow the law.

      Now, the truth was more apparent than ever: the shape of this city depended on how many of these one-hundred thousand donkey fluffers survived.

      This is my gravest concern right now.  The whole reason I want out.

      If we can just time things right, and if God will lend a hand with waking Orlando, perhaps we can weather this storm long enough to get out before the city’s more nefarious elements converge on us.

      The shotgun blast to the windshield, however, is us clearly not weathering this storm.  I jerk the wheel to the right, avoid mobs of people pouring out of several nearby houses.  A second later, I smash into someone’s barbecue, then stand on the brakes.

      “What are you doing?” Ice says.  “Get us out of here!”

      People are coming from everywhere now, dozens of them circling the car.  It’s like we somehow landed in a hornet’s nest not realizing we’d come in through the front door.

      “Just hit them!” Ice says as angry faces crowd the Barracuda.

      I smash the gas while standing on the brakes, a warning.  Hands are now violently slapping the hood, the side windows, the back of the car.  Nobody cares about my warning.  Even though the wheels are smoking, the engine is revved hard and the back end is bucking and primed to go, some guy with a baseball bat cracks the back window near Xavier.

      “Quit messing around and go!” Ice screams.

      Foot off the brake, I stay on the gas and plow through the hordes of people.  Bodies are kicking off the bumpers and bouncing off the windshield (further damaging it), some of them rolling over the roof, crashing down on the trunk lid and dropping off the back.

      Something breaks the glass on the driver’s side door—a brick?—and a pair of grabby hands reach in and get a hold of my shirt, and even my hair.

      I shove them off, keep going.

      Before we can truly break free of the converging masses, the purple beast takes a monumental trouncing.  The second we break clear, Ice is up kicking out the damaged windshield, which is good because I can’t see squat.

      We hit something else, I’m not sure what, then catch a downed drone and drag that hunk of metal about a hundred feet before I decide to stop.  I help push the rest of the glass out of the car, then get out front where Ice and I dislodge a huge chunk of what looks like a downed Reaper drone.

      When we get moving again, the white elephant in the room is that it totally sucks ass not having a windshield.  It also leaves us incredibly vulnerable.  And not just to bugs.

      “Did you recognize anyone from that group?” Ice asks me.

      I think about all the faces I saw overcrowding the car.  None of them looked familiar, but everything happened too fast both there and at the house.

      “No,” I say, unable to bridge that gap.

      Turning to Xavier in the back seat, I say, “What about you, X?  Did you see anyone?”

      “Everyone I saw at the house I either shot or scared off,” he answers.  “So no.  I can’t say any of them look familiar.”

      “Eliana and I will head out tonight or tomorrow,” Ice says, resolute.  “We can take a closer look, see what we see.”

      “I’ll come, too,” I say.  “Three sets of eyes are better than two.”

      “You need to stay with Adeline,” Ice says.  “If you keep running off, it won’t be any different than before when you single-handedly left Adeline to save Chicago from its drug problem.”

      “This isn’t a job, this is our survival,” I say.  “She’ll understand.”

      Just saying this is like déjà vu.  How many times did I make this argument before?  How many times did I make excuses for being an absentee husband?  Because even though Adeline said she understood, she nearly ended up leaving me for that knuckle dragger, Caelin Boyle.

      “No she won’t understand,” Xavier says.

      He would know better than most since he was the one I did most of my complaining to.  Then again, is he speaking from his own experience?  He knows Adeline, but he doesn’t know Adeline.  This has me wondering about Giselle.  How it might have been between them.  It still kills me that she’s gone…

      “He’s right,” Ice says, backing up X.  “Take if from two guys who would cross heaven and earth for a second chance with our wives.”

      “Turn here,” Xavier says.  “Up ahead, then take the fourth left.”

      Xavier directs us to the neighborhood and I spot the house.  It’s the only one that’s practically burnt to the ground.  Xavier and I crawl out of the car, Ice staying with the ride as I fish the tarp out of the back.

      When we get around the rear of the house, we see all the dead.  Something has been feeding off them.  Dogs perhaps?  Squirrels?  Rats?

      SAC Ryan Wright is where we left him.  The smell is so bad, though.  Even in the open air, that stink sits in the back of my throat, making me want to gag.

      “You sure you want him in the car?” Xavier asks.

      “Not inside,” I say.  “I was thinking the trunk would work, but now I’m rethinking that plan.”

      When I consider traveling cross country with the smell of death and decay in my trunk, contaminating not only the items we pack—especially food or water—but the air inside the cabin as well, I’m thinking I definitely need a plan B.

      “Let’s tarp him up, put him on the roof, find the nearest church.”

      “Good idea,” Xavier says.

      We get Wright’s body in the tarp, haul him around the front of the house and hoist him onto the roof.  I see two ladies looking at us through their blinds.  One of them waves.  I wave back, then gesture for them to come outside.

      A moment later, the door cracks open and she says, “You were the one who killed the guys there, weren’t you?”

      “I was,” I say, not sure if she’ll thank me or curse me out.  “I wanted to see if you had a rope we could borrow.  We’re going to bury my friend.  He was one of the good guys.”

      Without saying anything, the door shuts and the blinds are pulled shut.

      “So was that a yes or a no?” Ice asks me.

      I shrug my shoulders.

      A moment later, the front door opens and one of the ladies throws a length of rope out into her front yard.  I can barely get out a “Thank you,” before the door slams shut.  Either she’s grateful for what we did when we were here last, or she’s just wanting us to go.

      I suppose I’ll never really know.

      Regardless, when SAC Wright is secured to the roof, I’m happy to be on our way.  The nearest church is a Church of Latter Day Saints and it has a big front lawn.

      “This will do,” Xavier says.

      We pull over, the three of us piling out of the car.  We untether SAC Wright, then drag his tarped body off the roof and set it down on the grass.  Ice gets the shovels out of the trunk.  Over the next forty-five minutes, we dig a shallow grave, then put our friend inside.  Xavier and I push the dirt and grass back over him.  Xavier says a word in his honor.

      When we turn around, there are two kids on bicycles with their heads in my car.  How did we not hear them?

      “Get out of there!” I bark.

      Without a retaliatory word, both boys look up.  One of them flips me off, the other spits on the hood.  I launch the shovel at him, blade first.  It almost hits the slowest one.

      “Jesus Christ,” Ice says, looking at me.  “He’s like ten years old.”

      “Freaking turds,” I mumble.

      “Do you remember if there’s a precinct anywhere near here?” Ice asks.

      “There’s like three of them,” Xavier says.

      “We need weapons.  Or ammo for the ones we have at the very least.”

      The short drive through the urban wasteland takes us to the nearest police department, but the building is just stacks of rubble and we aren’t up for sifting through the detritus in search of scraps.  I barely even slow before heading to the next closest PD.

      It’s more of the same.

      “You know, one branch of the Vice Lords isn’t far from here,” Xavier says.  “If anyone’s going to have guns and ammo, it’s those guys.”

      “Refresh my memory,” I say.

      “The take down last year where they found the vat of acid?  The one with half a guy still bubbling in there?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “That’s only a mile or two from here.”

      When we drive past the house Xavier swears was last year’s bust, it looks suspect for sure.

      “Pull up there,” Ice says, pointing a few driveways down.  “I’ll double back and check it out.”

      I pull over and Ice heads out leaving me with Xavier.

      “Are you comfy back there?” I ask.  There’s almost no room in the back seat.

      “If only I was a sardine…”

      Ice returns and says, “There’s nine guys that I can count, and a bunch of drugs on the kitchen table and the coffee table.  Some girl is blitzed out of her brains on the couch, and another is asleep in the back bedroom with an infant in a crib.  There are two teenaged boys in the other room playing Monopoly.”

      “What the ROE on the women?” Ice asks.

      “Shoot anyone who draws on you,” Xavier answers.  “Equality among genders means if they pull a gun to kill you, they are fair game.”

      “The kids are off limits,” I say.

      “Did you learn anything from Iraq?” he asks me, flabbergast.  “Kids can kill, too.”

      “I’m only shooting them if it’s a last option,” I say.  I’ve already seen too many of them die—good, bad or otherwise.

      “No one expects you to shoot them for sport,” Xander replies with a frown.

      “This doesn’t feel right,” I say.  None of it.  Looking up at Ice, I say, “Are you good with this?  I mean, really good with this?”

      “I made a living killing people,” Ice says.  “Whatever conscience I had left me long ago.  I won’t kill women and children unless I have to, and if you’re going to make that choice, you can’t hesitate.”

      “How many women or children have you killed?” I ask him.

      “Really?” he asks.

      “Because I shot that boy yesterday,” I admit.

      “He was practically a man,” Ice says.

      “He looked thirteen.”

      “Thirteen years old is a man in some cultures,” Xavier says, making me wonder if he’s siding with my brother or trying to ease my mind.

      “We can make do without the weapons for now,” I finally say, “and I can make do without the nightmares.”

      “You sure?” Ice says.  “This is the kind of decision that could save our lives or get us killed.”

      “You don’t know that we won’t get ourselves killed going in there!”

      “That’s the world now, brother.”

      “That may be who you are, but not me.  And you don’t have to be that way anymore either.  We don’t have to kill to survive.”

      “I’ll be any way I need to be to survive,” Ice tells me.  “Know that.”

      “So are we doing this or not?” Xavier says.  “Because I’m with Ice on this.  And right now I don’t mind taking out a few scumbags.”

      “Was it hard on you?” I ask Ice.  “I mean, after you killed your first person.  Because I’ve killed a few now and my soul feels disgusting.”

      “Get used to that feeling,” he says.

      “Stop flexing your ego for a second and be real with me,” I tell him.

      “It’s been hard since Holly and the girls died.  I hardly sleep.  Now, instead of trying to bury the bad with good, like I wanted to, I bury the bad with more bad.  After awhile, it all sort of got mixed in the wash, so to speak.”

      “You mean it all feels…”

      “Like the worst thing ever,” he says, finishing my sentence.  “That’s why you need to make good with Adeline, treat her like a queen.  You don’t know when one of you will outlast the other.”

      “If you want to hit those guys, why don’t you do it.  I’ll hold the fort down here.”

      “You’re going to have to come to grips with this sooner or later,” Ice says.

      Getting defensive, I say, “I shot a kid. Orlando’s in a coma.  We’re at the tail end of one war getting ready to start another.  Forgive me if I’m not gung ho about wasting some drug addicts so we can steal their guns.”

      “I forgive you,” Xander says.

      “Yeah, I forgive you, too,” Ice says with a wink.  Then: “Let’s go, Xavier.”

      The two of them go inside while I wait outside.  I feel like a douchebag just sitting here, letting them take the risk.  But they wanted to.  They asked for this!

      Dammit.

      Just then the sounds of gunfire echo and now I’m back on edge.  Even worse, I’m wondering what’s happening inside.  Across the way, two big guys emerge from a house, which causes me to move toward them.

      “Let it be,” I say, holding a hand up.

      “Who are you?” one of them asks.

      Great, now they’re interested in me.  Not smart, Fire.

      “Neighborhood watch,” I tell them.  “I was hoping to watch you walk your fat asses back in your house so we can be on our way.”

      One of them pulls a gun, and that’s when I hear Xavier.

      “Put it away and live, or try to be a hero and take a bullet.  It’s your call.”

      The guy put his gun away, lifted his hands half way up in surrender, then backed up and said, “We don’t want any trouble.”

      Ice comes walking my way with a duffel bag full of gear.  Xavier joins us.  I fire up the car, ease out of there, my eyes on the side and rear view mirrors.  Fortunately we have no problems getting out of there.

      “How’d it go?”

      “The guys were flying high.  A few warning shots and they told us all we needed to know.  How’s your tampon, Sunshine?”

      “Salty and in sideways,” I say.  “If it’s not too much trouble, I’d like to get back home to my family.”

      “We’re your family too, big bro,” Ice says, patting me on the leg.

      “I know.”
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      Draven woke up, checked on Orlando and the girls, then learned that Fire, Ice and Xavier left to do…whatever it was they were going to do.

      He didn’t get mad about being left out, but he did get pissed thinking about the three boys he asked to come over the night before.  He understood that the woman he talked to might not want to be a part of anything.  She was an adult.  Prepared in life enough to make her own decisions.

      But the boys?

      He crossed the street, knocked on their front door, waited.

      “What do you want?” a voice on the other side of the door said.

      “I want you to open the door on your own so I don’t have to kick it open myself,” he said casually.

      “You gonna hurt us?” the young voice said.  It sounded like Ross, the middle boy.  Draven put him about ten years old.

      “I invited you over for dinner, moron.  Of course I’m not going to hurt you!”

      The door unlocked and slowly opened up.  He saw three faces, all of them looking back at him wondering what he wanted.

      “You don’t get it, do you?” he asked.

      “Get what?” Chase said.  He was the oldest.  In his hand, Chase was holding the knife he’d used to stab the guy who took Phillip.  There was still blood on it.

      “This whole thing about safety in numbers.  This is not just your house, and that just isn’t my house across the way.  These are our houses in our neighborhood.  It means when they attacked us, they attacked you and vice versa.  So when I invite you over for dinner it’s not because we’re just dying to have three little turds eat our extra food, it’s so we can figure out what’s what and start to form a strategy.  Unless you want what happened last time to happen again, but worse.”

      “We ran them out, killed them,” Ross said.

      “Yeah,” Phillip agreed.

      “They’re not coming back unless they want to get more from us,” Chase said.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” Draven said.  “If I can take your weapons and get you tied up in your living room in less than five minutes without a cut, scrape or bruise on me, will you come to dinner tonight?”

      The three boys looked at each other, then Chase said, “What time?”

      “Same as last time.  Near sunset.  And bring something to eat because we’re running low on food.”

      “Fine,” Chase says.

      “Good,” Ross says.

      He left the boys, then went over to the woman he’d talked to yesterday.  He knocked on her door.  She was slow to answer.  When she did, she seemed less apprehensive than she did the day before.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hello.”

      “Why didn’t you come to dinner yesterday?” he asked.

      “I prefer my own company to others,” she said.  By the look of her, she’d been crying.  “Plus, if my kids come home, I don’t want them to think I’m not here.”

      “How long have they been gone?” he asked, his tone more congenial.  She blinked several times, her eyes becoming reflective, shinny.  “Ah, man…I’m sorry.”

      She wiped her eyes, nodding, trying to say “It’s okay,” but it wasn’t.

      “I feel like I should give you a hug, but…”

      She looked up at him and said, “That would be nice.”

      He stepped inside, slowly moved into her arms, held her for what felt like forever.  He could feel her sobbing on his shoulder, emptying out that well of emotion that was clearly overflowing.   Draven started to move, but she tightened her hold enough to let him know to stay.  So he stayed.

      She then let go, wiped her eyes and said, “Next time you invite me to dinner, I will come.”

      “Funny you should say that,” he said with a grin.

      “Again?”

      “Yeah, tonight.  There will be a bunch of us.  Mostly it’ll be social, but there will be discussion of the incident that took place.  There are a lot of people that fled downtown and are migrating through this area either looting, looking for shelter, or just plain leaving the city and outlying areas.  I don’t want any of us to get hurt, but we also need to have a plan in case this happens again.  No sense in being caught flat-footed.”

      “Okay, then.  What time?”

      “Just before sunset.  And bring something to eat.  It doesn’t have to be much, but we’re light enough on food we can’t do all the heavy lifting.”

      “No worries.  I’m sort of in a green beans and potatoes phase right now.”

      “Aren’t we all,” he said.  “What’s your name by the way?  Mine’s Draven.”

      “Morgan,” she said.

      “I like that name,” he replied, giving her a pleasant once over.  Then: “It fits you.”

      When he said good-bye to the older, curvy blonde, when he was sure Chase, Ross and Phillip were coming over, he made the last stop, the one he had been avoiding.

      The gamer/tweeker/TBD kid.

      He’d seen the kid leave his own home yesterday.  Draven had been keeping watch over the neighborhood when this idiot stumbled out of the house with a blanket and his pillow.  He broke into the house across the street from him and, as far as he could tell, the kid was still squatting there.

      Draven knocked on the door, firm.

      No one answered.

      “My name is Draven,” he said loud enough for the kid to hear.  “I’m a half-dozen doors down, in the house with the old lady.  I’m also one of the guys who defended our neighborhood the other night when we were nearly overrun.  I come in peace.”

      Shaking his head in dismay, he thought, I come in peace?

      The door opened up a crack, the kid popping his head out.  His face was pale, his eyes red but with dark circles under them.  Even though Draven felt cool air coming from inside the house, this little tweeker was sweating.

      “You’re not and alien, are you?” he asked, his voice rough and tired sounding.

      He laughed and said, “No.”

      “You’re not going to ask me to take you to my leader either, right?”

      “Cute.”

      “What do you want?”

      This kid was in his late teens, early twenties.  His hair was black and too long, his beard the kind of patchy thing guys who can’t really grow beards grow because it makes them look older and less nerdy.  At least, that’s the look he seems to want to give off.  That kind that says, I’ll game for thirty hours straight, but I won’t leave my mom’s basement unless it’s absolutely necessary.

      “We’re all on the same block here, and I was thinking—”

      The kid shut the door in his face and locked it.  Chewing on his molars, Draven knocked again.  This time no one answered.

      “Little prick,” he muttered to himself as he walked around the back of the house.

      The back gate was broken and hanging open.  He walked into the yard, past a rusty old swing set and to the back door where he examined the broken lock.

      He turned the handle and the door opened right up.

      He snuck inside and found the kid on the couch, his eyes shut.  Was he really asleep?  There was drug paraphernalia on the coffee table.  A big baggie of crack, a dirty needle just chillin’, a spoon that looked like it spent the better part of its life over an open flame.  No way he was asleep.  He was tripping.

      The kid just laid there, unmoving, his breathing getting deeper by the minute.  Draven leaned down, slapped him damn near senseless.

      His eye flashed open.

      “Bro, what the hell?” he asked, reeling on the couch, high, scared and angry.  He had that look on his face that said “How dare you?” and “Are you going to kill me?” at the same time.

      Draven pointed to his gear and said, “Are you trying to kill yourself or escape?”

      “Escape,” he said, his back pressed against the couch, his body moving into a seated position as slowly and as cautiously as a cat.

      “Why are you still alive?” Draven asked.

      “I didn’t blow up.”

      “But your roomie practically did.”  He looked away.  “That bother you?”

      “Not really.”

      “Why?”

      “He was—” and he makes some flittering, waving motion to say he wasn’t present, like his buddy’s brain was gone.

      “I want to show you something,” Draven said.

      “Who are you?”

      “Draven.  Your neighbor.  I already told you this.”

      “When?”

      “Get up, man.”

      “Maybe later,” he said, pulling his legs up, wrapping his arms around his shins.  Draven grabbed him by his arm, dragged him off the couch, shoved him through the front door and outside to where his friend’s body was now just a smattering of ashes.

      “Look at him!” Draven said.

      The kid refused, so Draven kicked out the backs of his legs, collapsing him to his knees.  He cried out, but Draven didn’t care.

      He had no sympathy for addicts

      “You and your friend could have burned down the whole neighborhood.  You two idiots nearly killed us!”

      “We didn’t mean to,” he said, something in his throat, maybe a saliva bubble.

      “Yet it almost happened,” Draven barked.  “Look at him.  Look at what’s left of him.”  He still wouldn’t look so Draven slapped the back of his head and said, “Look at him!”

      The kid was stubborn as hell, so Draven shoved his head down and pushed his nose in his friend’s ashes like he was a dog who crapped on the carpet and was being taught a lesson.

      “This is where you’re headed you little rodent, and though I don’t care what you do with your body, you’re in our neighborhood and there are people living here!  Now get up.  GET YOUR ASS UP!”

      Pissed off and defensive, but cursing under his breath, the tweeker climbed to his feet.  Draven dragged him halfway back to his house before smacking the back of his head again and saying, “You’re not that wasted!”

      The kid straightened up.

      When they got inside, Draven said, “Everything you have, all your rigs, all your product, it’s going.”

      “Bro,” he said, “I can’t do that.”

      “I’m not your bro.”

      When the kid didn’t move, Draven grabbed him from behind, hooked an arm around his neck and squeezed just right.  The kid fought him at first, but then he slowly sat him down, the angle putting more and more pressure on his head, closing off the carotid artery.  When the kid’s body went limp, Draven hoisted him over his shoulder, then walked out front, down the street, and into the vacant house next door to the Dimas’s place.

      The downstairs bathroom seemed the best alternative.

      Using the shoelaces off a pair of work boots he found in the closet, he wrapped the kid’s wrists as tight as he could, but left his hands in front of his body.  He used a telephone chord to wrap his ankles.  Draven was opening a can of lima beans when the kid came around.  It took him a moment to get his bearings.

      Draven handed him a spoon, set some water beside him.  “Eat,” he said.  The kid started to eat.  “How long have you been using?”

      “Where am I?”

      “In a house up the street.”

      “We just started cooking when those things attacked us,” he said, bean smear in his mouth.

      “How long?”

      “A few months, I guess?  Can you hand me the water?”

      “Well I won’t lie, this is going to suck for you,” Draven said.  “I’m going to help you detox.  Because if you try this on your own, you’ll probably do something stupid.”

      “You can’t just leave me here,” he said.

      “Watch me.”

      Before leaving him there, though, he needed to secure him for the night.  When he went back in the bathroom again, the kid was eating and crying.  Draven almost laughed.  He managed to keep his composure, which he needed.

      “One more scoop of beans and make it a good one.”

      “These things are disgusting,” he said, pushing the can of beans away.”  Then, panic slipping into his eyes, he said, “What’s with the plastic bag and the shoelaces?”

      “Don’t worry about it.  Take one last bite of beans and a swallow of water.”  Reluctantly the kid did as he was told.  After that Draven said, “I’m going to put this bag over your head.”

      “No man, please don’t do that!”

      “Stop talking or I’ll hit you and make you stop.”

      He stopped talking, but the whimpering started up.  He held up a hand and said, “I’m going to put this bag over your head, but I made a hole for you to breathe.  The shoestring will be tied around your neck to hold the bag in place.”

      “You can’t do this to me!” he started wailing.

      “Actually, I can do whatever the hell I want to you, but what I’m doing now, it will be the most humane,” Draven said, calmly.  “Ask me what happens if I come here in the morning and the bag is off or your wrists or ankles are untied.”

      “I don’t want to,” he cried.  His eyes were bubbling over, he wore the ugly cry face well, and his hands were shaking.

      “If your wrists are untied, I will handcuff them together tomorrow.  If the bag is off, I will duct tape your entire face leaving only a slit for you to breathe through your mouth.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “Because we’re going to need you and not like this.”

      “I can stop bro, I’m not a junkie.”

      “The stuff on your coffee table tells another story,” he said to the kid.  “Now I’m not holding that against you, I just think we’ll all fare better without a crackhead in the neighborhood.  Plus you’ll feel better when you dry out.”

      “Have you ever dried out man?”

      “I’ve never used.”

      “Well good for you, Mr. Perfect!” he screamed.

      This was going nowhere.  Without another word, he slipped the bag over the kid’s head.  He hoped the kid would keep it together, instead he freaked out.

      Draven slapped the back of his head, then said, “We can do this the hard way if you want.”

      “Will you stop hitting my head!” he screamed.

      “This is on you.”

      Enraged, but finally taking Draven serious, he stopped fidgeting and brought the tantrum to a level two.  When the bag was securely over his head, Draven pulled it down then tied the shoelace around the kid’s neck, just about causing the tweeker to hyperventilate.

      “I’m going to give you enough room to breathe easy,” Draven said.  He secured the back, but he also kept his word about the shoelaces.  “Are you okay?  You can breathe fine?”

      “Do I look okay to you?” he wailed.

      “Remember what I said about those wrists and ankles,” Draven warned.

      “What if I have to go to the bathroom?” he said.

      “Do it in your pants.”

      With that, he shut the door, tied a rope around the nearby banister railing, then knotting it around the door handle and gave it a tug.  It was tight enough to walk across.  Perfect.  When he walked out the front door, he saw Morgan looking at the pile of ashes.

      “Did you just push that kid’s face in this?” she asked.

      “I did.”

      “Why?” she said.

      “Because he and his crispy friend here could have killed us.  They were cooking meth.  I don’t like meth heads.  I especially don’t like meth heads when they blow up houses on our block.”

      “We’re screwed, aren’t we?” she said.

      She stood there, frumpy but out of her house, weariness pulling at her eyes.  By the look of her, she was once pretty.  She wasn’t in the best shape ever and she was older, but he still thought she was kind of pretty.

      “I think we have a tough road ahead,” he admitted.  “But that’s just the diplomatic way of agreeing with you.  We’re pretty much screwed.”

      “I think my kids are dead.”

      She started to cry.

      He went to her, took her hand and said, “Have you tried to look for them?”

      She nodded her head.

      “And?”

      “I—I…I think I found them.  I mean, I tried thinking it wasn’t them, but…but I know it was.  It is.”

      “Where were they?”

      She let go of his hand, then: “Out playing.”

      “Was it them?” he asked, his face dead serious.  “Because if it wasn’t, I’ll help you look for them.”

      Her eyes started to bubble and she turned away, nodding her head.

      It was them.

      “Are you married?” he asked.

      She shook her head, then wiped her eyes and said, “I used to think about something like this happening.  You know, with The Walking Dead on and all those prepper shows.”

      “Yeah?” he said.

      Turning around, her hand to her mouth, she said, “I knew I wouldn’t survive it.  Now that I’m in it, now that I’ve survived this long alone, I realize that as bad as I thought it might be, this is worse.  You can’t prepare for your whole family to be gone.”

      There was something sad and beautiful in her eyes.  She locked in on his gaze and neither seemed able to let go of the other.

      “Do you have anyone left?” Draven asked.  “Extended family I mean?”

      “Not anyone I care about,” she said.

      “You’re with that crazy lady in the wheelchair, right?  With the white hair and the shotgun?”

      “She’s my grandmother.”

      “I saw her shoot at those guys,” she said, her eyes shiny and dull at the same time.  “That was awesome.”

      “Yeah, well those same guys came and nearly killed her.  They nearly killed both of us.”

      “Do you think they’ll come back?”

      He laughed a bitter laugh, then said, “Not those guys.  Not ever again.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m one thousand percent positive.”

      She seemed to think about this.  What he said, it could have so many implications.

      “I want to die, Draven,” she confessed.

      “Well, you just might get your wish,” he told her.  Then: “Are you coming over tonight?”

      “I think so,” she said.  “I mean, I said yes, so yes, I guess.  It’s just…your grandmother scares me.”

      “That’s because she’s got no filter and she’s had a difficult life.  When you’re older, those things shape a person.  A tough life shaped her.  What we’re going through now, this is going to shape us, too.”

      “What if I change my mind in the last minute?  What if I just want to be alone?”

      “If you do, it will be okay.”

      She nodded her head, seemed to want to say something, but then gave up on that and just turned and walked back to her house.

      As he watched her go, he found himself thinking of her.  She lived across the street from him for as long as he’d been there.  She had a boy and two girls, no husband.  How did he not know more about her?  And what did she think when she saw him?  Did she even see him?  Or did she only see a world where everything she ever loved, everything that defined her, was now just gone.

      He gave her a week, ten days tops.  After that, she’d either get on board, or she’d kill herself.  For some reason, this had him thinking of his parents.

      Were they even alive?

      Last he heard, his father was in jail and his mother was with the third love of her life in Philly.  He hadn’t seen her in six years.  He didn’t expect to ever see her again.  As for his father, it had been ten years.  He didn’t blame them anymore for the decisions they made.  Then again, most people can’t understand how a parent can just leave their child.  He wasn’t one of them.  He understood just fine.

      Parents or not, some people just suffer so much they have to abandon everything.  His father’s boisterous, harsh outpouring about life and all its ails finally wore on his mother and she ended up leaving them for some other guy.  That guy ended up dead and his father in jail for it.  He never laid a hand on Draven’s mother, but the things his old man did to the guy is still talked about in some circles.

      Back to Morgan.  She was a few years from fifty, and he was almost thirty.  Nearly half her age he assumed.  With nearly half her experience.  He couldn’t understand what it would be like to bring kids into this life, then lose them.

      “Hey!” he called after her as she was about to go inside.  She stopped and turned to him.  He jogged over to her and said, “If you get lonely, and just need someone to talk to, my bedroom is downstairs on the backside of the house.  I’m a good listener.”

      “Why would I talk to you?  You’re just a kid.”

      “Maybe, but my ears work.”

      She gave a slight nod and said, “Thank you, but I’ll be fine.”

      “No one is going to be fine, Morgan.”

      When he left, he saw Chase sitting out front with a baseball bat.  He was hammering finish nails in it, then using tin snips to cut the exposed ends back to a sharp point.  When he looked up and saw Draven, he gave a nod.  The kid was going to grow up fast.

      “Dinner is at sunset,” Draven called out.

      “Heard you already,” Chase said.

      “If you need extra food…” Draven said.  Then: “Sundown.  We’re cooking up the last of the steak.”

      With the weather patterns being erratic following the EMP, Eudora thought the meat would be fine at night, but that it might spoil during the days.  It was hotter than usual, and no one could explain why.  So instead of hanging out inside and enjoying a nice candlelight meal, they barbecued the rest of the meat outside.

      At first Draven wondered if that was such a good idea, but Ice said they had plenty of guns and ammo now, and lookouts at the four corners of the neighborhood.

      Much to his delight, Morgan brought a can of beans and half a potato and the three boys brought over hot dogs.  When the meat was cooked up, everyone ate.  After that, Draven brought leftovers to the crack head.

      He was sweaty, cursing, and he’d soiled his pants.

      “I’m going to give you some very good meat,” Draven said, “but if you throw a tantrum, I won’t bring you anything else.  Got it?”

      He nodded his head.  Draven eased a slice of steak in through the hole in the plastic bag where his mouth was.  He got his lips around it, drew it in, chewed it and sighed in ecstasy.

      “This is amazing,” he said.  “My name is Tim, by the way.”

      “My dad’s name was Tim,” Draven said.

      “My dad was a dick.”

      “Mine, too.”

      “I dumped in my pants,” Tim said, sweating through his shirt.

      “I can smell that.”

      “I’m not all excited about staying in them all night long, if you catch my drift, bro.”

      “I’ll see you in the morning, Tim.”

      He expected the kid to start screaming and cursing; instead he started to cry.  Draven left him there.

      Out front, he sat with the boys and said, “Have you got everything you need for the house?”

      “Yes,” Phillip said.

      “My big brother’s got an orange belt in karate,” Ross added.

      “You’ll need it,” Eudora said.  “Ain’t no room for sissies in the apocalypse.”

      “How are you going to survive in a wheelchair?” Ross asked.

      Chase socked him in the arm.

      Eudora said, “I survived a lot to get to this point, young man.  So to answer your question, I’ll survive until the day I don’t.”
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      Night fell fast and everyone turned in for bed.  Instead of joining them, Xavier slipped on a warm jacket, grabbed a hunting knife and the Kimber 1911 they’d confiscated from the Vice Lords and set out into the night.  His destination?  The neighborhood where he and the brothers were ambushed earlier that day.

      The walk seemed longer than it should.  It gave him too much time to think.  As always, his thoughts returned to Giselle.

      When he thought about her, he could not imagine this life.  Sometimes he thought about walking and not stopping, just walking until he dropped dead of starvation, dehydration, a broken heart.

      At night before drifting off to sleep, he often forgot she was dead, expecting to hear her voice any minute telling him she loved him.  Then he’d fall asleep, not realizing that sometime in the middle of the night, in his sleep, he woke up crying.  Other times he got so mad that she was gone, he felt like breaking things, hurting people, taking his own life.

      Yes, Xavier knew this life was not going to work for him.

      The grief was crushing his heart.

      Before he got too lost in his thoughts, before his emotions dragged him further into the mire, he saw them.  The men standing guard.  There were two that he could see.  A third caught his eye.

      It looked as though they were keeping a perimeter, but they didn’t look professional.

      He locked down on the nearest man, waited for the second to move out of sight, then tried to calculate the distance and trajectory of the third guard’s path.

      He approached the first guy, walking almost like he was minding his own business.  He didn’t realize the guard—a tall, skinny man with hair that had been buzzed recently and was now growing out—had been drifting off to sleep.

      Could a man do that?  Fall asleep on his own feet?

      “Excuse me,” he said, causing the guy to startle so hard, his baseline reactions took over.  He took a wild, tired swing at Xavier.

      Xavier suppressed a laugh as he backed away from the shot.  His hands were casually in his pockets.  He made no move to take them out.  No sense in spooking Rocky Balboa even further.

      “You scared me,” the guard said, hocking up a loogie he spit on the side of the street.  “You got no business sneaking up on me like that.  What the hell are you doing out here anyway?”

      “I’m looking for the small guy here, the one in charge…”

      “What about him?”

      “He’s got the 323 and the 312 tattooed on his knuckles?” Xavier prompted.

      “Yeah, Demon,” he said.

      That was all the confirmation Xavier needed.  He attacked the man, took him down fast, knocked him out.

      Moving quickly, aware the other two guards were still out there, he dragged the unconscious man behind a hedge of bushes and searched him for weapons.

      To his surprise, he found none.

      Is this guy just a look out? Xavier wondered.  Do they not even arm their guards?  Or are they running low on weapons and ammo?

      So many unanswered questions…

      Moving into the shadows cast by a low moon, he circled back around, checked to see if any of the other guards had appeared.  They hadn’t.  Heading back to the unconscious man, he waited for him to regain consciousness.  When that was taking too long, he hastened the process with a mighty slap across the face.

      The guard winced at first, then started to stir.

      Xavier watched him very closely.  When his eyes fluttered open and he opened his mouth to either ask a question, complain or let out a moan, Xavier covered it with a cupped hand and said, “Not or word, or I’ll end you.  Got it?”

      The man slowly nodded his head.

      “I’m going to ask you some questions,” Xavier asked.  “If you answer them truthfully, you get to live.  If you don’t answer them, or if you lie, I’m going to make you into a stew that me and my people are going to eat on Sunday night.  It’ll just be pieces of you, potatoes and carrots.  Nod if you understand.”

      He nodded.

      “When I take my hand off your mouth, if you scream, you die,” he said, showing the man his hunting knife.  “We’re clear on that, too, right?”

      He lifted his hand and the man said, “Yes.”

      “Good,” he responded.  “You stay laying down and I’ll stay right here beside you, and this will be that until I say different.  Clear?”

      “Yeah,” he said.  “Crystal.”

      “How many of you are there?” he asked the guard.  “In your group, not out here keeping watch.”

      “Close to fifty.  Why do you want to know?”

      “Because you attacked my people and if you do it again, I just want to know how many of you I’ll have to kill.”

      “We’re not bad people,” he said.  “We’re just trying to survive.  And in case you forgot, you killed more of us than we killed of you.”

      “You can’t just storm a neighborhood like that and not expect retaliation.  There are a lot of people still in their homes, waiting for the lights to come back on and life to return to normal.”

      “This is the new normal,” the guard said.

      “Which means if I start by killing you the way your people killed that woman in the street, and I kill my way through this entire encampment—which I’m tempted to do—then I’ll be free of worry.  That’s the new normal, right?  Kill when it suits you?”

      “Demon’s a different kind of leader,” he said in low tones, almost like he was scared.

      “People said that about Jim Jones.”

      “This isn’t a cult,” he argued, unconvincing.  “We’re going to resettle Chicago.  Build our own community.”

      “Not if you don’t survive,” Xavier whispered, his eyes and ears alert to his surroundings.  When he heard nothing of concern, he continued.  “If our lives are about survival, there will be enemies and we’ll have to take them out to feel safe, right?”

      “I guess so.”

      “So why shouldn’t I take you out?  You say it’s every man for himself, that no law is the new law, that this will now be the status quo, right?”

      “Within reason,” he said.

      “Oh, so now there are parameters?”

      When he didn’t know how to reply, when he saw the trap Xavier set for him, he opted for silence over what could possibly be the wrong answer.  Just laying there in the dirt next to a scrabbly row of bushes, he looked like he couldn’t feel less at ease.

      “Freedom of speech, bro,” Xavier prompted.  “Feel free to speak your mind.”

      “I was just getting a good look at you.”

      “Oh?  You into good looking black guys?” Xavier teased.  The guard didn’t know what to say.  It was obvious his sense of humor was lacking.  “How many of you are out here?”

      “Just me,” he said, his first lie.

      Xavier pressed his arm into the man’s throat, shifted his weight forward, really started to lean on that arm, but slowly so as to ratchet up the pain as well as the pressure.  When he tried to speak, when the grunting noise of ill-formed words sounded rough and constricted, Xavier let up.

      “Three,” he finally said, “There’s three of us.”

      Xavier leaned on him again.

      “Three, I swear!” the man groused, his windpipe all but smashed shut.

      When Xavier let up again, he said, “Where are they?”

      “We run a four point perimeter.”

      “With only three people?” Xavier questioned.

      “We aren’t exactly Blackwater here,” he said.  “We’re just guys from the city.  I used to work in sanitation.  We sit around a lot.”

      “What about the other two?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.  Just regular guys, I guess.  One of them did car detail, the other, I don’t know.  He ate freaking hot dogs for a living.  How the hell do I know?”

      “Shut up,” Xavier finally said.

      The two of them laid there for a long time, The weight of his torso across the man’s chest.  It was about as uncomfortable as one could get on a cold, dark night.

      “You gonna get off me?” the guard asked.  “I can’t really breathe that well.”

      That was the point.  Xavier didn’t answer the man but to stay put.  This way Xavier could stay low, use his eyes as lookout, then feel the man the second he tried to move or protest.  He could feel any movement right down to the twitch.

      “This is starting to feel a little gay,” Mr. Sanitation said.

      “Save it.”

      Xavier was on the Varsity wrestling team.  He was good, but not great.  Right then, good was all that mattered.  Good allowed him to wait for at least one of those two clowns to return.  Sadly, they were taking their time and the garbage man was right, it was all starting to feel a bit gay.

      “Are you going to let me go?” he asked.  “Or have I become your new Lazy Boy, the man on man edition?”

      “See I’m thinking two things,” Xavier turned to him and said.  “One, I don’t like that look in your eye.  I’m thinking that putting an end to you might be the wise decision.  Lord knows this is where the hero gets it wrong in every single movie.”

      “Oh, you’re the hero now?” he asked.

      “Of course I am.  Clam up while I’m pontificating.  So one, I put you down just to be safe because that’s the smart move.  It’s morally reprehensible, but my morals died the day my wife died.  Then again, if I do that, your absence could set off alarms inside your group.  Unless people just think you got scared and ran away like a sissy bitch.”

      “I ain’t no sissy.”

      “Or two, I let you live, adequately warn you, tell you to do your thing, just not on our block.”

      “I don’t call the shots,” he said, his eyes darkening.

      “That’s why I’m going with option one.”

      Slowly he pushed his knife into the man’s side, covering his mouth, leaning his weight on him to stop him from squirming or making noise.

      “It’s okay,” he whispered into the garbage man’s ear as his wide-eyed gaze cut through the darkness.  “Just let it go.  It’ll be easier this way.”

      He felt the fight in the man waning.  It was like this when you cut someone and they took too long to die.

      Twisting the knife, moving it around to really open things up, he tried to hasten the process.  When he slid the blade out, the guard inhaled, his eyes settling.  Xavier pushed the blade in once more, just beneath the first cut.

      Mr. Sanitation Man drew a sharp breath, gave a weak, involuntary  jolt.  He’d already lost a lot of blood and most of his will to fight.  For a second, Xavier was having flashbacks of yesterday, in his kitchen, the last of the four victims going down.

      If anything, killing could not become a habit.  He couldn’t be that guy.

      “If you are a good man,” he whispered, his face close enough to the garbage man’s face to talk in quiet tones and still be heard, “then where you’re going will be better than this.”

      The man’s eyes tried to focus on his.  Xavier didn’t even flinch.

      “When you’re gone, you’ll thank me,” he said.  “If you see Giselle, tell her I’m sorry.  Tell her I’m sorry for everything.”

      And then he cut down and pushed sideways.  The man gave one last writhing gasp, then sagged, his chest no longer moving.

      Xavier eased his hand off the man’s mouth, then stood, grabbed him by the boot and dragged him down the street.  It wasn’t quiet, but he had the Kimber out, ready to shoot anyone who came after him.

      About two blocks down, he leaned the dead man against a car, his body slumping sideways, his torso a bleeding reminder that the war was not over, only the enemies had changed.  First it was the drones, then it was humankind itself.

      Eventually the war would be in his head.

      The early morning was approaching its coldest hour which meant he only had a finite amount of time before sunrise.  Time to work.  He scouted out the block, found there were three more men, not two as the garbage man insisted.

      What a liar, he thought.

      If he was going to get all this done by sunrise, he’d need to move quick.  He slipped off his shoes, stashed them where he’d remember where he’d put them, then crept up on the next man in his socks, making almost no noise at all.
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      Chase sat out on the porch, freezing beneath his winter clothes, the inside of his nose raw from breathing in the slightly smoke-tinged air.  Winter wasn’t that far away and it would get cold.  A lot colder than this.  He told himself he needed to start building the tolerance first if he expected to survive.

      The good thing was, he was officially a member of the night watch.

      He had the last hour or so before sunrise.

      To pass the time, he had the Geiger counter out and he kept measuring the air.  Every time he got the readout, he flicked the Bic lighter and looked at the digital screen.

      The levels were good.

      Still, he thought he’d heard someone asking if the EMP had burned a hole in the atmosphere.  It was definitely hotter during the day, but the nights…the nights were cold.

      Yawning, he sat on the chair he’d brought out earlier and pulled the blanket over him.  Then he saw a wraith walk into the neighborhood.  Sitting up and rubbing his eyes, he blinked twice and realized this was no ghost.

      He was looking at a woman.  A woman who moved like a ghost.

      Quiet as he could, Chase slid off he chair and out from under the blanket, stayed low, crept to the porch railing and watched the intruder from the shadows.

      From what he could see beneath the soft haze of moonlight, she was a skinny woman, harmless for sure.  Where there was one, there might be more, he reasoned.  Then again, this one was different.  She moved like she wanted to be there.  Like this was not the neighborhood she was passing through, but the neighborhood she had been coming to.

      Dread working its way through him, he stood quietly, focused on moving in perfect silence.  He needed a better view of her.  She was now trying the front doors of the homes.  He looked behind him, quietly grabbed his bat.

      This is why you’re here, Chase, he told himself.  This is what you volunteered for.

      After dinner that night, he’d asked for and had been entrusted with the responsibility of a part of the night watch.  It’s true he’d only been given an hour.  It was, statistically speaking, the hour with the lowest chances of activity.  That’s what Ice said.  What Fire confirmed.  It seemed the odds were not in his favor, though, for this was proving to be the most important hour, and hour with the most activity.

      As he watched her, he wondered what the odds were that this strange woman would show up on his shift.  And why had he even volunteered to do this again?!

      He was half-terrified, half-thrilled.

      All the pretty women, he thought.  Brooklyn, her mother Adeline, Eliana, Carolina…

      The ghostly woman tried Draven’s front door, then Brooklyn’s front door, and then she moved to the next house.  This time, the front door opened right up for her.

      Looking over her shoulder, she slipped inside.

      What was she doing?  Looting?  He thought about waking Draven, but for all he knew, the woman was just checking for food, water or supplies.

      Less than an hour later, she came out, dragging a limp body with her.  The druggie Draven was helping get clean.  She lugged the body to the middle of the street, left it there.

      For a long time, she stood above the body in silence, studying the two houses—Brooklyn’s and Draven’s.  Then she’d lower her head, almost like she was curious about the boy.  He hadn’t moved at all.  Chase thought maybe she did this for a good half an hour.  It was unnerving.

      Finally she started to leave, causing him to perk up.

      He had to act now!

      He could go to Draven, lose precious time telling him what happened and never know why she’d come there—why she did what she’d done—or he could follow her from a distance, find out where she came from, and maybe have something important to tell Draven and the women.

      He grabbed the bat, but then again, he knew he’d never hit a woman with the bat full of nails, so he left it behind.

      This was a recon mission, not an assault.

      Quietly, he snuck into the street and began tailing her, leaving enough distance between himself and the woman so as not to lose her or be seen.
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      Xavier buried the blade into the second guard’s kidney all the way to hilt.  At the same time, he’d come close enough to reach around and cup a hand over the man’s mouth, stifling any auditory reaction.  The guard howled into Xavier’s hand louder than he’d anticipated.

      This worried him.

      Eyes flashing wide, Xavier pinned his body to his victim’s and he kept his head on a swivel.  He didn’t do this to guard his six, his three or his nine.  He did this because he was scared.  He did this because he didn’t want the man screaming out into the night and warning others.

      Speaking of dying, he thought, this is taking too long.

      Standing there, the man fighting for his life and losing, Xavier was on the verge of gassing out.  Finally, Xavier felt the man’s squirming becoming acceptance.  A moment later, the guard dropped down, almost like his bones had turned to putty.

      That’s when he saw it, the shadow in the night.

      Xavier scurried backwards, out of sight, grimacing with each tiny shock of noise.  Whomever that was, if they found the fallen guard, they’d see a stabbed man in the final throes of death.  Or any minute, this misguided soldier he just stabbed could make a gurgling, dying, moaning sound, and that would be it.  The element of surprise would have been wasted.

      The silhouette he was watching was that of a boy.  But on closer inspection, Xavier appeared to be looking at a woman.  She had a thin build, skinny arms, no real shape to speak of.

      What in God’s name was she doing out at this hour?

      When she slipped inside one of the homes, Xavier paused long enough to let the night settle.  The third and fourth guards were out there somewhere.

      In that moment, he thought he saw movement in the shadows from where the woman had come from, but he couldn’t be sure.  He kept his eyes on that spot for a long time before finally letting go of it and returning to dead guard numero dos.

      When the coast was clear, he stashed the body, went to get eyes on the last two guards.  The problem was he saw guard number three, but not guard number four.

      Had one of them gone inside?  Had he just been a guy coming to relieve his buddy, or check on him?

      Either way, it was time to deal with guard number three.  Seeing the size of the man, inside Xavier couldn’t help but sigh.  This big bucket of cholesterol was no small affair.  He must be what dead guard number one called “the hot dog eater.”

      This guy was Diabetes incarnate.

      Sizing him up, Xavier studied his gait to see how he’d move.  He wasn’t too worried about this guy because when your knees knocked together when you walked, when your super hefty mid-section was as wide as a doorway and when your big, sloped shoulders gave you that hunchbacked one might call a deformity, chances were pretty good you weren’t quick on your feet.  Furthermore, the guard’s head was bald and slightly misshapen and it sat on a pile of skin some would call a neck.  Beneath the coat, Xavier wasn’t sure if the man was built, or just one of those guys who started eating potato chips at three and never stopped with the junk food.

      He’d find out soon enough.

      Fortunately, this gargantuan beast was the closest to the dead-body drop spot, i.e., the car two blocks up where he’d stashed the garbage man, so he wouldn’t have to drag him as far as he’d have to drag number two.

      He drew a deep breath, gave a nod and said, “You can do this.”

      Xavier snuck up on him, hooked the blade around his throat, pulled in one swift motion, opening everything up.  The carotid artery gushed free.  He managed to avoid the fire hydrant of blood that followed.

      The man clapped his hand over his neck, staggered forward, gulp-gasping.  Xavier dropped down, went for the femoral artery, sliced it wide open.  At least that’s what he was hoping for.  There was a lot of fat on those legs.

      All he knew was the man was still on his feet, gagging and choking, not even trying to look back at him.  Xavier stood and stabbed him four or five times in the back and sides, hoping to hasten the process, but in the end it was slow going.

      No one just fell over dead like they did in the movies.

      What a disappointment.

      With every passing minute, he had time to question his tactics, his judgment.  This could be a good guy he was killing.  Even though he took orders from a murderous psychopath who called himself Demon?  Guilt by association was not always the truest measure of a person.  Then again, it held true more times than not.

      He hoped he wasn’t wrong doing this.

      The odds were in his favor.

      The big man finally collapsed, flopping down, smashing his face in the asphalt.  With guard number three finally down, he had to be sure there was no guard number four.

      After a wide perimeter sweep, he encountered no one else.

      That brought him back to the King of Diabetes.  Xavier looked down at the dead behemoth, shaken by the violence he’d perpetrated, while at the same time wondering how in God’s name he was going to drag that big ass meat sack two full blocks.

      “One step at a time,” he said, grabbing the man’s ankle.

      Moving this beast was no easy task, but after a good half hour, after sapping the last of his strength, Xavier got him to the car and positioned him next to the garbage man.

      Breathing deep, winded, he sat down next to the two dead guys, tried to catch his breath.  Soon it would be sunrise.  He still had one body left to transport.  He willed himself to get up, but his body refused to move.  Not only was he exhausted from the fight and from dragging these guys up the block, he was running on no sleep, he was cold and he didn’t want to do this anymore.

      Things had gotten too messy.

      He hadn’t counted on this feeling more like a serial killing than a mission to protect those he loved most.  And he hadn’t counted on the sick sensation taking shape within him, or the haunting feeling that what he’d just done would have some unsavory repercussions in the afterlife.

      He’d come this far though.  He needed to see this through to the end.  So he got up, trudged back to where he left guard number two and dragged him the two blocks necessary to reunite him with his dead buddies.

      When he got all three men together, he propped them all against a car, arranging their bodies close together, the outside two leaning in on the behemoth.  The idea was that the guards would be found killed cartel style, and that the message, or perhaps the warning—although haphazard and somewhat unclear—would be enough to muddy the waters.  If the cretin who called himself Demon worried about a bigger threat than Xavier’s group, perhaps he would leave them alone.  Or maybe just leave the neighborhood altogether.

      Looking at the trio of slumped over corpses, he felt like it wasn’t enough.  Like he was missing something.

      Finally he pulled their shirts up over their heads, stood back and looked at them.  That was what had been missing.  It was no grand gesture, for sure, but whomever came across them first was in for a very grim surprise.

      He also knew it would make enough waves that he’d have to tell Fire when he got back to the block.  Now that the sun was rising, he headed home, concerned about being seen in the subtle light of the approaching dawn.

      When he got home, he could hardly keep his eyes open.

      Heading around the back of the house, he went through the broken door, cleared both floors, then lowered himself to his knees before his bed and God Himself.  Bringing his hands together, he closed his eyes and begged God for forgiveness and asked that this vile feeling inside him pass.

      In this quest for forgiveness, for absolution, Xavier also asked for guidance.  The act of killing left him disoriented, angry that the world had come to this, scared of what he could become if left unchecked.

      That’s why he needed direction.

      Even though he believed he was doing the right thing, he began to wonder if he wasn’t just taking out his anger on men he decided were enemies.

      By his own measure, had he not become a bad man to Demon’s people?  Had he not made himself their enemy?  Would they not be justified in the eyes of God in giving him an eye-for-an-eye death?

      He was not one to give himself over to the pain, for men in his former position in the DEA rose in rank because they could stifle their emotions if favor of completing the tasks required of them, unpleasant as they may be.

      This is the task, he reminded himself.  And yes, it is unpleasant.

      He crawled into bed, relishing the soft sensation of the sheets, and the weight of the comforter upon him.  The house was bitter cold, his feet not much warmer, but he was home.  In bed.  Able to finally relax.

      Before he dozed off, he asked God one last time if he was straying from the path, and if he was, would God would be so kind as to make His intentions clear so that Xavier may readjust his direction and his ways.
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      Chase tracked the killer back to a neighborhood maybe six blocks away.  He was following her when he saw movement deeper in the neighborhood behind her.  She walked into a house, disappearing.  He made note of the home, but he was also hiding, waiting to see who was out there and if they presented a threat to him.

      So he waited in the bushes, and he watched.

      Then he saw a man huffing a rather large dead guy down the street.  It was almost as if he was dragging a gigantic bag of laundry behind him.  Chase kept his distance, stayed quiet.  Whoever this was, did he kill this guy, or was the man-bear already dead?  And where was he taking the body?

      Chase didn’t know what was going on, but it certainly sparked his curiosity.

      The man who snared his attention traveled through the shadows, returning back to the neighborhood to grab another guy out of the bushes.  When he got all three bodies to the car two blocks away, the man looked tired, his strength diminished.

      Yeah, he wasn’t some guy from the neighborhood taking out dead bodies.  He was the guy who came into the neighborhood creating dead bodies.

      When this mystery man started back in Chase’s direction, he was moving through the shadows so quietly and with such stealth, warning bells went off in Chase’s head.

      Naturally, he hid.

      Peeking through the bushes, he realized he’d lost him.  Then he was just there, walking past him.

      Chase startled, his face draining itself of color.  The mystery man was Xavier.  Did he just kill those men?

      Of course, he did!

      When his neighbor was far enough down the road, Chase darted through the shadows to where Xavier had dropped off his victims.  They were propped against the car, their shirts pulled up over their faces.

      Looking around first, feeling exposed, he pulled down the obese man’s shirt, found his neck routed out.  He spun away, could hardly believe what he was seeing.  Slowly turning back, trying not to look, he pulled the shirt back over the man’s head.

      He couldn’t stop thinking about Xavier.

      He couldn’t have known about the woman Chase tracked there, or the dead druggie in the street.  Yet Xavier had come there anyway and killed these three men.  Why?  That’s when he heard the footsteps and saw someone fast approaching.  It was another guard.

      “Hey!” he shouted.

      Chase took flight without hesitation.  The guard sprinted after him.  Chase moved like his life depended on it, even though his legs were cold and tired and he hadn’t run like that since last summer.

      Chase only hoped the man would get tired before he did.

      This wasn’t the case.

      The pounding footsteps were getting louder and louder until he could hear panting behind him.  Terrified, every last nerve inside him crackling with life, Chase darted to the left, squeezed through a couple of houses, ran past a dog that was staked to the ground and dead, probably from the nuclear fallout, then hopped a fence.

      Just as he thought he was going to make it over the fence, a hand grabbed him by the leg, yanked him down.  He extended his hands to cushion his fall and though it helped some, the impact jarred his wrists, elbows and shoulder joints.

      The man spun him over, glared down at him.

      When Chase made no obvious moves to run, his captor folded over, hands on his knees and sweating.  It was obvious he was having a hard time catching his breath.

      “Jesus Christ, kid,” he said, all but gasping.

      Chase had played enough video games and watched enough TV to know when you were in a fight, all it took was one good hit one way or the other and it was game over.  That’s why he drove a foot into the man’s balls not once, but twice.  He was already bent over, but the damage was now double.

      Chase scrambled to his feet, battled against every instinct to run.  Running just then would have been a mistake.  With all his might, he kicked the side of the guard’s knee.

      He let out a mighty ooof! and favored the kicked knee.

      Chase never took MMA classes, but he’d watched enough pay-per-view fights to see what damage one guy could do to the other when he attacked his opponent’s legs.  That’s why instead of kicking out just one knee, Chase kicked out the other, too.

      He knew he couldn’t break this guy, he just had to slow him down.

      With both knees injured, the out of shape guard hobbled over to the fence, grabbed it for support.  That’s when Chase knew it was time to run again.

      The guard never came after him.

      When he finally got home, Chase stopped to look at the dead boy in the street.  He never really saw him up close until that moment.  When he did, though, he fought the upsurge in his stomach.

      Chase had seen horror movies before, and he watched YouTube a lot, once searching for dead bodies after squealing through a scary movie marathon.  Eventually this took him to a page on Jack The Ripper.  When he’d seen what had been done to his victims, to these prostitutes, Chase never watched a horror movie again.

      It was like that.  What the woman who killed the druggie did was like something Jack the Ripper would have done to one of the ladies of Whitechapel.

      The sun finally broke over the horizon and it felt like a Dawn of the Dead movie.  He didn’t want to be out there, or even awake, but he had a responsibility as the last man of the night watch.  He headed straight to Draven’s house, knocked on the front door quiet at first, and then excessively.  Finally, the door opened.

      “Is everything okay, Chase?” Draven asked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

      “No, it’s not.”

      And then he pointed out at the street where the boy lay in a heap.

      “Who is that?” Draven said, stepping out front.

      “It’s the druggie.”
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      The next day, Draven borrowed a pair of binoculars Chase had, then went and asked Brooklyn if she wanted to do some recon with him.  He wasn’t sure if it was appropriate asking her, but then again, he almost didn’t care.

      He felt a lot better when she perked right up and said “yes.”

      Using the directions Chase gave him, he and Brooklyn walked the streets leading to the neighborhood in question, then took a more stealth route the closer they got.  When they were close enough, Draven started seeing people in the distance.

      “They’re just ahead.”

      “What now?” Brooklyn asked him.

      “How good were you on a jungle gym as a kid?” he said.

      “I threw off boys and girls alike,” she joked.

      When he looked at her, she had an easy glint in her eye.  He was trying for the same thing, but he couldn’t seem to get past the things that were done to Tim.

      The kid had been gutted for heaven’s sake.

      Fortunately for Brooklyn, Draven and Ice cleaned up the boy and didn’t tell the others.  There was no need to stir panic among the ranks.

      “Good,” Draven replied with a half-hearted grin, “because we’re climbing a roof and you’ll need your balance.”

      “Show me the roof, and I’ll keep up,” she said.

      Draven got the feeling she liked being around him, but he also figured she was a young soul.  He’d heard from her father about what happened to her at school.  There was a point to this conversation, he assumed.  Perhaps Fire was delivering a veiled warning.  Draven had his suspicions.  Regardless, he wasn’t sure what was worse for Brooklyn, what the three boys from school did, or that she was kidnapped by the Sudanese nightmare.

      That had him wondering if her lightheartedness was a ruse, or if she was able to block all these horrors from her mind.  He honestly didn’t know.  What was certain, though, was that if they weren’t in this apocalyptic predicament, he and Brooklyn probably wouldn’t be talking.  He also knew he would be thinking about how beautiful she was and how much he wanted her rather than thinking about what he had to do to find this horrifying woman and put an end to her.

      He scaled a nearby roof using a rickety ladder and some neophyte acrobatics.  When she was headed up the ladder behind him, he leaned over the roof, took her hand, helped her up.

      “I could have gotten it,” she said.

      “Maybe I wanted to hold your hand,” he replied, not looking at her in case she didn’t get his humor.

      “In that case…”

      “Stay down,” he said, crouching low.  He got down on his belly, motioned for her to do the same, then brought the field glasses to his eyes and surveyed the scene.

      “What did you do for a living and how come I almost never saw you?” Brooklyn asked, almost out of the blue.

      “I moved in next door about a year ago and basically I was an online private eye.”

      “Legally?”

      “What does that really mean?” he said sarcastically as he began with a head count below.  “In Chicago, most everything is illegal.”

      “Not everything,” she quipped.

      “I basically hacked people’s Facebook and Instagram pages looking for infidelity.  I also tracked down old boyfriends, girlfriends and birth parents on occasion.  Mostly people were wanting to know if their significant others were being faithful.”

      “And people paid you for this?”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      He handed her the binoculars, told her to take a look.  She took them, looked through the glasses and said, “Good God, how many do you think are out there?”

      “I’m looking for the small guy with a good sized chunk taken out of his left ear.  He’ll have tattoos on his knuckles.  The number 323 on one hand and 312 on the other.”

      “Area codes?”

      He looked over at her, impressed.

      “Yeah, area codes.”

      “312 is Chicago, what’s 323?”

      “East L.A.”

      “He a gangbanger?” she asked, looking at him.

      “We were all something before this, and yes, I think he was probably doing something neither of us would ever do.  That’s what makes guys like that dangerous.  They just don’t care what they do, or how it affects others.”

      “That’s a blanket statement,” she said.

      “When I start feeling sorry for judging the scourge of society, it’s time for me to get a reality check.”

      “Do you think I need a reality check?” she said.

      “You’re eighteen,” he said.

      She let out a huff, handed back the binoculars.

      “I’m not being dismissive because you’re young.  You and I aren’t that far apart in age.  Ten years at most.  It’s just…you have good parents, a wholesome upbringing it seems, and a great head on your shoulders.”

      “What do any of those things have to do with this conversation?”

      “I don’t think you’d ever gut someone to prove a point.”  She curled her nose, to which he made a face and said, “Exactly.”

      They watched the people some more.  He counted twenty houses on the block, but only five of them were in use.  When he saw the guy with the ear he’d shot out, his heart raced for a moment before falling still once more.

      He sat the binoculars down, wiped his brow because it was getting hot again, then said, “Has the weather here always been so up and down?”

      “This is unusual,” she replied.

      “Whatever that bomb did to the atmosphere,” he ruminated, “I hope it corrects itself.”

      “What about everything else?  Will society correct itself?  Will we get the power turned back on?”

      “I think this is the way it’s going to be for awhile,” he said.  Looking at her taking this in stride, thinking about it but not overtly stressing about it, he said, “After all the things that have happened to you, how are you this normal?”

      “I fake it well,” she said, her voice catching a bit, her eyes unable to meet his.

      “Do you like your dad?”

      “I do,” she said, a little life creeping back into her eyes.

      “Why was he always gone?”

      “He was an undercover DEA agent.  He was gone the last eight months, which really took a toll on my mom.  She started being friendly with another guy, but then I was attacked at school and this started.  If you think I’m acting normal about all this, then I’d say that’s a compliment to my ability to hide the truth of how I feel from others.”

      “I’d like to know how you feel,” he said.

      She thought about this for awhile, her eyes looking at the bustle of activity below, but her mind somewhere else entirely.

      “I’m scared all the time,” she said, the light slipping from her eyes again, her expression darkening.  “I have nightmares and I can’t sleep, my mouth is full of cold sores—which is what happens when I get stressed out—and all I can think about is that I won’t be able to survive this life, but it will be worse if I survive it and my parent’s don’t.”

      Wow, he thought.  That’s heavy.

      “You didn’t happen to be a cheerleader, did you?” he asked.

      “Actually I was head of the yearbook committee, why?” she asked.  “Is it because I’m always peppy?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s how I hide,” she said.

      “I just close myself away and work,” Draven admitted.  “And that’s what I’m going to do now.  I’m going to go down there and infiltrate that group.”

      “You’re going to what?”

      “I’m going to do what I do best,” he told her.  “I’m going to hack my way in.  But socially.”

      “You’re going to run a social hack?”

      “I am,” he said.

      As he looked into her eyes, he saw things in her that moved him: dilated pupils, direct eye contact, a slight smile.  For a second there, he wondered if she liked him.

      Those were definitely the more obvious signs…

      “I always thought you were cute,” she said.  “If I wasn’t into girls, I think I’d like you.”

      This startled him.  He didn’t know what to say.

      “We should go,” she said.

      “Are you okay heading back on your own?” he asked.  “I’m going in now.”

      “Wait, now?”

      “There are reasons I can’t disclose, but yes,” he said, thinking about Tim, “I have to go in now.”

      “Why?”

      “We’re in danger, Brooklyn,” he told her, eyes on the encampment below and not on her.  “My grandmother and me.  Morgan across the street.  Chase, Ross and Phillip.”

      “Why don’t you come with us when we leave?” she asked.

      “Because this is our home,” he said half-heartedly.

      “It won’t be if they come back and try to take it from us, from you.  Besides, the neighborhood’s already shot to hell.”

      “It’s still ours.”

      Looking at him with challenging eyes, she said, “So you’d let me walk back home by myself then?”

      “You’re leaving as soon as you can.  Soon you’ll be gone and this place will be nothing more than a bad memory.  For now, you have your dad and guys like Ice and me to look after you.  But one day you might not.  One day, we may all be gone.  The point is, you never know when you might have to rely on your own skills to stay alive.  Do you even have any survival skills?”

      She simply stared at him.

      “You have to find your way in this world, Brooklyn.  As much as I’d love to hold your hand through this, even if you are into girls and not guys, I’m not the person to do it.”

      “What if I’m into guys as well as girls?” she asked.  “Or just guys and I’m playing with you about the girls part?”

      He stopped, looked up at her and harshly said, “Do you think this is a game?”

      Startled, she said, “Of course not.”

      “Then don’t treat this or me like we’re in high school.  This is the world we live in and right now we’re in the worst possible place.”

      She started to climb down from the roof and he said, “Brooklyn?”

      She looked up.

      “Tell my grandmother I’ll be back in a few days.”

      She nodded and descended the rooftop.

      “Be careful,” he mumbled, turning his attention back on the group.

      For the rest of the day he watched them.  Right around dinner time, when the barbecues were going in the middle of the street, he headed up three blocks toward downtown, away from his neighborhood.  From there, he circled back and meandered into the group, having come from a different direction than their neighborhood.

      The instant someone had eyes on him, he had four guns on him as well.

      He stopped, slowly raised his hands and managed to look meek, defenseless, slightly afraid.  It wasn’t hard to feign the fear.  He was afraid.  The toughest part of all that was not to look at the redheaded woman eating at a nearby table.

      She was just as Chase described her.  Maybe worse.

      Even though Draven refused to make eye contact with her, he could feel her eyeballing him.  When he finally turned his gaze on her, he was getting patted down for weapons.

      “Check to see if he’s got a knife,” one of the guys said.

      With strangers running their hands over his legs, back and under his arms, he caught the redhead’s icy blue eyes and was instantly locked down by the improbable weight of them.

      Setting down her fork, she got up, walked right over to him and looked into his eyes.  He didn’t say anything, but neither did she.

      The guys checking him for weapons backed off.

      She just stood there.

      Just when he expected her to say something or move away, she stepped even closer into his space.  So much so that he could smell the sour on her breath.  Now that they were eye to eye, he could see every caramel-colored freckle dotting the skin around her nose, and every single pore in that ugly, ugly face of hers.

      Where he got the strength to neither cower nor break baffled him.

      That’s when she gave a slight sniff, checked the air around him, then frowned and went back to her table to finish her meal.

      Thinking about what she did to Tim not only terrified him, it made him wonder what a person had to go through in their life to wield such darkness.

      Now that he’d seen her, he was certain there was darkness in her.

      She just might be the devil himself.
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      While Adeline and Veronica were in the bedroom with Orlando, Brooklyn and Draven were doing recon.  Carolina and the three girls were tasked with taking down the aluminum foil from the walls inside both homes and were nearly done.  The last anyone knew of Xavier, he was at home, still sleeping.  Eliana offered to clean the guns and inventory their ammo, but she was half-heartedly listening to Fire, Ice and Eudora.  They were making a list of everything they’d need to survive in a world without power.

      Eliana finished the weapons, then set aside the bag of ammo in favor of joining the conversation.  She was curious about Eudora, how much she knew.  She was also unaware of the conditions in a suffering America.  Privately, she imagined they were like the everyday conditions in Guatemala, but that wasn’t something she was going to say out loud.

      “You’re going to need clean water, but you’ll have to purify it yourself,” Eudora was saying.  “Most people think you have to boil it, but if you don’t have fire or pans to boil your water in, you’ll need bleach.  Two drops per gallon of water is safe.  Clorox or Purex, it doesn’t matter just so long as it’s liquid bleach.”

      “We can do that,” Fire said.  “Adeline’s got a gallon of bleach in the laundry room.  It’s nearly full.”

      “If any of us finds a gas generator, or a solar generator, we need to see if it works.  The EMP will have ruined most anything with solid state electronics in it,” Eudora said.  “That’s a computer chip for you tech illiterates.”

      Fire and Ice look at each other, their eyebrows raised.  “Did you know what solid state electronics was?” Ice turned and asked Eliana.

      “Of course,” she said, selling the lie with a straight face.

      Fire coughed and said, “Bullshit,” at the same time.

      This got Eliana grinning.

      “Once you settle down, you’ll have to watch out for different molds and spores, anything that could make you sick.  And don’t drink any river water thinking it’s clean.  If someone died in it upstream, or worse—if they decided to make your river their personal toilet—you might be ingesting any number of bacteria or diseases.  If I could caution you on anything, it’s that.  Know your environment, and clean your water.”

      “Got it,” Fire said.

      “After that, you need to find food, enough to last while you start to grow your own,” Eudora said.  “I’m sure that goes without saying.”

      “That’s further down the road.  Right now we need food, bedrolls, any matches or lighters we can get ahold of.  Also an axe, a hammer and gloves,” Eliana said.  “If we have an air pump, a patch kit and a five gallon gas can, that will be necessary, too.”

      “You trying to steal my show there Cinderella After Midnight?” Eudora said, making Eliana stop and think about it.  While she was wondering what a Cinderella was, Eudora picked back up.

      “So you’ll need blankets, too.  And pillows.  But you’ll have to take your emergency toilets, toilet paper, some sort of folding screen for privacy.”

      To Eliana’s amazement, Eudora went on like that for the better part of an hour.  She wasn’t going with them, yet she was helping plan their road trip.  All while knowing all hell broke out on their street and would likely happen again.

      Eliana liked the woman.  In fact, she reminded her a lot of her own grandmother.  Although her grandmother had a hot temper and Eudora seemed more funny than mean.

      Eudora finally turned her eyes on Eliana and smiled.  The older woman had given them some great advice and helpful planning when starting a garden, but what she said last was what Eliana considered the most important thing Eudora had said all morning.

      “Whoever doesn’t know how to shoot a gun or fight should learn,” Eudora said while looking at Eliana.  “And don’t wait to teach them.  Start now.  It will be dangerous if they don’t know how to defend themselves.  Dangerous for everyone.”

      “I don’t know how to fight,” Adeline said from behind them.

      Eliana didn’t hear her come in.

      “I can teach you,” Eliana said.  She tried to soften her look, but there was no room for soft, sweet Eliana.  Only Ice got that.  Still, she tried.  “If you want, that is.”

      “That would be great.”

      “Like I said,” Eudora told her.  “Don’t wait.”

      “After lunch?” Adeline offered.

      Eliana looked at Fire and Ice, the question in her eyes: do you need my help?

      “We can do a lot of this stuff,” Fire said, understanding the look.  “And right now we’re just waiting on Orlando, although if things get dicey here in the next few days, if we have a rehash of what happened here the other night, we might need to move him regardless of whether or not he’s in a coma.”

      Looking over at Eudora, Ice said, “I know you’re determined to stay here, but I really think you should come with us.  It will be safer that way.”

      “He’s right,” Eliana said.

      “Of course he is, but none of you took into consideration the fact that I’m old, bound to this chair and as stubborn and as dug in this place as an Alabama tick.”

      “People can change,” Adeline said.

      “Not me.”

      The air in the room heated just a touch as the parties stood off, one trying to help the other, the other refusing any such help.

      Isadoro finally said to Fire, “If we’re going to take that purple hunk of crap out front, we’d better figure out how to secure the hole where the windshield was, and our broken windows, too.  I’m thinking we make some kind of a cage for it.”

      “With what material?” Fire asked.  “And with whose welding equipment?”

      “Eliana and I can make lunch while you guys figure that out,” Adeline said.  Then, looking at Eliana, she added: “If you want, that is.”

      Eliana was happy to be included.  She didn’t want to show it because people changed, but she was starting to get along with Adeline, and because of that she wanted to do things with her, for her.

      “I’d like that,” she finally said, deciding to take a chance on the woman.
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      Eliana offered to teach the girls how to fight after their lunch settled.  Adeline asked Brooklyn to come out back to train with them, and Eliana insisted Carolyn join them.  The three refugees, for now, they were to sit things out.  Alma and Bianca stayed outside to watch, but Veronica wanted to be back with Orlando and Constanza went inside because her stomach wasn’t feeling well.  She was fighting a cold, or maybe she had the start of a stomach flu.

      Eliana began to teach the three of them the basics of a punch, how to hold their fists, the positioning of their hand when they impacted the body so as not to crack their knuckles, or break their fingers and/or their wrists.

      “No matter where your opponent is standing,” she said, “cut their body in half with your eyes and aim for the middle.  How you don’t break your wrists is you line up the outside edge of your hand with your arm making a straight line.  Then you hit with the top two knuckles, not the bottom two.  Those are the first to break in a fight, but that’s just from lazy punching.”

      She pulled Adeline forward, showed Carolina and Brooklyn where to hit, the put a hit on Adeline.  It wasn’t hard, but she hit the woman in the ribs enough to see what she’d do.  Predictably, she winced, folded her body then stepped away with that look Eliana knew well.  It was the same look her father had beaten off her face when she was a child learning to fight.

      When Adeline visibly began questioning her desire to be there, Eliana said, “A pretty woman like you in circumstances such as these is not destined for an easy life.”

      “You’ve said as much before,” Adeline replied.

      “You need to toughen up.”

      “I agree,” Adeline said.  “Just not today.  I mean, did you need to hit me that hard?”

      “That was not hard.”

      “My ribs would say otherwise,” Adeline said with a smile.

      “Is that what you’ll say to them?”

      “To whom?”

      “To the men who get you again,” Eliana said, referring to Diaab Buhari, the man who beat her and took her children.  “To the people who want what you have.  Maybe it’s your children again.  Maybe it’s your body.  And if things get really bad, maybe it’s your life.”

      “C’mon, Mom,” Brooklyn said.  “We can rest at sundown.”

      “I’m good for now,” Adeline said, starting to walk away while favoring her rib.

      Before she got five feet, Eliana grabbed her and put her in a choke hold.  Adeline started to squirm, but the hold was clean, her body going slack in seconds.  When she came to, when her eyes cleared and she knew where she was again, she saw Eliana and startled.  Eliana started to choke her again.

      “This is your life now, Adeline,” Eliana hissed into her ear.  “What are you going to do?”

      She fought back, but Eliana held her, tightened her grip.

      “Right now someone is taking all your precious things and you can’t do a thing about it.”

      Adeline was wearing out.  She passed out in seconds.

      “That’s enough,” Brooklyn said.

      “Stand back,” Eliana warned, “or I’ll do this to you, too.”

      She looked at Carolina for help, but the girl had seen this type of training before and so she had little if any emotion about it.

      “But she’s my mom,” Brooklyn said.

      “Then you should be thanking me,” Eliana growled as she let go of Adeline’s limp body.  When the woman came back around, her eyes clearing, she frowned.

      Eliana grabbed her again, choked her out.

      Brooklyn went inside, frustrated.

      A moment later, she came outside and put a gun to Eliana’s head and said, “You choke her again and I’ll shoot you.”

      She looked up, drilled Brooklyn straight in the vagina, and when she folded, Eliana took the gun, ejected the round, pulled the mag and thumbed out the remaining rounds all the while her eyes were on the girl.

      The second she was done, Eliana shoved Brooklyn away.  She fell down on her butt on the concrete with that same look in her eye Adeline had, the same look she had as a child.

      When Adeline came back to, she choked her out again.  Eliana did this over and over again, her eye on Brooklyn the whole time.  When the girl left, Eliana continued for another two hours until Adeline did the one thing Eliana had been waiting for her to do: she flipped her off, the middle finger staying up even as she passed out.

      Now Eliana smiled.

      When she came to the next time, Eliana took her hand, helped her up.  She wobbled on her feet a bit until she got her bearings.  Eliana took her hand, offered her support.

      “They’d pass around a woman like you,” Eliana said.  “I’d die if that happened to you or anyone else because I went light on you.”

      “Who would pass me around?” Adeline asked, her throat raw, scratchy sounding.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Eliana said.  “You just have to know you’re weak.”

      “But I’m not helpless.”

      Eliana drove a fist into her solar plexus, stood back as the woman gasped, folded over then staggered back a step or two looking like a fish out of water as she tried to get air.

      “You’re helpless now,” Eliana said, moving in on her.  “You can’t breathe.”

      Adeline fired out a shot that Eliana stepped back from.

      “Good.”

      The second Adeline got her air back again, she said, “Why didn’t you let me leave?”

      “Because I want you to survive.”

      “I’m not you.”

      “You’ll never be like me,” Eliana said.

      The second Adeline took a breath, Eliana cracked her on the chin so hard, she dropped to the ground, knocked out.  She went and sat down on the ground beside her.

      When she came back to, Eliana said, “Do you know how many times I could have killed you?  Raped you?  Taken your kids?”

      Eliana knew she was a live wire, but it didn’t matter.  Survival wasn’t about playing nice.  In the real world, survival was knowing others would take from you if they could, kill you if they wanted, do worse things to you if the inclination overtook them.

      “You may not know it,” Eliana said, “but you did good.”

      “Who taught you all this?” Adeline grumbled, rubbing her chin and moving her jaw around to make sure nothing was broken.

      “My father.  He was an enforcer for the mob in Guatemala.  He told me all my life that I was weak, that women were weak, that he was ashamed he had a girl.  But we’re not weak, and we can push as hard as we’re pushed.”

      “Who says we’re weak?” Adeline asked.

      “Men.  Any man.  They think we’re women, so we’re weak.  We’re not.  Well, you are, but I want to change that.”

      “We’re strong in other ways,” Adeline said.

      “Like how?  Because of our ability to endure?  Because we put up with other people’s crap and don’t break?  You mean like that?  Because that doesn’t mean anything now.  Where we lack physical size and bone density we will make up for with speed and skill.  We might not be able to knock out a man like he can knock out us, but a man has balls, a throat, two eyes.  He can be stopped if we obliterate his soft spots.  But that comes later.  First you need to know how to stand, how to hit, how to not quit when someone puts a beating on you, the kind you wonder if you can take.”

      “I didn’t quit,” Adeline said.

      “That’s because I refuse to let you,” Eliana answered.

      Brooklyn was out there again, Carolina still seated with Alma and Bianca, none of them having interrupted the training once.

      “I don’t think I can be different,” Adeline said, standing up.

      “No with that mindset you won’t,” Eliana said, standing up beside her.  “You have this thing in your head you have to unlock.  It’s a side of you that you were raised to ignore.  That part of you who wants to get even, to hurt the mean girls, to walk away from a bad conversation, your screaming kids, the man you let beat you.”

      “Fire never beat me.”

      She slapped Eliana so hard, the woman staggered backwards.

      “What the—?”

      “You’re a pretty face with air upstairs,” Eliana barked.  “Wake up, Adeline!”

      She slapped her again, this time hard enough to draw blood.

      Adeline swung back.

      Eliana saw it coming—she’d been trying to draw it out of her all day—and for that reason, she took the shot.  It was a closed fist to the cheek.

      The second she came back from the punch, Eliana pushed Adeline.

      Adeline pushed her back, then swung at her again, her shot a little faster, but too hard.  Eliana moved to one side, then the other, both punches going wide.  Adeline didn’t lose her balance, but she wasn’t stable on her feet either.

      On the third wild shot, Eliana ducked under her fist, slid behind her, hooked an arm around her throat.  In seconds, it was lights out again.

      “Have you got the stomach for this yet, Brooklyn?” Eliana said, holding her mother captive.

      Brooklyn looked down.

      Well, she thought, at least she had the balls to pull a gun on me.

      Adeline came around with a big frown and wobbly eyes.

      Eliana said, “Whatever you think you have the minute you have it, against someone more prepared than you, trust me when I say, it’s not enough.  You have to know that.  It’s in believing such a thing that you will push through even the toughest days of training.”

      Adeline laid down in the dirt.

      “Being pretty in this world will get you killed, or worse.  You’re not your looks anymore.  All you are is what you can do.  If you can fight, you’re a fighter.  If you quit, you’re a quitter and quitters die.  I know you’re good at things, Adeline.  You cook really good and from what I hear at night in the other room, you can have some amazing sex, but those things aren’t survival.”

      “I’m not you,” she said, holding up her hand just in case Eliana hit her again.

      Smiling at her, offering her a helping hand, she pulled Adeline to her feet and said, “Not yet you aren’t.  It’s just the first day, though.”

      “But I will be?” she asked, taking her hand.

      “One day at a time,” she said, pulling Adeline in for a hug.

      She didn’t do this because this was how she was trained.  Her father never showed her an ounce of compassion.  Eliana pulled her into her arms and hugged her because the woman needed to know Eliana was not her enemy.

      “As for today,” Eliana said, “I am impressed with you.  You’re going to be a great fighter when I’m done with you.”
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      Jill didn’t want to give up on Rock, but it was getting hard not to.  He was intent on pushing everyone away while he healed.  And he was healing.  First it started with him going on his walks and swimming laps in the reservoir, then it was him working around the house, helping gather wood for the fires and finally leveling the land to make room for more people in bigger tents.

      He met everyone in the commune, became somewhat friendly, but the part of Rock that shut down when he had other things on his mind left him somewhat vacant in their conversations.

      Even Maisie was starting to notice it.

      Jill still didn’t like the girl, but she was going through hell herself, according to Rock, so she kept her distance.  Rock found Maisie a two-man tent and set her up with a place among the other tents, but on the outside edge a little further from everyone else.

      He seemed to know what she was up against.

      Jill knew it intimately.  Her brother had a coke addiction.  He OD’d when he was nineteen.  Kicking a coke addiction cold turkey was no easy task.  The psychological addiction was the worst part, especially when you were detoxing.

      Jill told Rock to make sure Maisie kept busy, stayed hydrated and ate when everyone else did.

      The days were manageable, but at night she’d be sweating and sobbing her way through the early hours before exhausting herself into a fit of sleep.  Jill was aware that he’d gone and slept in her tent with her on those tougher nights, but as far as she could tell, they hadn’t been together sexually.

      Within a few weeks of Rock being back, the homestead was starting to take shape.  They’d tilled and seeded the fields, dug a pond that didn’t leak, tapped the well and got everyone healed and was now stocked up on food enough to give everyone a chance to breathe.

      Jill made it known they were not taking on new survivors, but when she did this, Gregor stood and said they’d procured a home up the street that they would be making available for more people if they needed help.

      When she asked Gregor why he’d chosen to stay, he nodded his head and said, “LA is probably a wasteland, and though I have people back there, we’ve got people here, too.  Besides, the guys took a vote and decided we’re going to stay put.”

      She didn’t expect herself to be so happy to hear that, but she and Gregor had been getting along great, and the rest of Gregor’s team were hard working and fun to be around.  Alphonse (Alfie) was the only one she worried about.  He was a bit of a hot head, but Gregor told him his father beat him a lot as a child and he was battling with family genetics.

      “I want to check out that Walmart,” Gregor finally said.

      Jill didn’t readily agree, but she wanted to get away for awhile and she was getting sweet on Gregor, not so much because of his looks, but because of his competency and his friendship.

      “Yeah, sure,” she said after a moment’s thought.  “Let’s go.”

      It took a couple hours of navigating through untold levels of destruction before they were finally able to get off Highway 80 and over to the old Walmart center.  When they approached the facility, they were stopped at a checkpoint by armed guards in BDUs.

      “We’re here to see Ham Sandwich,” Jill said.

      The man told them where to go, then let them pass.  Jill looked at Gregor who looked back at her and said, “I don’t know about this.”

      “Yeah,” she replied, “but we know Ham Sandwich.”

      Together they laughed, but it was the first time Jill had seen Gregor nervous.

      When they got out, they were met by a stern man with no sense of humor, and barely even any personality.  Apparently the men in the refugee business took their job seriously.

      When Ham Sandwich came out to greet them, it was with a big smile.

      “Wow,” he said.  “I’d all but written you guys off.”

      “We’ve been getting our bearings,” Jill replied.  Then looking around, she said, “Looks like you guys have some operation here!”

      “Indeed we do,” he replied.  “You want the five dollar tour?”

      “Yeah,” Gregor said with a smile.

      Jill knew him well enough to see he wasn’t relaxed, he was only putting off the air of relaxation.  They followed the soldier inside anyway.

      What they saw shocked them to the core.

      From the second they walked in as far as the eye could see, there were chain link cages filled with people.  She smelled the air, but it was clean, meaning they weren’t living in squalor, even though they were caged.

      “After the Walmart closed, they used this place as a storage facility for boats and RV’s, old cars and travel trailers.  And there were a ton of big rigs, plenty of them with some pretty fancy sleepers.  Most of these vehicles are around back and serving as housing for the staff.  If you ever decide to come aboard—if you’re invited, rather—that’s where you’d stay.  You’d get the sleeper in one of the big rigs, obviously, not an RV.  But whatever.  Inside here, though, don’t let the cages fool you.  They’re up for the occupant’s protection.  You never know when two people aren’t going to get along, or some guy doesn’t get a morning erection and try putting in someone not on board, you know?”

      Jill and Gregor nodded their heads together, but Jill was personally horrified.

      The other men in BDUs were walking in the gigantic warehouse, talking to each other, to the people in cages.  It wasn’t hard to spot the guns on their hips.  But if they were there to help people, to get them food, shelter and safety, why did they need guns?

      “So these people are here of their own free will?” Jill asked, sounding almost in a daze.

      “Mostly they are, yeah.  A few of them look like they’ll fit for the larger plan, but we can’t be sure.  This takes time.  Most of the people we find are either desperate or in a state of agitation.  If they get here and stay agitated even after they’re fed and cared for, we cut them loose.”

      “What if they pose a risk to society?” Gregor asked.

      “Then they do,” Ham Sandwich answered.  “We generally take them to the far end of our perimeter and give them a nudge in the other direction.”

      “Makes sense,” Gregor said.

      “So how big is your group now?” Ham Sandwich asked.

      “A couple of families,” Gregor said.  “Plus the guys you met at the hospital.”

      “Like I said.  You’d be a good fit here with your backgrounds.”

      “What if we have more people?” Jill asked.  “Good, capable people we picked up along the way?”

      “Are you talking about the families in your group?” he asked.

      Jill gave a noncommittal nod, a “kinda-sorta-maybe” look that Ham Sandwich seemed to understand.

      “Well I’ll tell you this,” he told them, “there is no better time to plan for a utopia than now.  We have no laws, no society, nothing to govern the strong or the weak.  So now we can choose who we want, eliminate those who don’t belong, and get down to a society that functions in perfect harmony with each other.”

      “So why do you need cages?” Gregor asked.

      “Like I said, it’s to protect some from others.  Also, it’s how we sort them out according to responsibilities and rations.”

      “One day they’ll remember you put them in cages,” Jill said.

      “We have to get our plans together first, then find those who appear to be most beneficial, and let the others off into a different neck of the woods when we’re done with them.”

      “How many are you aiming for?” Gregor asked.

      “Five hundred breeding adults, whatever kids look like they’re strong and capable.”

      “Sounds like Sparta,” Jill said.

      He laughed and said, “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”  Then: “Oh hey, follow me.  I want you to meet our CO.”

      Jill and Gregor were escorted to a somewhat dark skinned man with the kind of no-nonsense look on his face Jill thought of as being typical of top brass.

      “Colonel Bradshaw, this is Jill and Gregor.  They are part of the group I met back in Roseville when we were on medical supplies detail.”

      It took a moment to jog his memory, but then he said, “You’re LAPD, right?”

      Gregor smiled and said, “Yes.  I am.  Jill served before.”

      Colonel Bradshaw stuck out his hand and said, “Errol Bradshaw, pleased to meet you.”

      Jill and Gregor both shook his hand, and then he excused himself by saying, “Our Highway 5 road block was nearly breeched.  A trio of malcontents in a big rig shot Anders then made a CATFUed mess of that entire post.”

      Gregor looked at Jill and mouthed the word, “CATFUed?”

      She said, “Complete and totally effed up.”

      Col. Bradshaw continued.  “They’re bringing the group in now.  The three shooters have been subdued—two men and a woman—and we’ve got a mother and two teenaged girls in tow.  The holding cells are fully prepped, the toilets are unflushed and we’re making room for mother and two girls now.”

      Meaning cut this short, or let me go, Jill thought.

      Even though Col. Bradshaw was a pleasant man on the surface, with these guys the surface almost always looked calm to the public eye.  Just beneath that still exterior, however, she suspected that storms were raging.  Such was the bane of a military man, especially one with his rank.

      “If you have any interest in being part of our future society,” Col. Bradshaw said, “Just let Ham Sandwich know and perhaps we can talk when things are a little less hectic.”

      Jill and Gregor nodded, thanked him, then watched as the malcontents Col. Bradshaw spoke of were perp-walked back to the holding cells with the unflushed toilets.

      Of the three of them, there was a big man with a beard, a skinnier good looking man with shoulder length curly hair and an attractive woman.  They all looked worse for wear, their faces bruised and knotted.

      Farther up, a pretty woman and two girls were being hustled into a cage.  Just then a man in BDUs approached Ham Sandwich and said, “Col. Bradshaw wants you out front.”

      “Bruce, this is Jill and Gregor,” Ham Sandwich said.  “Bruce is one of our guards here.”

      Jill was about to say something when Bruce said, “The sight-seeing tour is over.  Show yourselves out.”

      Ham Sandwich turned to Jill and Gregor and said, “Remember what I said.  We can always make the space.”

      The two of them nodded, then watched the men leave.

      “What a prick,” Gregor said, referring to Bruce.

      “Totally.”

      Instead of showing himself and Jill out, Gregor walked to the nearest cage where there were two women, an older boy and four young girls.

      “Excuse me,” Gregor said to the woman.

      She remained seated until Jill came over to the chain link fence.

      “What?” she said, her mood rather dour.

      “Are you here because you want to be here, or because you don’t have a choice in leaving?”

      She didn’t say anything.  Then her eyes flicked to the left and right of them.

      “We’re here because we want to be here,” she said, cautious.

      Jill didn’t believe her for a moment.

      “Okay,” she said.

      “Are you sure?” Gregor asked.

      No one said anything with their mouths, but what they said with their eyes and body language could have filled an entire book.

      Off to the left, farther in, Bruce had put the mother and two girls in a cage, told them they’d get some food later and to let someone know if they had to go to the bathroom.

      When he left, Jill looked over the warehouse filled with hundreds of caged people, then turned to Gregor and quietly said, “This doesn’t feel right.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “You feel it, too?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      Without notice, she started into the maze of cages.

      “Jill,” Gregor said, calling after her.

      “Hang on,” she said heading for the woman and two girls who had just come in.  When she got to the cage, the woman looked at her, clearly in turmoil.  “Are you guys okay?”

      “Do we look like we’re okay?” the woman asked, her eyes smeared with tears.

      “Not really,” Jill said.

      “Are you with them?” she asked.  Jill shook her head.  “Can you get us out of here?”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Amber,” she said.  “This is my daughter Abigail and our friend, Corrine.  We’re from San Diego and they have our friends.”

      “The three that just came in?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      Jill looked back to where the three prisoners were taken.

      “Marcus is the bearded guy, Nick the pretty boy and Bailey is the girl.  These guys, they wouldn’t let us through, then they took us.  Please, you have to help us.”

      “Hey!” a voice called out from behind them.

      Bruce.

      “What?” Jill said, turning around.

      “Leave them alone.  You have to go now.  You shouldn’t be here, unless you want a cage, too.”

      “I think she has to go to the bathroom,” Jill said.  It was all she could think to say at the time because Bruce wasn’t exactly a beacon of warm feelings and hospitality.

      By then, Gregor was by her side, leading her out.  “No worries, man.  We’re on our way now.”

      Gregor skirted her off, Bruce’s eyes on them the entire time.  When they got out front, the fresh air seemed to loosen her constricted throat, but she couldn’t mask her expression.

      She was pissed.

      When they were in their SUV headed out, Gregor pulled over to the side of the road, stopped and looked at Jill.  She felt pale, cold, angry.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, putting his hand on her arm.

      She shook her head, then looked at him with a bottomless despair in her eyes and said, “No, Gregor.  I’m not.”

      “You want to see what the new enemy looks like,” he muttered, pulling back onto the road, “it’s guys like that.”

      After a long bout of silence, she said, “Gregor, we have to do something about them.”

      “Funny thing is,” he said, “I knew you’d say that.”

      When they finally got back home, Rock was there to greet them.  Gregor climbed out of the SUV and said, “You’re looking better.”

      “What you’re seeing is worry,” Rock said.  “Not a sign of good health.”

      Jill got out of the truck, her emotions mixed by the sight of him, and said, “Why would you start worrying now?”

      She didn’t mean to antagonize him, but she was hurt, still waiting for him to come to her and apologize, still waiting to finally hear him say he wanted to be with her again.  But he wasn’t saying it.  If there was one small consolation, it was that he didn’t appear to be with Maisie either.

      “I’ve been worrying about everyone in this homestead lately,” he said.

      “Is this the softer side of you?” she said sarcastically as she walked past him.  “Meet us inside in a half an hour.  We’ve got things we need to talk about as a group.”

      And with that she walked off and left him there to wonder where they’d been, what they’d seen and what they wanted to talk about.

      A half an hour later, after she’d had time to change clothes and pull her hair back in a ponytail, Gregor gathered everyone with fighting capabilities into the living room of the main house.

      “Jill and I saw something disturbing today,” Gregor said to the group.  “It turns out there’s a faction of either current or former servicemen who are looking to create a utopia.  They’re picking and choosing citizens on the fly, then kidnapping them and putting them in cages in an empty Walmart warehouse on the outskirts of Sacramento.”

      “So?” Rock said.

      “So that’s going to be a problem,” Gregor said.

      “It’s not our problem,” Alfie said.

      “Well we’re going to make it our problem,” Jill said.  “Because we met these guys in Roseville.”

      “So?” Oscar said.

      “So what if they want to take from us?” Jill asked, trying to temper her voice.  “They’ve already tried to recruit us.  And they have dozens of people in cages.  You heard that part, right?  About people being taken?”

      “We all heard,” Rock said.  “I’m in.  But I need a few weeks to heal.  I’m still not one hundred percent.”

      Jill turned to him, expecting Gregor and his team to be on board long before Rock.

      “Just like that?” Jill said.

      “Just like that,” he replied.

      “It’s a noble mission,” Gregor announced.

      “To protect and serve,” Kane added.  Then with a sly smile, he said, “And to massacre if need be.”

      Alfie started to grin.  Jill always felt like there was something off about Alphonse, but to see him smile at the thought of confrontation, possibly even all out war…

      “I guess I’m in,” Alfie said.

      A few of the other men in the camp said they were in as well, including, Cole Taylor and Marvin.  She was about to say something, to object, but what could she say?  Finally, she said, “Not Cole.  He’s too young.”

      “I can fight,” he protested.

      “Good, then you can protect the place while we’re gone,” she said.  “You, too, Marvin.”

      “When are we going?” Chad asked.  Chad and Gregor started at the academy together and were the closest among them.

      “We’ll need to do some recon, let Rock heal up, check our ammo stores and then game plan.”

      “I can run recon,” Alfie said.

      “And I’ll run backup for Alfie,” Kane added.

      “Good, it’s done then,” Gregor said.  “Any questions?”

      “ROE?” Rock said.

      Someone had to say it.  If Jill was in charge, and she wasn’t because Gregor had four guys and she had an ex-boyfriend, she’d say shoot on sight, but Gregor was a former cop…

      “Shoot on sight,” he said.

      “Roger that,” Jill heard herself say, earning an uncomfortable look from Rock.

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” Rock asked.

      “What about Ham Sandwich?” Jill said.

      “Ham what?” Rock asked.

      “He’s the guy who invited us in there.  He’s not bad.  Maybe he’s just there because he didn’t have a chance to be somewhere else.”

      “If he draws on us, we put him down,” Gregor said.  “If we can talk to him first, we’ll give him the chance to be with us or against us.”

      “I can live with that,” Jill replied.

      Rock just shook his head.
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      “Why are you here?” he was asked.

      Draven knew he’d be asked the question and depending on how he answered it, one of three things would happen to him.  He’d either be let into Demon’s group, shown out or killed.  He didn’t really think there’d be more options than that.

      Well, there was one.

      Before he was asked the question, he was escorted to the back of one of the houses where a door was opened up to a laundry room.  It was larger than most laundry rooms, almost half the size of a regular room.  In the middle of said room, there was a chair set up.

      “Have a seat,” his host said.

      He wasn’t friendly.

      But he wasn’t unfriendly either.

      “Why are you here?” the voice asked the second he sat down.  He looked up and that’s when he saw the man he’d shot in the ear.

      “I’m looking for my sister,” he said.  “She lives in the house next door.  Or lived, maybe.  I don’t see her here and I’m worried.”

      “What makes you think she survived all this?” the man with the 312 and 323 tattoos asked.

      “I don’t know that she did.”

      The man opened his hands, gave a smile, almost as if to say, “What now?”

      “The house next door, it’s not even her house.  Her ex lived there, but she didn’t.  It’s just, I can’t find her and I was hoping she went back to him.”

      “Why didn’t you try looking earlier?  Before all this?”

      “I just came from Indianapolis.”

      “How did you get here?”

      “On foot.”

      “That’s a long walk,” the small man with the taped up ear said.

      “Nearly two hundred miles.”

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Draven.”

      “I’m Demon,” he said.  “I oversee this little group.”

      “This doesn’t seem little,” Draven said.

      “Did you see that this chair is bolted to the floor?” he asked.  He gave it a kick and said, “Right into the concrete.  Pounded in there with nails designed for this purpose and this purpose alone.”

      Draven looked down between his legs, saw the chair legs had been rigged with custom attachments then nailed down through the linoleum.  He glimpsed this earlier, but he didn’t want Demon knowing he was wise to it.

      “Why would you nail a chair to concrete?” Draven asked, innocently.

      “I have trust issues.”

      “And I just want to find my sister.”

      Demon looked down at him and he looked up at Demon.  The staring contest didn’t last long.  One of the first mistakes guys make when trying to wield influence is to posture up right off the bat, especially when the odds of survival are low.

      He looked away first.

      “Where are you staying?” Demon asked.

      “I’ve been squatting here and there,” Draven lied, “staying pretty much where I can.”

      “We have a room.  You can stay overnight, but if you want to stay longer, you’ll have to earn your own keep, and a few other things.”

      “What do you mean, a few other things?” Draven asked.

      “Times have changed,” he said, pointing to his ear.  “We were out gathering supplies when we were ambushed.  In the midst of it, some asshole shot half my ear off.”

      “What the hell?” Draven said.

      He shook his head, waved it off like it was some consequence of the times, then said, “It’s not exactly safe these days, and it’s bound to get worse.  So if we need someone to accompany the men, it would be useful if you knew how to shoot a gun.”

      “I’ve never shot a gun.”

      “We’ll teach you.  Or you can just stab some people.  That’s fine, too.”

      “What if they’re not bad people?” Draven asked.

      “If they’re not with us, if they stand between us and survival, trust me, they’re bad.  Oh and the chair.  The reason I wanted you here is to let you know that if you decide to stay, and you cross us, I’ll strap you to this chair and cut your head off with a dull knife.”

      “Oh, that’s all?” Draven said with a hesitant grin.

      “Formalities,” he said jokingly.  “Now you know.  Let’s go get you some food, see if we can find this sister of yours.”

      Demon got him set up with a sandwich and a warm Diet Coke, then walked him around and introduced him to a few people.  All in all, the man seemed civil, if not for the air of toxicity brewing just below the surface of him.

      “So now that you’re here, eating our food and meeting our people, are you thinking of going or staying?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Let me ask you this,” Demon said, “what is your worth?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know you must have some worth to be here, participating in the luxury and safety of our group, yes?”

      “That would be true in any situation,” Draven said.  “Without worth, you’re just wasting air and resources that could be spent on other people.”

      He smiled and said, “True.”

      Draven paused a moment, thought it over, then he said, “What’s your real name?  Because I’m pretty sure when you fell out of your mother’s uterus she didn’t look at you and say ‘Oh how cute, let’s call him Demon?’”

      He gave a hearty chuckle then said, “My birth name is Guillermo Rodriguez, but Demon suits me so much better.”

      “How do the women feel calling you Demon?”

      “It’s not my concern what they feel, only that they are of value to the community.”

      “What about the kids?”

      “It scares them,” Demon said casually.  Then: “A true leader rules by fear or by example.  The best ones rule by both.”

      “If you could only choose one or the other, which way would you prefer?”

      “I’d rule by example,” Demon said, “but by extension of those I keep closest to me, I prefer to rule by fear.  Have you met the redhead with ice blue eyes?”

      “I’ve seen her.”

      “She is the tip of my spear.”

      “A woman?”

      “This is no ordinary woman,” he said with a flare of interest.

      “She’s definitely got the look.”

      “Yeah?  Well she’ll cut your heart out and eat it for breakfast.  Steer a little clear of that one.”

      And just like that, she was there.

      “Speaking of my top enforcer,” he said to the redhead.  “This is Draven.  He’s new and thinking of maybe trying out our community.”

      She just looked at him, unblinking.  He thought he could hold her stare, smile her down a bit, but in the end, she got him to look away, and that was something that scared him.  It felt like she was looking into his soul and wondering how to snuff it out.

      “Where are you staying now?” Demon asked.  “Specifically.”

      “A few blocks up,” Draven answered.

      “A few blocks which way?” the redhead asked, something in her mind catching.

      “Closer to downtown.”

      Demon seemed to relax a bit, then said, “Well you’re going to find the most value in staying with us.  We’ve got rooms across the street.  Come, I’ll introduce you to your housemates, get you set up.”

      “That would be great,” Draven replied.

      Demon took him across the street, introduced him to five other people, two of them kids, then showed him a room.  It was hot pink with posters of two boy bands and some eighteen year old boy with too much confidence in his smile.  There was nothing Draven hated more than boy bands.

      “This is perfect,” he said.  “How’d you know pink is my favorite color?”

      “Just a guess,” Demon laughed.

      When he left, the woman with the red hair just waltzed into his room.  She didn’t even bother to knock.  It scared him how entitled she appeared to be.  He frowned.  She brushed it off.  Then she looked at him and said, “I don’t like you.”

      “I’m relieved to know I’m not your type,” he said.  Her frown deepened the longer she stared at him.  Then: “Are you undressing me with your eyes?”

      “More like skinning you with my eyes,” she said.

      “As sexy as that sounds, unless we’re bunking together, why don’t you piss off.  Maybe get a bit of sun.  You look like a corpse.”

      She took a step toward him, her eyes so intense the hair on his arms stood.

      “In America, we were born to be free.”

      “Thanks for the patriotism.”

      “But the founders never meant for something like me to exist outside of a prison,” she said, her voice hitting him like ice chips and frost.

      “You knew them?”

      “Free isn’t the same as unleashed.  Here, in this new world, I have no tethers.”

      “Well I’m a big proponent of the #metoo movement, and right now you’re making me uncomfortable.”

      “I don’t want to rape you, Draven.”

      Now he stepped forward, completely changing his tact.  She stood her ground.

      He hoped she would.

      “If you come in my room unannounced one more time, if you try to stand here and threaten me with your dirty clothes and your cheese smelling breath, then I’m going to show you what untethered feels like.”

      “This world is full of monsters,” she mused, her breath even more sour than ever.

      “Don’t you forget that,” he replied, looking down on her.

      She stood there, looking at him, a creaking grin coming on her mouth, her eyes radiating static electricity, like they were reaching out for his brain, wanting to grab it, squeeze it, short-circuit it.

      Then she turned and left, pulling the door shut behind her.

      His heart hadn’t kicked like that in years.  This wasn’t nerves or adrenaline, this was pure, undiluted fear.

      If there was one thing he could be sure of, it was that he couldn’t stay, but he couldn’t leave either.  The world was screwed up enough without that red headed psycho in it.
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      Rock was ready, Jill was ready and the guys were locked and loaded for bear.  The game plan was clear, the objective clear, the ROE clear: they were going in, weapons hot.  Anyone in BDUs, and anyone with a gun proving to be hostile ate a bullet.

      For the Walmart op, Gregor was running point with Alphonse, Chad was behind them in the number two position and Oscar and Kane moved side-by-side in third position.  Each man was clear on their positions and timing relative to the breach.  Jill and Rock were almost an afterthought.  Gregor said they were in fifth position, which was designated as mop up.  What he meant was, they were only consequential enough to cover everyone’s six.

      Gregor called this plan “The Motor Home” because of the way the formation looked on paper.  Regardless of its name, the plan was good.  It felt solid.

      Over the last two weeks, Alphonse ran recon on what he called “the Base” even though it was once a Walmart.  He’d provided detailed sketches of the surrounding areas, guard count, a clear and detailed accounting of “troop movements.”

      There were fifteen hardened men at the warehouse at any given time.  Twenty more sat on four different checkpoints throughout the city.  These were the men who were armed.  Non-military personnel were not considered targets, and fortunately, everyone worked during the day, save for a small graveyard shift.  Those people slept in their respective RVs, big rig sleepers, or travel trailers behind “the Base.”

      “Just so we’re clear,” Gregor said as they pulled to within a quarter mile of the hardened installation, “when I cut the head off the snake, when this Errol Bradshaw butthole is coughing up his own guts, I’ll shoot out an overhead light signaling that it’s done.”

      “That means keep your fire at ground level,” Alfie said to both Rock and Jill.

      “I’m not new and she’s as competent as the rest of us,” Rock said.  Rock didn’t like Alfie very much, and he was ambivalent about the rest of them, save for Gregor.

      When Gregor parked the SUV, Jill swallowed hard.  She was trained for this, but she’d never actually done this.  Rock and the boys had.  If it came to cardio, she was good, but shooting live rounds at breathing targets?  She’d rather go hand-to-hand, even though she wasn’t the kind of girl who felt confident fighting guys bigger than her.

      In the end, it didn’t matter.  There was no way those people were going to stay one more day in their cages waiting to be part of some larger, sick version of Bradshaw’s freaking  utopia.

      They humped it in.  Everyone spread out.  The only person not following with the original formation was Rock.  He ran side-by-side with Gregor.

      “What the hell, Rock?” Gregor said as they approached critical entry.  “Fall back.”

      “I’m not your tagalong,” he said, keeping pace, weapon out.

      Now it made sense, Jill thought.

      Rock had been awfully quiet these last ten days.  He didn’t feel threatened by these men, which was why he never puffed out his chest or inserted either dominance or personal opinion into their discussions.  He appreciated their status, but they were acting superior to him because they’d only ever known him as injured.  The didn’t know Chicago PD Rock.  Truthfully, she didn’t either.  In that moment, though, she was terrified of him getting hurt.  Yet there was still that part of her that wanted to see what he could do.

      The second they had eyes on targets, they slowed their approach to steady their aim.  The second the first man saw them, he drew on them.  Either Rock or Gregor put him down.  Two more guys drew on Rock, Gregor and Alfie and again, she couldn’t be sure if it was Gregor or Rock who put them down, but they were down.

      When they were in position, Oscar flanked the left side of the building, Kane headed to the right.  Both men were tasked with clearing out the graveyard shift, then breaching the building from the rear.

      Rock moved quickly with Gregor, keeping a steady but unusually fast pace to compensate for the sounds of gunfire.  They no longer had the element of surprise.  Now it was about stealth and efficiency.  Well, not so much stealth since they were entering an open warehouse full of civilians.

      “Stray bullets will kill,” Gregor told everyone the night before.  “There are no walls to stop your rounds, only bodies, and ninety-nine percent of those bodies are the ones we’re trying to protect.”

      Alfie and Chad spread out, cutting their slice of the visual pie, making sure Gregor had a clear path in.  Neither man seemed particularly happy about Rock breaking formation.  Jill was last to the party, taking up the rear.  This really pissed her off because it felt like they were protecting the girl.  They were.  Sadly, she probably needed it.

      Fanning out, Gregor took one side of the entrance while Rock took the other.  Alfie was on the right with Gregor, Chad on the left with Rock.  Jill fell in behind Chad, her heart racing, her breath quick, her concerns overwhelming.

      The former Walmart wasn’t one of the newer buildings that boasted wide open front entrances.  This one had a pair of doors, each one roughly seven feet tall and two and a half feet wide.  These were not automatic doors, and the access point had been modified to fit the storage facility look.  In other words, where Walmart wanted lots of sunlight and plenty of views inside, the storage facility wanted privacy and security, meaning the windows had been outfitted with blackout blinds.

      The first guy out was in BDUs with a weapon at his side.  Rock pulled out a blade, buried it in the man’s neck, tore it out sideways and caught him as he fell.  He stripped the weapon, tossed it back to Jill, then dragged the man off to the side where he wouldn’t bleed out and die in their way.

      Rock looked at Gregor with a steady look.  Gregor seemed surprised.

      When no one else came out, Rock and Gregor inched their way into what guys in the business called the fatal funnel, or the front doorway.  This was where they were most vulnerable.  Scanning up and down, their aim synced up with their eyes, they moved forward, saw no danger, then moved in.  The second they did, one of the men came around the corner.

      Jill saw it was Ham Sandwich.

      He saw her and she saw him, and that’s when Alfie popped him.  One shot to the head, close range.

      “I never trusted that guy anyway,” Alfie said with a grin.

      Jill suddenly saw red.

      Breaking all kinds of protocol, she waltzed right through the fatal funnel, and cracked Alfie in the side of the jaw with her good hand.  He staggered forward, the blow catching him by surprise, his face hitting the wall, the only thing to catch him from falling.

      Gregor looked at her like, “What the hell?” and she said, “He breaks protocol again I’m going to kill him.”

      Alfie advanced on Jill, but Jill held her ground.  Another man rounded the corner where they were huddled like a pack of dumbass teens.  Rock took a swipe at him with his blade, but he stepped out of the weapon’s arc and drew his firearm.  Jill put two rounds in his chest, then turned the gun on Alfie.

      Inside the warehouse, the noise levels jumped a few octaves and people started to scream.  Suddenly they heard the gathering sounds of boots headed their way.

      “When this is over,” Alfie hissed at Jill, “you’re going to get twice what you gave.  Doing what you’re doing, that’s not how we work.”

      “You were supposed to question him first,” she hissed.  “He wasn’t a bad guy!”

      “Guys,” Rock said, “we’ve got company.”

      Like a coiled snake striking, Alfie took a shot at Jill; she moved backwards enough, but not far enough.  His fist tapped her chin enough to wobble her, which caused Gregor to push the man backwards out of range.

      Rock turned and put a bullet in Alfie, then said to Gregor, “Get it together or we’re dead.”

      “You stupid son of a—!”

      “Shut up, Gregor,” Jill interrupted, her voice low, but fast and hostile.  She was rubbing her chin, looking at both men aghast.

      This situation had gone south so quick, even she was amazed.

      Alfie killed Ham Sandwich, Rock just killed Alfie, and now the whole of the interior was converging upon them.

      Great.

      “We’re going to settle this later,” Gregor hissed at Rock.

      “That’s what Alfie said to Jill that got him killed, Gregor,” he spat back.  “Think about that next time you open your mouth and threaten me.”

      Putting the circumstances aside, both Rock and Gregor moved to the next fatal funnel.  The second Rock crossed over, he drew fire.  As soon as there was a break in the action, both Rock and Gregor moved into the interior, firing to the chorus of frightened screams and people dying.

      Jill took a breath, then cut the path between the two men, shadowing Rock rather than Gregor.  She liked Gregor, probably more than she wanted to admit, but her loyalties were with Rock despite their inability to reconcile their differences.

      He saw her, gave her a nod, then moved forward, ignoring the scared faces of those in cages.  For a second, Jill stopped.  When she looked inside one of the cages, she saw faces that were stone cold, completely devoid of any emotion.  The same, absent faces looked back at her, ambivalent, lifeless, their eyes making that thousand yard stare.

      Her eyes went back to Rock.  Her man.  The guy who broke apart in all this.  The love of her life who, just this afternoon, broke her heart again.

      “How are you feeling?” she’d asked, referring to the op.

      She’d come into his tent where he was taping his ribs.

      Without looking up, without a hint of happiness in his voice, he said, “I feel almost nothing, Jill.”

      “You don’t have to sleep out here, you know.”  He didn’t say anything as he finished the wrap and pulled his shirt down.  “Why won’t you talk to me?”

      “I need my head straight for this,” he said.  “If we’re off our game, one of us could die.  Or both.”

      “I don’t care about what your head is feeling now, Rock.  I want to know about your heart.”

      That hardened thing inside her was starting to crack.  To see him and not be with him, or even be able to talk to him like she used to, was painful.  But knowing he’d abandoned his own house, and her, to sleep in a tent next to the rest of the refugees?  That was truly devastating.

      “Is your heart that hard?” she asked, half angry, half bitter, her tone getting away from her.

      “If you hadn’t been such a psycho over this house, or such a damn hothead, we would be together in this,” he said, harsh, his eyes brewing with hatred.  “But you had to be…you.”

      “We’re both who we are, Rock.”

      He reigned his temper in, the struggle in his body real and obvious.  Holding up his hands, he said, “I don’t want to do this.”

      “You left me, Rock.”

      “This was my house, Jill,” he said, his own anger quickening.  “We were working on it being our house.  I slept at the shop for three weeks.  Three weeks!  You kicked me out of my own home because you’re a control freak with a massive mood swings, and now here we are, me in a tent, you having turned my home into…forget it.  Just forget it, Jill.”

      Now they were in a firefight with ex-military with all these blank faces staring back at her, like her efforts to save them were gone, that they were already gone.

      If they were free, would they really be able to live?  Are any of us even alive anymore?

      She didn’t feel alive, or particularly happy.

      Now she was afraid, too.

      Regaining her focus, she followed Rock until she realized they were short Alfie and she needed to pull her weight.  Branching off, she headed to the far left of the warehouse and that’s where she saw Bruce.

      She raised her weapon to fire on him, but Rock beat her to it.

      Jill stopped, recognized the face of the woman Bruce had been talking to before all that broke out.

      Amber.

      She just stood there, unafraid, or petrified, staring at Rock.

      A massive burst of automatic gunfire erupted, breaking her spell.  Jill dug farther into the installation until she came upon Colonel Bradshaw.

      Her gun was up as fast as his gun was up.  Now they stared at each other, his jaundiced eyes drilling into hers, her wild eyes drilling into his.

      “You going to shoot a lady?” Jill asked.

      “It depends on—”

      She fired two shots, both hitting him in the chest.  His body bucked, his weapon discharging high before his hand fell limp.  The stray bullet took out a bank of overhead lights, casting some darkness over a caged group of frightened children.  The gun then fell from his grasp as he stumbled into a table, knocking it over, along with its contents.

      She walked over to him, stood above him, smoking gun in hand.  She watched the light fade from his eyes, a welcomed sight.  Kneeling down, she watched him gasp and gurgle, blood bubbling up through his lips.

      He reached out for her.  She pushed his hand away.

      The last thing he saw before dying was the woman who killed him, looking down on him, feeling absolutely nothing.

      She found her way back to Rock who was with Gregor.

      “Who shot out the lights?” Gregor was asking.  He had blood spatter on his face, but it wasn’t his.

      “I did,” Jill said.

      “I told you not to do that—”

      “That you would do it once Bradshaw is dead,” Jill said, finishing his sentence.  “Well he’s dead.  Sorry to steal your glory.”

      Oscar and Kane were now joining them, Chad not far away.

      “We’re all clear in back,” Oscar said, “just need to do a final sweep of the interior.”

      “We’ll divvy out the keys, start letting these people out,” Gregor said.

      “Where’s Alfie?” Kane asked.

      Gregor took a deep breath, then said, “He didn’t make it.  They got him early on.  Took two on entry.”

      Both men were visibly disturbed by the news, but neither said anything.  That always seemed to amaze Jill how guys could take their feelings, bottle them up and use them for fuel.  If she could have only gotten Rock to be different, to tell her how he felt, maybe she wouldn’t have lost him.  That’s when their eyes met.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She nodded in response, not sparing any of them a single word.  Then she thought, now who’s being the guy…

      Rock broke the silence with a new order.

      “Ask these people what they do,” he said.  “If there are any doctors or soldiers, give them the invite to return home with us.”

      Gregor nodded in agreement, then gave his guys a look and they took off.

      “Alfie wasn’t a bad guy,” Gregor said.

      “You didn’t want him to be a bad guy,” Rock said.  “But you saw it.  I saw you seeing it.  I’ve seen you seeing it since I first saw you together.”

      “It didn’t mean he needed to die.”

      “You were running point.  He violated your orders.  If the odds were stacked against us, even more so than they were here, he could have cost all of us our lives.”

      To that, Gregor conceded.

      Jill grabbed a set of keys like the others, then went cage to cage letting people out.  When she got to a group of decent looking men, she said, “Have any of you served?” to which one of the guys said, “I’m Sac PD, and my buddies here were Army and the Reserves.”

      “How’d you land in here?” she asked.

      “Good luck, I guess,” he replied, his face hollow, but not malnourished looking.

      “That dead guy over there, he’s got a gun and keys.  Get the keys and help me start unlocking these cages, please.”

      The man’s gratitude was nearly overwhelming.  He jumped into action, doing exactly as she asked.  When she was just about done with the cages, she saw Rock going back toward a room someone said was a bathroom.  That was the prison Bradshaw alluded to.  They place he’d taken the three dissidents.  Although he referred to them as malcontents.

      She handed the keys to a competent looking woman and said, “Can you finish opening the cages for me?”

      The woman nodded, then took the keys and started to help out.

      Jill walked back to where Rock had gone, went inside what looked like an industrial sized bathroom, immediately got hit with a stench of human feces so bad she nearly vomited.

      She recognized the girl immediately.  The teenager was part of the group of six that had come in when she and Gregor first toured the sight.  Her name wasn’t Amber; Amber was the mother.  For the life of her she couldn’t remember the girl’s name.

      Looking around, there was a wall of floor-to-ceiling solid metal doors.  All three were open.  It seemed these three cells belonged to the girl’s friends.

      Amber’s friends.

      The young girl with long brown hair was down on her knees before the last door.  She reached inside, touched something, her body visibly wracked with pain.

      “Oh, my God,” the girl said, whimpering, unable to stop the rush of tears.

      Jill stepped inside, past Rock to where she saw the body curled on its side, naked, all skin and bones.  The woman didn’t make it.  She watched the girl reach in, put a hand on her ankle, her body now convulsing with grief.  The woman didn’t move.

      “Sweetheart?” Jill said to the grieving girl in as sympathetic of a voice as she could muster.

      “She was my friend,” the girl said, snuffling.

      “Bailey?” one of the guys called out, his voice gravely, guttural.

      Jill turned around, looked inside the door Rock had opened up.  Lying on the ground, his body wrapped around the toilet, she saw the one who’d looked like a surfer.  This was the guy who called out for Bailey.

      Was she the woman in the third cell?  Bailey?

      He sat up, looked right at her.  Jill recognized that look in his eyes.  He was scared, disoriented, about to panic.

      “Easy, sir,” Rock said.  “Don’t try to stand, I’ll help.”

      There was some bumping around, but the guy with the long hair was apparently trying to get to Bailey.

      “No,” the teenager warned through wet eyes and a lump in her throat.

      “Bailey, please,” the man said again.

      His voice was broken, desperate for possibility, for some reason not to completely fall apart.  He stood and pushed past Rock, stumbling, shading his eyes as he tripped and staggered toward the last cell.  When he was there, he stood over the dead woman, then broke into a sob Jill felt so deep in her core, all she could do was fight back tears of her own.

      Her heart shaking, seeing this, she turned to Rock.  His eyes were bone dry.  Hers were moist.

      This man obviously loved this woman.  The woman who now lay lifeless in a cage, having gone from a beautiful woman to a victim, and then finally to a statistic.

      “Bailey,” he said one more time, looking down at her as he held onto the wall for support.

      His legs were shaking, his body wavering.  The teenager helped lower him to his knees before the woman.  Only a sliver of light entered the cell, but he moved inside the enclosure.  It was small inside, barely big enough for the both of them.

      “Bailey,” he said, sniffling and crying.  “Bailey, it’s time to go.  Baby you have to get up now.”

      Jill’s heart was crushed.  She could barely hold back the tears any longer.  The girl looked up and saw Jill, saw how this was affecting her, and she started to cry again.  Before she completely gave in to her emotions, she stepped forward to the man in the bathroom with Bailey and said, “Um, I think I need you out of there.”

      He started to back out, and that’s when they heard the low raspy sound come from deeper inside the stall.  Jill pushed past the man, got in there in spite of the filthy conditions, her composure returning.

      “Do you know where you are?” Jill asked the woman.

      “Jail,” the voice mumbled.

      “Do you know your name?” she asked.

      “Bailey.”

      “Good, Bailey.  My name is Jill and I’m going to get you someplace safe, okay?”

      “Nick,” she whispered.  The long haired guy.

      Nick was standing over her, his emotions teeming.

      “I’m here, Bailey.  Marcus, too.  We’re okay,” he said.  “We’re going to be okay.”

      “Bartholomew,” Jill said to one of the two surviving doctors they’d found earlier, “get a stretcher and prep an IV.”

      When did he get here?

      “Got it,” he said, then turned and broke into a run

      “Thank you so much for what you’re doing, Jill,” Nick said, unable to tear his eyes off Bailey.  He couldn’t stop staring at the skeletal look of her.

      “I’ll be right back,” Rock told her.

      A few minutes later, Oscar, Kane and Bartholomew returned with Rock.  They had three blankets and a stretcher.

      “The other guy you met, the other doctor,” Bartholomew said, “he’s prepping the IV drip in the Humvee.”

      “His name is Victor something or another,” Rock said.

      “Victor Burke,” Jill said, chiming in.

      Oscar and Kane lowered the stretcher and attended to Bailey.  “Careful now,” Jill warned them.  “She could go into shock.”

      Gregor’s guys were extra careful as they arranged her limbs and lifted her onto the stretcher.  Oscar got a blanket over her body while Bartholomew draped a cloth over her eyes.

      “It’s going to be so bright it hurts your eyes,” the doctor told her in soft tones so as not to startle her.  “This will help minimize the sting.”

      Bailey made a small noise of acknowledgement, a murmur at best.

      The cute teenaged girl moved away from her friend Marcus to the stretcher next to Bailey and said, “Bailey, it’s me, Corrine.  We’re here for you.  Marcus and Nick.  All of us.”

      Corrine touched Bailey’s arm, a loving, reassuring gesture.

      Rock said, “We’re hooking up an IV, Bailey, to help restore your fluids.”

      “Thanks,” she managed to mumble.

      When Bailey was secure, Oscar and Kane lifted her, then moved her out of the foul smelling bathroom-turned-prison and into one of the Humvees.

      Corrine, Marcus and Nick walked with her.  Nick and Marcus were moving okay, but they covered their eyes against the bright light of the warehouse.

      When Bailey was loaded into their newly acquired Humvee, Jill said to Marcus, “We’ll meet you at base camp.  I want to see you and Nick in the infirmary as soon as you arrive.  We have to get you fed, hydrated and checked out.”

      “Yeah, sure, no problem,” Marcus said.

      He looked like a lumberjack who’d spent time as an operator.  A good combination, Jill thought.  When the first Humvee left, Rock moved up beside her and the two of them watched the mass of former prisoners depart.

      “I don’t know if that’s the saddest sight ever,” Rock said, “or if I’m so happy I’m on the other side of emotion.”

      She reached down, slipped her hand into his and said, “We did a good thing here.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you miss me?” Jill said.

      He turned and looked at her, his eyes as empty as ever.  “I miss the dream we had together.  I miss your laugh.  But so much has boiled to the surface of me I don’t know how to sort through it all.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve been thinking of my brother and his family.”

      “In Chicago?”

      “Yeah.  Fire called me.”

      “What did he say?” she asked.

      “I told him to get out here if he could.  Now I don’t even know if he’s alive.  I’m thinking I’ll probably never see him again and that kills me.”

      She watched emotion crowding his eyes for the first time in a long time.

      “I guess I’m thinking that everything that was important to me before the attack and the subsequent EMP no longer matters.”

      “What about me?” she asked.

      “When you and Gregor are running things,” he asked, “is there any friction between you?”

      “Not really,” she said.

      “Why?”

      She thought about this, then said, “I think he likes me.  And because of this, he lets me lead.”

      “Right,” he said.  “You need to lead.”

      “I do,” she said.

      “So do I,” he told her.  “Now I have to do it a different way and I don’t like that.”

      “What is it with you men wanting to control everything?”

      “You tell me,” he said.  “You’re as much of a man as the rest of us.  You just have different plumbing.”

      She shook her head, but sadly, he was right.

      “I thought if we could share responsibility, you’d see I was willing to go fifty-fifty with you on the leadership thing.  But you need more.  You have to run the show, Jill.  Well now you can.”

      She let go of his hand, realizing what he was saying.  They were two chiefs in a tribe meant for one.  Was there even a way for her to let go of the reins?

      “I am who I am,” she said.

      “Me, too,” he replied.  Then: “You want to ride back with me in Gregor’s SUV?”

      “It beats walking,” she said.

      He started in that direction and she followed him, discretely wiping her eyes as they left the compound they’d just liberated.  Of all the horrible things she’d seen back there, of all the sadness and death, the death that hurt her most was the death of her and Rock.

      She wasn’t sure she could survive that.
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        * * *

      

      When they got back to the compound, they buried Alfie, gave him a proper service, then tried to get back to business as usual.  Gregor didn’t say anything about Rock killing Alfie, and Rock didn’t act like it was a big deal.  She wondered if it pissed Gregor off that Rock was at the funeral, or that he was buried on Rock’s property.

      Janice got Bartholomew and Victor up to speed on their medical supplies and equipment, Robert and Cole set up tents for the new survivors and Gregor realized it was time to expand even farther.  He told Jill he was going out to see if there were any other vacant residences in the area.

      “Are you mad at Rock?” Jill asked, taking Gregor’s arm before he left.

      “Hell yeah, I’m mad at him,” he said.

      “If you want to stay here, you’ll have to get over that.  I can’t have there being bad blood between you two.”

      “He killed my guy,” he growled.

      “Your guy broke protocol and hit Rock’s former girlfriend, me.  He hit me right in the face no less,” she said.  Gregor nodded, stewing on his anger.  “The difference between you and Rock is he’d die to protect me, even though he doesn’t love me anymore.  And you…you’re concerned about a guy who killed without provocation, a guy we all agreed to vet first.  Alfie had things wrong with him upstairs, Gregor.  Don’t you see that?”

      “We all have something wrong with us upstairs,” he said.

      “Well Rock has his priorities right.”

      “How long are you going to hang on to him?” Gregor asked, his tone changing.

      “Do you still like me?” she asked.

      “You know I do.”

      She nodded, letting that sink in.  It was nice to get such an easy confirmation.  Rock would have talked his way around his emotions for an hour if pressed.

      “You know how there are those dumb girls who get dumped then sit there and think about all the good times and just cry to themselves hoping to somehow get the guy back?”

      “Yeah.”

      She smiled a sad, painful smile and said, “I’ve somehow become that girl.”

      “You need a fresh start,” he said.

      “And you think you’re that fresh start?”

      “I do.”

      “You might be right,” she said.  “But I’m not so sure these days.”

      “Well when you figure it out, let me know.  In the mean time, I’ll be trying to get us another house.”

      She didn’t see a lot of Gregor over those next few days.  She did see a lot of Amber, Abigail and Corrine though.  The three of them were hard workers, eager to pull their weight.  Marcus and Nick were healing up as well and starting to help where they could.  She was worried about Bailey for awhile there, but the girl was finally coming around.

      She saw a lot of Maisie as well.  From the second she found out the girl had slept with Rock, that she was Amber Gunn, Jill hated her.  She often fantasized about beating the girl to death, shooting her, drowning her.

      She told Gregor he had a problem, that there couldn’t be bad blood between him and Rock, but maybe she had a problem, too.  Maisie was here, and she hated the girl.  Still, she was working hard, pulling her weight.  And by the look of it, Rock was rejecting her as much as he’d rejected Jill.  Did that make her feel better or worse?

      Worse, she thought.

      Rock was right.  Jill had become a control freak.  Although this was her nature, she knew she’d have to learn to share responsibility, to trust more, to forgive people for their mistakes.

      Harder still, she knew she’d have to learn to forgive herself for her own mistakes.

      Could she do that? Was something like that even possible?  It had to be.  If it brought her back to Rock, she knew she had to try.

      She was thinking these things as she was looking across the property at Maisie.  Jill headed her way, then stopped.  The girl was in the garden, pulling weeds, checking the lettuce and tomato plants for aphids, tomato worms, grasshoppers.  What was she going to say to the girl?  What could she say?  When Maisie was done, she glanced up, saw Jill and stopped.

      Jill held Maisie with her eyes, making sure she knew she was there for her.  Dusting off her hands, she walked up to Jill, unafraid.

      “Thank you for all you’re doing here,” Jill said.  These were the most painful words she thought she’d ever uttered.

      “I appreciate you not making me leave,” Maisie replied.

      “Where would you go?”

      The girl shrugged her shoulders and said, “I guess I’d figure it out.”

      “I just wanted to tell you I don’t like you, but I’m glad you’re here.  You’re a good addition to the community.”

      “Thank you, Jill.”

      “I thought a lot about you and Rock, and though I’ve been blaming you, I realize I pushed him away.  That I forced a break.  I’m telling you this because I also realize it’s not your fault.  You did nothing wrong.”

      “I still feel terrible.”

      “Rock is a big boy, he makes his own decisions.”

      “Right now it seems as though he’s decided to freeze us both out,” Maisie said.

      “I think you’re right.”

      Jill looked at Maisie for a long moment.  Her face had healed completely by this point.  It was a nice face, simple yet pretty.  She could see why Rock liked her.

      “I like you better as Maisie Sullivan.”

      “As opposed to Amber?”

      “Yeah,” Jill said.  “I thought Amber Gunn was a twat.”

      She broke into genuine laughter.  “Isn’t that the truth,” she said.

      “Probably not, but I like to believe it anyway,” Jill admitted.  “It’s supposed to be healthy, confronting your demons.”

      Maisie held onto the smile a little longer that she would have for anyone else.  Jill appreciated that.

      “Unless there’s anything else,” Maisie said, “I’m going to help the Amber who’s not a twat.  We’re going to brush and feed the horses.”

      “How do you like her?” Jill asked about the woman they’d rescued from the Walmart.

      “She’s super sweet,” Maisie said.  “And I just love Abigail.  I never thought I wanted kids, but when I see the way Abigail loves her mother, and Corrine, I wonder if kids will be our salvation.”

      “That might be the only way we’ll survive as a species,” Jill said.

      “Do you know how all this started?”

      “No,” Jill admitted, “but I’d like to get ahold of the son of a bitch who killed our world.  I’d like to find him and tear his spine right out of his body.”

      “Wouldn’t that be something,” Maisie said.  Then, “I’ll see you later?”

      Jill nodded her head.

      When the girl left, she didn’t know how she was feeling anymore.  Maisie was a likeable girl, and though she knew she’d messed up with Rock, that he hadn’t cheated, she still needed someone to hate, someone besides herself.  She was a little sad thinking she no longer wanted to hate Maisie.  She was a little sad thinking she no longer wanted to hate at all.

      “Hey, Jill?” said a masculine voice.  She turned and saw Marcus.  Smiling, she caught a glimpse of the man in his former glory.  With a lot of his weight coming back, he was handsome but in a rugged, loner sort of way.

      “Yeah?” she said.

      “I just wanted to thank you for your help and your hospitality.  I also wanted to tell you that Nick, Bailey and I are going to take off.  We need to get Nick back to his daughter in San Francisco.”

      “San Francisco is a wasteland, Marcus.  You don’t want to go there.”

      “I know, but we have to try.”

      “What about Amber, Abigail and Corrine?” she asked.

      “I want to see if they can stay here with you guys.  They’re incredible women, all of them, and they’re hard workers.  You’d be lucky to have them.”

      “Of course,” she said.  “If you find Nick’s daughter, are you coming back?”

      “Her name is Indigo, and yes.  If we find her, I think we’ll come back here, but only if it’s okay with you.”

      “You know my rules by now,” she said with a warm smile.

      “Pull my weight, don’t steal, don’t start any fights and don’t talk any crap,” he said.  “I’m clear on them.”

      “Well then you know the answer.  You’re always welcome.”

      He stepped forward and gave her a hug, something she didn’t expect from the big man.  He was a lot like Rock, not only in his size and look, but in his ability to make you feel at ease around him while never really knowing anything about him.

      That was humanity’s future, though.  Guys like Marcus and Rock.  Guys like Gregor.  The stereotypical alpha male would survive while the beta males would slowly die out.  That left her thinking about Maisie, about what she said about kids.  They were the future.  To have kids, though, she’d need a man, and if not Rock, then who?

      “Do you need one of the trucks?” Jill asked.

      “Our big rig is out on I5.  When we came into town, we were stopped.  That’s how we got there, how we got put in those turd flavored cells.”

      “I’ll give you a ride when you’re ready.”

      “Thank you for everything, Jill,” he said.  “And please, take care of Amber and the girls.”

      “I will.”
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      Maria was a terrible tour guide through the apocalypse, giving Carver plenty of time to wonder just what was going on in this “woman’s” brain.  And by woman he meant a psychotic, high tech super human with highly masochistic, homicidal tendencies.

      Aside from that, through the binoculars, she looked super sweet (not).

      Carver kept his distance, his mind hyper alert to his surroundings when he wasn’t dead tired, his brain churning through the endless possibilities of what might explain the sentient creature’s dark motives.

      He didn’t want to shoot her even if he could, which he couldn’t since he still hadn’t found any .45 rounds (which he looked for in every house he went through!).  Then again, she needed to be shot, killed, burned until she was nothing but an ashy reminder of the tech that ruined the world.

      Without her walking the earth, humans had a chance.

      What really blew his mind, however, were the endless reasons he’d come up with not to kill her, first and foremost being that he was unbelievably attracted to her.  Although that was the stupidest, most asinine reason ever for letting this super predator live, he was a biological being, admittedly rendered weak by his DNA to the physical allure of this woman.  He made no apologies, but that was because he would admit this truth to exactly no one.

      In one sense, aside from personal responsibility, this was his gender betraying him.

      Obviously Maria knew the weaknesses of men.

      Is this why she chose to be female?

      Mesmerized by her beauty, aware she had such power over men, this did not dissuade Carver from forming a list as to why she didn’t need to die.

      First and foremost, she was too beautiful to kill.  Then again, she was impossible to kill and would, in turn, slaughter him before he even had a chance to end her.  Neither of those reasons were good reasons.

      It was all the reasons in the middle that really did a number on him.  Consequently, those were the only reasons that really mattered.

      He kept telling himself she was just an artificial creature, but the truth was, she was so much more than that.  She was her own creation.  Her own God.  Whether he wanted to admit it or not, whether he could even bring himself to think it, she was an enhanced biological entity with a physical AI interface that was now powered by Antoinette’s brain.

      Night after night he tried to wrap his mind around that.

      He’d known tech companies in various parts of the world began openly interfacing man with machine just last year.  Tech companies being what they were, the technology the public saw was typically decades old tech just now being released.

      That’s how real tech worked.

      Whenever new science needed funding for a project, there was a chance the needs and scope of the project would leak into the public sector.  But if and when that project took off, the project’s investors usually transferred the tech to a different company to avoid oversight and the potential theft of intellectual property.  At that point, they hired guys like Carver to guard it with their lives.

      Even though it was 2019, had the world continued on the way it was heading before AI used the drones to murder much of the public, normal everyday Americans wouldn’t see this kind of tech until 2050 or beyond.  Maybe a bit sooner, maybe a bit later…you get the point.

      Had he not seen things like this through his own eyes, Carver would have thought a creation such as the one he was tailing to be impossible.  To many of the greatest minds, something like Maria was still science fiction.  Regarding the layman’s knowledge of big tech, they knew so much less.  A super pleb, science cuck would probably argue with you to the death about how a creature like Maria didn’t exist, but she did.  She was, in fact, the last great piece of future tech.  A true AI God.

      And still he could not wrap his brain around this.

      So as he tracked her day in and day out, a thousand questions plagued his mind.  Questions like, how extensive was her database of knowledge?  Was she versed in all things human, or just all things technical and diabolical?  Was the AI a parasite to the body that was Antoinette, or was Antoinette gone in place of the newly minted Maria?

      To the barrage of questions, he wondered if he’d ever have answers or if this was just another exercise in mental masturbation.  Still the questions beset him, forming at a relentless, unending pace, almost like an affliction of curiosity…

      Watching her through his binoculars, he couldn’t help but wonder, was she versed in social dynamics, good manners, negotiations, bluffing?  Did she understand sex appeal, foreplay, intercourse?  He wanted to know if she would watch her diet knowing much of the food humans consumed these days was incredibly bad for you, or if she would just consume it the way a parasite so thoughtlessly consumes everything.

      Slowly, almost accidentally, he began to wonder about his salvation and how Maria might play a role in that.

      If she wanted to wipe the world of technology, with the exception of herself, was she going to lead humankind to salvation now that she’d decimated the American government, the national infrastructure, any last hint of civility?  More to the point, could she turn the power back on?

      These were the most important questions he asked.  Yet these were all questions he didn’t have answers for, the questions he might never have answers for.

      When Maria and her kids took a break, when he could stop and rest, too, Carver found himself studying Maria through the binoculars.

      His male brain couldn’t help but consider her appearance while his survivalist brain had two specific questions.  One, was she the threat that must be eliminated?  And two, if he sided with her, if he spared her, could he survive and thrive in this new seemingly disastrous life?  It brought him back to the age old question: If you knew a man was to be king, or a woman to be the global ruler, would you kill them or befriend them?

      And that was why he hesitated to end her.  That and an incredible amount of fear for his own safety.

      She’d nearly choked him to death in the command center back at Stanford when he pushed her.  She pushed back before she even had a body.  Now she had a body, and though he had a gun (without rounds), one of his guys shot her and she either recovered quite easily or was ignoring it masterfully.  This led him to believe she had some control over her pain sensors.  Possibly even the ability to accelerate her healing.  It was entirely possible.

      Carver did not know what she was capable of, only that as a human he was curious, and as a man, he was sad to say, he couldn’t help the attraction he felt for her, even if he knew it to be both sick and wrong.

      In this drawn out journey through the worst destruction of life, cars, homes and buildings, Carver continued to track them, continued searching for answers, and he continued hoping that in the end, he’d make the right decision.
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        * * *

      

      Laying on the couch of a place he was squatting in, he bounced a tennis ball off the walls and the ceiling, catching it, throwing it and catching it again.

      “Where’s she going, Carver?” he asked himself over and over.  The answers were different each time, but for some dumb reason they all began to rhyme.  He’d hear himself saying, “She goin’ by the bay, that’s all I can say, clockin’ up the miles on her feet all day.”

      He started putting the answers to a beat.  Like, “We goin’ down to O-town, lookin’ fo that hoe down,” or “She walkin’ to the bay, down by-the-water’s-where we’ll stay, not that I know why, cause this broad is freakin’ high.”

      He exhausted himself with this stupid, irritating game, but this kept him preoccupied in those moments when he thought of screaming.  And if things got too quiet, he’d start to get paranoid thinking maybe someone was sneaking up on him.

      When he found the tennis ball, when he couldn’t sleep, he’d lay on his bed, or a couch, or the floor and just bounce the ball off the wall.  He got so good, he could do this in dark, and now he could do it singing his dumbass rhymes as well.

      “It’s so damn dark, she goin’ to the park, to pull up her dress for some dude named Mark,” he said, bouncing the ball.  “She got the skills, he got the bills, for his dirty old dick she got Penicillin pills.”

      And so on…

      After a few days, Maria and the girl shacked up in some neighborhood where most of what Maria did was sleep.  He got brave on day four, headed to the house to peek in the window, see if he could see her.

      Checking right and left, moving quietly and rapping to himself, he said, “You’re a horny guy, peepin windows on the sly, while she’s in the shower warshin’ up that old brown eye.  But you don’t really care, cause you’re everywhere, in your dirty clothes with that lice up in your hair.”

      “Shut up, fruit loop,” he hissed to himself, almost as if he’d become two people—the idiot rapper he didn’t recognize, and the former security professional trying to save the world from the high-tech hottie.

      Sneaking a look through the dusty window, he saw Maria on the couch.

      She was asleep.

      Any minute he expected the child Maria was with to pop out and start asking him questions, but she didn’t.  He found her in the bathroom drinking toilet water and then washing behind her ears.  Not her hair, not her armpits or anything lower.

      Just behind her ears.

      He went back to his hiding place, hoping they didn’t just get up and leave when he was asleep.  Fortunately, he managed to stay vigilant, surviving on limited food and water and small bouts of rest.

      The girl went out looking for food and water each day, bringing things back to the house every time.  He thought of following her, but she stayed in the neighborhood.  Others in the neighborhood had eyes on her, too.  There was a man across the street who stood on his porch, aware of the situation, but not aware of him.  Where the man was watching the girl, Carver was watching the man.

      When it was quiet outside and the moon was bright, he’d venture out into the cold and scope out the man’s house, trying to get a sense of who he was.  Rather, if he was dangerous.  In all that time though, he didn’t talk to the girl, or try to stop her from going in and out of houses, yet he was always watching her.  Or perhaps he was watching out for her.

      Carver determined that he was not a threat.

      Fortunately neither he nor the child ran into any trouble.  Unless you consider having mental problems trouble.  In that case, lately he couldn’t stop rapping, almost to the point where in his sleep, he was cranking out rhymes.

      “I need something that goes with slick, and it can’t be dick or prick, or some ugly freaking chick.  It’s got to be rude, but I’m so done with lewd, I won’t even speak if I’m sleepin’ in the nude.”

      He woke up, yawned, then finished the rhyme.

      “Go back to sleep, don’t say a peep…what the hell rhymes with peep, or sleep, but isn’t deep or creep or steep?”

      It started to get that way, and then one night the rhymes stopped and he woke up the next day crying.  He’d been dreaming of killing people.  Lots of them.  But really, really slow, almost like someone who enjoys killing for a living.

      “I’m not a killer,” he said, wiping his eyes.

      That’s when he heard the fire outside.  Sitting up, blinking fast, pawing at the last remnants of sleep, he saw Maria and the girl burning the house down.

      “Hey!” the old guy who’d been watching the little girl shouted from behind them as he walked out into the street.  Maria turned and leveled him with a stare.

      “Oh, God,” he mumbled

      The guy was wearing a trucker’s hat and wrinkled jeans.  He had a shotgun in his hand and he looked serious about it.  Maybe even serious about shooting it, or them.

      “What are you doing?” he barked, his eyes angry.

      “Starting fires,” the girl said.

      Carver jumped off the couch, stuffed the tennis ball, the binoculars, a pair of fresh underwear and some socks he’d stolen into a blue backpack he found along the way.  He hadn’t had food in a day or so, and he didn’t have any now, but he wasn’t sure if that was on purpose or accidental.

      The rapper…he could be playing tricks on him.  He could be sleeping inside him now, which was why he couldn’t slap together words, let along a beat, to save his life.

      “You can’t just go and burn people’s houses down,” the old man told them.

      “You’ve got a front row seat,” Maria offered.  “Best you be quiet and just enjoy the show.  And put that gun down.  She’s just a child.”

      “I’ve seen her stealing stuff for you the last few weeks,” he said, giving no credence to Maria’s suggestion that he lower his weapon.  “We didn’t bother you because we thought you needed a place to stay.”

      “We did,” Maria said.

      “And now you’re burning it down?” he asked, aghast.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?” Maria said to him, her voice whimsical, enchanting.

      “I watched them build that house,” the man replied, not kosher with any bit of the conversation.  “I was here when that happened forty years ago.”

      The house was now engulfed in fire, bright orange flames flowering out cracked and broken windows, other parts of the house belching big charcoal clouds in protest.

      “Well now you can watch it deconstruct itself through fire, my friend,” Maria said.  She had a smug look on her face that made her look sexy and demonic at the same time.

      “I ain’t your friend,” the man said, looking offended by the very suggestion of it.

      Turning her back to the fire, looking directly at him, she said, “What did I tell you about that gun?”

      “It’s my gun, lady.”

      “She’s only five years old,” Maria said, covering the girl’s eyes.  Moving her, Maria moved the child behind her back to safety.  When this failed to sway Nosey Ned, Maria said, “We’re unarmed, you savage!”

      “Says the pyromaniac,” he said, racking a load.

      It went on like that for a minute, the cutting back and forth.  And then Maria slipped her hand into the child’s and, speaking loud enough for him to hear her, Maria said, “Time to go, sweetheart.  We can leave this redneck goat humper to his low IQ contemplations.”

      And with that, they left the man to deal with the fire, and Carver to tail them from a distance once more.

      If there was any saving grace left in the day, it was that he had clean underwear in his pack (so he didn’t get no rash in his crack).

      “There you are,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      From the distance, Carver watched as they left the scenic route (a.k.a. the highway), which was littered with abandoned cars, dead bodies, scavengers, carrion birds picking at the dead, crows digging through the garbage now blowing around the cars and gathering along the roadway.

      It wasn’t that hard to follow them on the side streets.  Carver figured it was much better than hiding behind cars and keeping a long distance.  Still, there were druggies on the streets, discarded heroin needles, piles of human crap everywhere—one particular mound decorated by a strip of toilet paper crumpled and stuck to the pile.

      At least the flies had something constructive to do …

      He passed a few dead people, one guy without an eye, another with his pockets turned out.  Then again, from what he heard about San Francisco leading up to the war, all the forlorn people, the discarded needles and the crap on the sidewalk might have been business as usual in the city by the bay.

      Up ahead, he saw Maria and the girl stop.  He zoomed in his binoculars, saw the shape of a dead man lying face first in the gutter.

      Taking a broader sweep of the area, he saw tents erected, some of them cut open, their flaps drooped over like bibs while others had that old look, like maybe they’d been abandoned.

      Inadvertently, Carver started scratching his arm.  He looked down, saw the bug bites, gave a little cough.  Back through the binoculars, he saw Maria grab the child’s head and make her look at the corpse.

      The girl looked; Maria let go of her.

      He could see the two of them talking, but he couldn’t make out their words (turds, birds, nerds).  Maria stepped forward, rolled the dead body over, made the girl look at that, too.

      He felt his stomach lurch, then gurgle.

      If he didn’t get food and water soon, he was going to run out of gas, causing his mind and body to conserve fuel by shutting down less vital parts of himself.

      He pulled a water bottle he’d found along the way out of his backpack, drank deeply, fell to his knees and nearly vomited.  By the grace of God alone, he managed not to retch up the liquid.  His body needed it.

      When he glanced up, he saw Maria and the girl heading to a small building across the street.

      “Whatcha doin’ yo, where ya’ tryin’ to go, when you get where you’re going, tell me what I wanna know.  Which is what the balls, lady?”

      When they disappeared into a building that looked like a day care, Carver stood then stumbled forward, making his way to a nearby tent city.  It struck him as half-abandoned, the people there looking haggard, beaten down by life.  There was a man asleep on a folding chair, one shoe on, the other gone, a dirty striped sports sock half pulled off instead.  His shirt was filthy, a put-out cigarette butt in between his fingers, a half eaten granola bar sitting on his face, a limp hand holding it loosely in place.

      Carver walked up slowly, looked around, saw eyes on him, not that he cared.  When he looked down at the guy, he saw granola bar crumbs on his chin and mouth, then eyed that bar.

      It looked good.

      The guy’s eyes were closed, his breathing shallow, a crusty nest of hair and boogers in his right nostril.  Slowly, carefully, he slipped the granola bar from the man’s hand, looked around like he’d just won something, then smiled and took a bite.

      The faces still watched him, but he was watching them back, and chewing.

      “You’re not crazy bro, you just don’t know, crackas like me need to grab a bite and go.”

      “Shut up,” he growled.

      But he had that rhyme.  He went with it, spit his game, set his walk to the pace of the beat, then stopped when he saw Maria out in front of the school with a bunch of kids.

      This sobered him immediately.
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        * * *

      

      Maria somehow found a way to run the kids like a single unit.  From what he could tell watching them through his binoculars, she had been very clear on how she wanted things done and that she would not tolerate insolence.

      He’d even watched her make examples out of a few of the kids.

      The way Carver watched Maria dispense of some of the riffraff along the journey that was leading them closer to downtown San Francisco for reasons unknown, he feared for the children.

      They’d fallen into line, though.  They did as they were told.

      And as it was, it didn’t look like any of these six, seven or eight year old tots issued a word of complaint.

      “Amazing,” he thought.

      The crazy thing was, when they walked, Maria had them walking in a single file line, and though they weren’t belting out cadence as was often done in the military to coordinate a march, it was almost as if they were reciting lines aloud.

      When he took the chance and closed the distance, he thought he heard them telling the story of how when they met Maria she saved their lives and she was the kindest woman ever.  It was like they were saying it to a rhythm.

      She was using the kids to insulate her for whatever group they encountered or she decided to infiltrate.  Was she going to work her way up to the most powerful societal force?  Was she going to be the Trojan Horse that delivered to the people a queen?

      He’d known enough about The Silver Queen when she was just AI in a quantum computer housed in a faraday cage/cooling unit.  With the few discussions they had, it seemed she had her attention on world domination.  Was it so far fetched for him to think that taking a body was part of the plan?  In America, she destroyed God knows how much of the human population, the infrastructure, toppled the government, communications, a functional society.

      Perhaps that was Part A of the plan.  Was she now moving toward a Part B?

      The way it was looking, there was enough food and water for people who knew how to survive, but precious resources were now being fought over.  There were people lying dead in the street, no business to speak of, skies sometimes so gray from fires and entire neighborhoods burning it was hard to imagine the US was ever the bright and shining example of industry, innovation, technology and capitalism.

      Now it looked like the gates of hell had opened up and swallowed them all.

      The good news was, the granola bar he’d eaten brought some of his rational thinking back.  He’d regained enough energy that he stopped passing the time by belting out stupid rap lyrics.

      For that alone, he was grateful.

      One of the consequences of his near starvation, however, was that he started to hate the sound of his own voice, even to the point where he began arguing with his own brain.  He was hungry and pissed off and in need of rest.

      It took nearly two days of walking up Hwy 101 to reach the 92, which would take them to Half Moon Bay, but at that junction was where they ran into some serious issues.  They stopped as a group, and by the look of it, Maria told the kids to either stay put, or stay close.

      Carver got a better position, shifted the binoculars, focused in on three cars and five men.  They were blocking the road.

      When Maria started walking again, the kids started with her, keeping a bit of a distance, but not more than ten feet.

      They stopped the instant she signaled them.

      The twenty-something Hispanic beauty approached the men—guys who were leaning against a Dune Buggy, a four wheeler and an old lime green Gremlin.  The Gremlin was a true hunk of crap, but being old, Carver wondered if they were able to modify it for post-EMP usage, or if they’d just pushed it in the road to create a barrier.

      He took inventory of the guys, then zoomed in on a girl inside the Gremlin.  She wasn’t pretty, but she wasn’t clean either.  And she looked harmless, chewing bubble gum and playing with her hair.  The guys, however, did not look harmless.  They looked predatory at best, filthy and malevolent at worst.

      Maria began a discourse that for a second looked a little tense, but then had a couple of the guys laughing.  Then it got serious again, almost like negotiations were taking place, demands being made, payment being agreed upon.

      One guy said something, another chimed in and all of the sudden the guys were in stitches, belly laughing and jovial.

      “Didn’t see things going down like that,” he mumbled to himself.  He expected more of a confrontation, but maybe Maria’s read wasn’t oriented towards coercion, force, or even death.  Perhaps she’d found more diplomatic ways to solve problems like the one she faced.

      One of the guys then said something that looked like it might be a bit crass, brushed his chest, then pointed down at Maria’s chest.  And just like that, Maria smacked this guy so hard his head shot sideways and a long string of saliva roped out of his mouth.

      “Oh, no…” he said.

      Two of the four scumbags on the Dune Buggy stood, almost like they wanted to see what their buddy would do, and would be there for him if this broad went off the rails for good.

      The man straightened up, his face full of rage.  He tried to slap her back, but when she blocked his forearm, she did so with such force, the bones snapped, half his arm flopping over in a grotesque display that both horrified and scared everyone, including Carver.

      The man held his dangling arm up, looking at it like he could not believe what was happening.  That’s when she moved in and struck his throat.

      One of the four went after her, the others holding back in fear.  He understood their hesitation.  Seeing her like this was what had kept him from trying to kill her.

      Maria adjusted position, her eyes on the man approaching.  By virtue of her move, she put the dying, choking man between them, effectively slowing her attacker’s roll.

      The second he stepped around his friend, Maria moved in, kicked the guy’s knee sideways.  He started to fall, but before he could even hit the ground, she whipped out her pistol and put two rounds in his head.

      The remaining three were a half second behind their dead friend, unable to contemplate the events unfolding, but unwilling to just stand by and watch.

      That’s when movement in the green Gremlin caught his attention.  The otherwise harmless girl stood up through a huge makeshift sunroof with what looked like a fifty caliber rifle on a bi-pod.

      She didn’t aim for Maria, though.  She had the weapon pointed at the children.

      Maria said something to the woman in the Gremlin, the verbal exchange brief.  From the distance, Carver could hear her giving Maria orders.  A longer exchange took place between them.  It was killing him.

      If he could get to a closer location he could hear what they were saying…

      Then, lightning quick, Maria fired a shot, hit the next man—the one she deemed the biggest threat—and he crumpled over.

      Maria spoke to the girl in the Gremlin again, the threat real.

      The raggedy girl looked down at her dead friend in shock, then at the other guys Maria put down.  And then she shifted the rifle just a hair and fired.  One of the kids went down hard, the back of her head an explosive wash of gore.

      The breath fell out of Carver as he sat there stunned, unable to comprehend this kind of violence on a child.

      Maria seemed to freeze, too.

      Just for a second.

      That’s when a burst of gunfire cut through the silence, the horror, and the girl in the Gremlin, along with her two remaining buddies.  These scumbags shook and danced as a barrage of rounds riddled their bodies.

      What the hell? he thought.  Who’s shooting?

      All the kids immediately dropped down, turtle-shelling themselves, almost as if they’d been taught the move should they come under heavy fire.

      The only person who didn’t move was Maria.  She simply stood there, looking at the dead child.

      Two men and a woman emerged from wherever they were hiding, watching.  They went to the child.  They had guns with barrels that were still smoking from the attack.

      The point man was a bigger guy with a beard.  He carried his gun like he was either active or ex-military.  His friend was skinnier, his black hair curly and long, like he was a surfer, or a skater.  And the girl…she was a brunette, attractive, but looking a little too skinny, like she’d been through some hard times and went a day or two without food.

      As he watched Maria respond to the child’s death, he wasn’t sure which shocked him more, the child being shot or Maria’s reaction.  She fell to her knees in front of the fallen child, crying, while the other children stood around the body.

      To his utter amazement, Maria reached for the dead child’s hand, almost like it might bite, almost as if touching it would somehow, irrevocably change her, and then she took it, gave it a light squeeze.

      The gesture was so human, so unexpected.

      The thin looking brunette and the guy with the longer curly hair, they were on their knees before the girl as well, holding back emotions of their own.

      The girl whose parents she killed, the little girl who’d asked if she could come with Carver, she went to Maria, took the woman’s hand into her own.  Maria looked up at the child, smiled.  Then she did something so tender, so loving, so human, Carver began to wonder if what Maria’s head held was not AI and not The Silver Queen, but something else entirely.  Maria brushed her hair out of her face, almost lovingly, like a parent.  The stolen child didn’t look away once.

      Carver couldn’t watch anymore.

      This was debilitating to his soul, confusing as anything to his mind, and posing more questions than ever.  When he looked up next, he saw the bearded guy and the curly haired guy arguing.

      He thought he heard the curly haired guy call his friend Marcus.
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      Brooklyn wasn’t sure how to take Draven.  He was an enigma.  Strong and confident in some things while insecure in others, able to hold her eye and smile, but also willing to be assertive and a bit commanding with her as well.

      She shouldn’t have admitted to thinking he was cute.  And she sure shouldn’t have said she liked girls.

      She didn’t.

      It’s just, girls at school who said things like that seemed to drive guys her age crazy, but in a good way.  Draven was not her age.  He was closer to thirty than he was twenty.  And he’d rebuffed her for her efforts.

      Just as she promised, Brooklyn found Eudora, told her what happened with Draven, then said “He’s going to infiltrate them.”

      Eudora’s response was pain-filled, but resolute.  “If he said he can do it, then he can do it,” was her reply.

      “He seems capable,” Brooklyn said.

      “I trust him.”

      “Are you okay?” Brooklyn asked the older woman.

      Eudora extended an arm, made and unmade a fist, then said, “I am, thank you.  I was just thinking this old ticker’s been giving me a spot of pain lately.”

      “I can find someone if you want,” Brooklyn said.  “Or I can do something for you, if you need it.”

      “No, sweetie.  I’m good.  Probably just the nerves.”

      “My mom says stress is the number one killer of people.  She told me this when she used to worry about my dad.”

      “My husband stressed me out when we lived in California,” she said with the kind of smile old memories sometimes elicit.  “His death stressed me out, too.  I used to think this heart of mine was encased in lead, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “You’re old, Eudora,” Brooklyn said.  “That has to count for something, right.”

      She gave a genial smile and said, “I think it counts for all the wear and tear in this body.”

      Brooklyn reached for her hand, took it and said, “What hurts most?”

      “Everything.” she replied.

      “Seriously?”

      “Mostly my lower back,” Eudora said, giving in.

      Brooklyn leaned her forward, warmed her hands, then started to massage her lower back.  She worked her way up to Eudora’s shoulders and neck, channeling all her energy down through her body, letting it pool in her arms and hands, then radiate out into the woman’s back.

      “Wow,” she said.  “Where did you learn to do that?”

      “My mother used to cry when my dad was gone.  She cried a lot.  I didn’t want her to be so sad, or later so stressed out.  So I started to rub her hands and feet, then her back and shoulders.  She said it helped.”

      Moving around the front of the woman and her wheelchair, Brooklyn took Eudora’s right hand and started to slowly massage it.

      The woman sighed, almost like no one had ever done such a thing for her before.

      “My mom had colitis once,” Brooklyn said.  “It was like her body bowed over and she couldn’t understand why she couldn’t stand up straight.  The doctor said when the body goes under that much stress, your colon starts to spasm.  This affects all the other organs, making your body feel like it’s folding itself in half.  She was severely hunched over when we took her to the emergency room.”

      “When was this?” Eudora asked.

      “A few months back,” she said.  “That’s why I started giving her massages.  To keep the stress at bay.  That’s also why she stopped being sad that my father was gone all the time.  She knew if she kept missing him, she’d end up at the hospital again.”

      When she was done, Brooklyn said, “Do you want me to massage your feet?”

      “If I had sensation in my legs, that would be wonderful,” Eudora told her.  “But as it is, I couldn’t feel a thing if you did.”

      A little later on, when her father asked Brooklyn about Draven, she said, “We found the people who attacked us.”

      “Who did?”

      “Draven and I.  One of the guys whose ear Draven half shot off, he was there.  That’s how we knew we had the right group.”

      “Where is he?” her father asked, tension piling into his voice.  Her uncle Ice was suddenly there, too.  As was Eliana.  That was big news and she was suddenly the center of attention for having it.

      “He said he’s infiltrating the group,” Brooklyn told them.

      “He what?” Eliana said.

      Brooklyn nodded.

      All three of them looked at each other, Brooklyn trying to get a feel for how this would go down, if they would try to help Draven or if they would trust him.

      She never stopped to think he wouldn’t be okay, but looking at the three of them, she began to wonder if she hadn’t been naïve.

      “He seemed confident he could do this,” she explained.  “He’s a hacker, so he knows stealth.  He said this would be a social hack.”

      “If he gets caught, they could use him against us,” Eliana said.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Ice said.

      “Eudora says she trusts him,” Brooklyn told them.  “She said he could do it.  I guess he can shoot and fight.”

      “You want to see how this plays out?” her father said, looking at the others.

      “At least we have eyes on them now,” Ice replied.  Looking at Eliana, he said, “Do you want to run backup with me?  We can keep an eye on him from a distance?”

      “He’s not who you think he is,” Eliana said, solemn.

      “What do you mean?” Brooklyn asked.

      “I underestimated him when I first saw him, but I…I think he’s capable.  He has that look in his eye.  It’s the same look my father sometimes got.”

      Her father and Ice appeared to relax a bit, giving affirmative nods.  Xavier suddenly popped his head out from under the hood of the bus where he was working and called to one of us.

      “Will someone please give this thing a turn?”

      “I got it,” her father said.
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      In the next two days, in between long bouts of worrying about Draven, and thinking maybe she had a crush on him, Brooklyn helped the others gather critical supplies.  These were necessities for themselves for the journey ahead, but they were also gathering what they could for those staying behind.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about Draven, Eudora, the three boys and Morgan.

      In the end, would they all stay together, or was her father right?  Would some of them be unwilling or unable to leave their homes?

      Regardless, for the first time in a long time, she felt like she was a part of something bigger than just herself, her mother and the few friends she’d had at school.  This made her work harder, and it gave her a new level of focus.  It also distracted her from thinking about the bad things that had happened to her in those last few weeks.

      When she thought of what the boys from school did to her, she also thought about how her father had hurt them.  How they’d been torn to shreds by drone fire.  How Eric had been killed on their porch.  When she thought about the stupid things boys could do, she couldn’t help but also think about men and how awful they could be.

      The boys only wanted to see her body, maybe touch her.  But Diaab Buhari wanted to turn her into a prostitute.  She understood Buhari trafficked children to Africa.  She also knew that was his plan for her, Orlando and Veronica.  To sell them off as sex slaves.

      She tried not to let herself think of what they had almost been subjected to, for thinking like that would take a toll on her.  Sometimes she couldn’t help it.  Sometimes she just laid in bed at night, scared, shaking, wondering how all of this was even happening.

      And then her thoughts went to her brother…

      When it came to Orlando, her mother initially seemed prepared to induce hypothermia as a way to wake him up, but then she chickened out and wouldn’t let anyone do that.  Her father kept at her, though.  Sometimes listening to them could be exhausting.  And most times she agreed with her father.  They made progress though.  Just that morning, against the cooperative efforts of her father and her uncle Ice, Adeline finally relented.

      “If he dies because of this…” her mother had said, her eyes damp and dripping, her hands slightly shaking.

      “He won’t die, Mom,” she’d said.  Looking at her father, she said, “Dad won’t let him.”

      “I won’t,” he assured them.

      Later Brooklyn found herself out front, loading the rest of the supplies onto a flatbed trailer they’d attached to the bus when the sounds of a weak, sputtering engine cut through the air.

      Xavier and Ice looked at each other.  Eliana already had her gun out and was stepping off the back of the trailer.

      Moments later, an old blue sedan, something soft looking and smaller from the late fifties or early sixties, turned the corner.  They all saw Morgan driving with Chase up front and the two boys in the back seat.

      The four of them had huge grins on their faces.

      The car was dusty, the windows in need of a wash, but the tires were new and the paint in decent shape.  Morgan pulled to a stop, put the car in park and got out.

      The second Phillip got out of the car, he said, “Look what we found!”

      Not only did Morgan and the boys find a working car, a Chevy Biscayne, they’d stuffed the trunk full of food, bottled waters and several large boxes of matches, batteries and stacks of paper plates.

      “Where in the world did you get all this?” Adeline asked as everyone else admired their find.

      “Just the right house at the right time,” Morgan replied.

      Brooklyn helped carry a thirty-two pack of water and two four-packs of plastic-wrapped tuna cans into Morgan’s house.  When she was coming back out for more, she saw a man in the distance.  Shading her eyes from the sun, he came into focus.

      Draven.

      “Dad, Uncle Ice,” she said, getting their attention.  She pointed to Draven.  When she was sure it was him, Brooklyn bounded up the road to meet him, trying not to act giddy, but nervous about how she’d feel if all the daydreaming about him fell short.

      He met her with a smile.

      He looked good.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.  “Did you find what you needed?”

      “I did,” he said.

      She expected him to be at ease; instead he looked a little tense.

      When he got to the house, everyone gathered around him, obviously curious about what he’d learned.

      “There are good people there,” Draven said, “but there are bad people, too.  Some really bad people.”

      “And?”

      “I think if we eliminate a half-dozen of them, maybe more, we’ll be good.  But leaving them alone isn’t an option.  They’re too close to our home and they’re planning something.”

      “What do you mean?” Eliana asked.

      He looked at her and said, “Someone butchered three of their people a few nights back.  They started talking openly about it yesterday.  They think we did it.  Us.  This group.”

      “But we didn’t kill anyone,” Adeline said.

      “Fat guy and two skinny guys?” Xavier asked.

      Draven nodded.

      “Yeah, that was me,” Xavier said.  “I did that.”

      “You did that?” Draven asked.

      Now everyone was looking at Xavier with questions in their eyes, and perhaps even some measure of judgment.

      “Why wouldn’t you tell us something like that?” Fire said.

      “I was going to, but it wasn’t something I was proud of,” he replied.  “I was in a bad place, thought I could kill my way through all of them.  I mean, they shot two of their own women just to prove a point.”

      “I saw you,” Chase said.

      Xavier looked at him and said, “I know.”

      Chase turned a lighter shade of white, now with nothing to say.  Morgan put her arm around the boy, pulled him close.

      “Like I said, there are a lot of good people there,” Draven replied.  “But they’re following Demon because he demands obedience and loyalty in return for safety.”

      “Demon?” Eudora said, wheeling out onto the porch.  Draven looked up at her and smiled.  She smiled back and said, “I was worried about you.”

      “I’m fine,” he said.  Then: “This Demon guy, his real name is Guillermo Rodriguez, but he sees himself as something dark and all powerful, which is why he changed his name.  He either has, or had, ties to the gang, the Latin Kings.  He won’t talk much about it, though.  Only enough to glorify them.  But something happened there, something bad.  Now, I think he’s got the kind of issues only a bullet can resolve, if you catch my drift.”

      “So what are you suggesting?” Ice asked.

      “If we go in hot, there are bound to be casualties.  I think we can take them, but I’m afraid we may take a few too many.”

      “So let me get this straight,” Eliana said.  “You had direct interaction with Demon?”

      “I did,” Draven said.

      “What did he require of you?” Eliana asked.  “Surely he wanted something from you.”

      “Conform to their ways and be a part of them or leave.  I told him I wanted to be a part of their group, but the truth is, I don’t think he would have let me leave if I said I wasn’t coming back.  I feel like he likes me, like he thinks I’ll integrate well.”

      “That’s what he said?”

      “To me, yes.  But to others, I’ve heard that he tells them they can be a part of the solution or they could be a part of the problem.”

      “Really,” Ice said, a statement, not a question.

      “You can’t just demand servitude in an environment like this,” Xavier said.  “People can always just slip away in the night, go their own way.”

      “Yes they can,” Draven replied.  “But not everyone is strong like you, or able to survive on their own.  These people couldn’t handle the fear of self-reliance, much less the fear of the unknown as it relates to their personal survival.”

      “Our society bred weakness,” Fire said.  “They created a bunch of entitled pansies with no sense of self-preservation.  They only wanted to feel good, to feel safe, to be appreciated.  This is what becomes of them.  Those railing against slavery eventually become the slaves.”

      Brooklyn knew her father was right.  She’d heard him talk like this before.  He talked like this all the time.

      Theirs was a society that began shaming strong men, the same society that introduced five year old boys to the idea that maybe they were born boys, but that they could become girls if they wanted.  Most of the guys she knew played video games, were socially awkward and couldn’t change a tire, much less drive a car or get a job.  These were the same guys who couldn’t talk to women, so they stole from them.  Did the kinds of things that were done to her.  This was truly pathetic, and it was emblematic of a society run by people who so easily got their feelings hurt.  Half the time she tried to ignore the changing societal norms, but half the time she looked around and everyone and felt bad for how confused they had become.  Confusion breeds weakness, she thought, and weakness breeds dependency.

      “Let the weak die off,” Brooklyn heard herself say.

      “I second that,” Eliana added.

      She looked over at her uncle Ice, who was looking at Eliana, but Eliana wasn’t looking at Ice, she was looking at her.  Brooklyn felt a smile rise to her lips.  She saw the same smile rise to Eliana’s lips, giving Brooklyn pause.  This was the same woman who choked her mother out for hours at a time.  Now they were on the same side?

      What does that say about me?

      “We need to get the good people someplace far away from Demon, a holding ground maybe, until we can take care of this problem in a more tactical manner.”

      “If you’d just come with us, Draven,” Fire said, “this wouldn’t be a problem.  Demon and his circus could do their own thing, and we could get the hell out of here and do our thing, too.  I mean, I know it’s hotter than Hades right now, and that this weather has become somewhat unpredictable, but if this upcoming winter is anything like last winter, chances are better than not you won’t survive.”

      “We’re staying,” Eudora said, simple as that.

      Draven looked back at her.  Then, to Fire, he said, “You heard her.  We’re staying put.”

      “I might have an idea,” Brooklyn said, “but you’re not going to like it very much.”

      Just then, Veronica burst through the front door and said, “He’s awake!  Orlando’s awake!”
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      “Now that my son is alert and doing well,” I tell Eudora, “we’re in a position where we can go.  But if we go, this leaves you and Draven vulnerable.”

      “We have Morgan and the boys, too,” Eudora says.  “Those boys have some pretty strong spirits.”

      “Morgan and the boys asked to come with us.”

      Telling her this isn’t easy.  To me, it feels like a betrayal of resources, but I’m hoping it might sway her decision to come with us.

      “Well, they’ll be a strong addition to your group,” Eudora says, not breaking stride.

      “Dammit, Eudora, quit being so stubborn,” I say in the comforts of her own living room.  “People died in here.  In this house.  Our neighborhood was turned into a battlefield, and if you don’t come with us, chances are better than not that it’ll happen again.”

      “Draven will take care of Demon and his people.”

      “What if he doesn’t?” I say.  “What if he’s caught, or killed?  What will you do then?”

      “I can take care of myself,” she responds, getting an edge to her tone.

      “Your ego is going to get you killed,” I tell her.  “Just come with us.  We’ll figure it out.  All of this, you, the wheelchair…”

      “Only people around here with egos are chest thumping little shits like you,” she says, pointing a tired finger at me.  “Now get out of my house and quit tying to make me do something I can’t!”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” I say, pleading with her.  “We can help you.  Eudora, we’ll help you.”

      “I’m not going to be anyone’s burden,” she says, making and unmaking a fist of her hand.  “You got too much on your plate anyways.  It’s been nice to know you, and especially your brother, but you have to do what you have to do and I’ve got to do the same.”

      I don’t know what to do.  Sitting there, losing this standoff, my heart is breaking.  I’ve gotten close to Eudora since the EMP, as has my family and those around us.

      “You’re part of us, Eudora,” I say.  “We’re family.”

      “Oh don’t get all weepy on me,” she said, “especially after that big speech about America’s men being pansies and all.”

      “I have a soft spot for you,” I admit.

      “As I for you,” she says, her tone softening, her hand coming to rest on mine.  “I’m going to miss you.”

      And with that, I feel the sadness in me spread.  Getting up, not knowing what to do or say, I tell her, “I’m going in with Draven tonight.  We’re going to free those people and put down Demon and his bunch.”

      “Why would you risk that?” she asks.

      “Because if you can’t come with us, I’m going to make sure you’re as safe as possible before we go.”
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        * * *

      

      We head to Demon’s neighborhood that night, arriving just after midnight.  Draven is already there, having given us specific instructions on when and where to meet.

      Ice, Eliana, Xavier and I move through the shadows as a team.  We’re actually getting good at this, but then again, the only concern I’ve ever had was Eliana and she moves better than all of us.

      Adeline parked the bus a block back and is now waiting, but she expects to wait for up to thirty minutes before Eliana and Xavier begin moving people toward her.

      Speaking of Xavier, I worry about him.

      He doesn’t seem to have a death wish anymore, and he doesn’t look sad.  Now he just looks conflicted.  Killing those three guards did something to him, made him question himself, I think.  You can’t go on a killing spree and not be affected.

      I know this.  I’m affected, too.

      The sleeping sucks because of the nightmares, you can’t really find that place of inner peace because you know you took lives, and in the end, like Ice told me, the only real way to get through this spot is to kill more people.  A lot more people.  So many of them, you end up becoming numb to the idea of death and addicted to the idea of life.

      “In the old west,” Ice said a few days ago, “someone cheats in poker or steals your horse—or your wife—you’d just kill him and the law would be like, ‘Yeah, that’s justified.’  Think of this as the old west.  Think of what we’re doing as justified.”

      “This isn’t the old west,” I told him.

      “Not yet it’s not.”

      “When I start riding horseback, you can tell me about cowboys and Indians.”

      “Okay, it’s more like the dark ages,” Ice countered.  “After a good kill, people celebrated.”

      I’m hoping that after taking out Demon and the sadistic redhead who gutted our recovering drug addict, we can pour ourselves a drink and celebrate.  It’s the only way I want to leave this neighborhood—with Eudora and Draven out of harm’s way.

      Draven meets us in the dark and says, “Right around the corner, the women and kids are waiting.  There are exactly twelve of them.  Who did you decide is going with Adeline to the drop site?”

      “That would be me and Brooklyn,” I tell him.  “They can stay and get the place ready and I’ll bring the bus back for the rest of the group.”

      Draven nods, then says, “Follow me.”

      He jogs into the neighborhood, not as careful as we are, but when we get to the first group, we see one of the guards back near the bushes, dead.

      “How many left after that one?” I ask, nodding to the corpse.

      “Eleven,” Draven tells us.

      Nodding my head, looking at the group before us, all of them nervous and scared, but ready to go, I say, “You’re sure these people are fine?  That they aren’t planning something?  Because I don’t want to get ambushed on the way out of here.”

      “You have my word,” Draven says.  “You’ll be safe.  Besides, I’d never put you, Brooklyn or your wife in harm’s way.”

      In the back of his mind, all any of them had to do was get a blade around Brooklyn’s throat, or Adeline’s, and they’d get the upper hand.

      I push that thought out of my head, tell myself Adeline will have to drive.  I’ll keep an eye on the group.

      “My daughter likes you,” I finally say.

      I don’t know why I tell him this, maybe because I’ve come to really like him, maybe because I feel she’d be safe with him, or maybe because I want him to try to convince Eudora to come with us.

      “Your daughter likes women,” Draven says halfheartedly.

      “No she doesn’t,” I say with a clipped laugh.  “That’s just the kind of nonsense girls her age say.  She likes you, trust me on this.”

      “With all due respect, Fire, I don’t want to talk about that right now.  There’s a lot to do and if something goes wrong, any number of us could be in trouble.”

      I nod, finding myself respecting him even more.

      “Roger that.”

      We get the first group of people loaded on the bus without incident.  Draven, Ice and Eliana hang back.  Xavier says he wants to go with us.

      Draven says it’s okay, that they can manage the rest of them.  He seems sure of himself, which is reassuring in and of itself.  Then again, with Eliana and Ice, Demon’s group doesn’t stand a chance.

      “Are you okay?” I ask my former boss as we’re headed to the drop site.  He looks down at Adeline, who’s driving, then leans in and says, “That other night screwed me up.  First those three guards, then the four men in my house, and all those people I shot on the street…”

      “You’ll have to get past that, X,” I tell him.  “We all will.”

      “I don’t know man,” he says.

      Just then we start to run into obstacles ahead.

      “Let me help Adeline navigate this road,” I tell him.  Then, to Adeline I say, “Are you okay, or do you want me to drive?”

      “I got it,” she says.

      Looking down at her, after hearing what Adeline survived on her first day of training with Eliana, how she flipped her off and actually put a shot on the Guatemalan firecracker, I say, “I’m really proud of you.”

      Without taking her eyes off the road, she reaches out and takes my hand.  Within twenty minutes and only some minor damage to the bus, we pull into the rail yard.

      I look back at Brooklyn and though I can’t see her face, I feel her emotions stirring.  After what happened here, I can’t help the stirring of my own emotions.  Brooklyn was right, though.  No one will bother anyone here, and these people can leave in the morning to any number of vacant neighborhoods.

      Turning to Brooklyn, I say, “Are you okay with this?”

      “This was my idea,” she says.

      “I know, but are you really good with it?”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      If there’s anything to be said for us coming back here, it’s that we won’t be long.  And the people we’re liberating, they won’t be here but for the night.  Demon taught them to work together.  Now they can continue foraging for food and shelter as a group, this time without that maniac pushing them forward.

      Adeline pulls up to the oversized building holding the four passenger cars, the bus’s dim headlights illuminating the large, rolling door.

      “I’ll get the door,” I say.

      I jump out of the bus, open the huge rolling door from inside, direct Adelie inside.  Once we’re in, I shut the door as Adeline, Xavier and Brooklyn offload the supplies.  While they’re  doing their thing, I crawl up on the hood of the bus, then make my way to the roof where earlier we’d secured stacks of old lumber and fallen tree branches for this very occasion.

      There’s only the dim light of the bus’s headlights to work by.  It’s enough until we get the fire going.  On top of the bus, the rope holding the wood is bound tight and it takes me a minute to loosen the knot.  When I feel slack in the line, the wood just starts falling off the side to the floor below.

      No one pitches a fit about the noise, but then again, if they did I wouldn’t care.  We’re saving these people’s lives.

      “Help me with the fire,” I tell Xavier.

      We make a teepee of wood on the concrete floors, tuck some paper and kindling beneath it, light the fire and blow on it until the kindling catches.  After that, we squirt a little lighter fluid on the larger pieces of wood, feed it some even larger pieces and then gather everyone around it.

      Brooklyn is suddenly there, by my side.

      “That rail car stinks pretty bad”—she says, pointing to one of the passenger cars on the left—“but the other two are better.  We need to clean a few things out of there, some garbage, but for tonight it will do.”

      “Has everyone got a blanket and pillow?” Adeline asks the group.

      Everyone nods because Draven made sure they were dressed warm, had something to eat and brought a blanket and their pillow.

      “You got this?” I ask Xavier.  He nods his head.  I kiss Adeline and say, “I’ll be back here shortly.”

      I make my way back to the neighborhood the way we came, driving a little faster than Adeline, and returning in just over half the time.

      By then, Draven, Eliana and Ice had gathered enough people for round two.

      This group is comprised of boys and men, and like the previous group, they’ve got their blankets and pillows.  Unlike the others, though, these guys have several boxes of food and bottled water.

      When everyone’s on the bus, Ice and Eliana get on with me.  I can see in their eyes how they might have some concern for me.  Any one of these guys could overtake me as I’m driving.  As it happens, none of them try.  In fact, most of them thank us for what we’re doing.

      Back at the rail yard, Xavier started a second fire, which was perfect when the new group offloaded.

      “When we go back,” Ice says, pulling me aside, “why don’t you let me and Eliana take lead along with Draven.  You can then take Adeline and Brooklyn and head back home.”

      “I’m fine,” I say.  “They can head back.”

      “Brother, how many times do I have to tell you, protect your family.”

      “You’re my family, too.”

      “I can protect myself,” he says.  “Besides, I need to protect Eliana.”

      Barking out a laugh at the absurdity of his statement, I finally relent.  “Yeah, alright.  But if something happens to any of you because you sent me off, I want you to know, I’ll hold a grudge.”
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      Just after the second group left, Draven walked across the street to Demon’s house, knocked lightly then let himself in and said, “Hey boss, something’s going on.  I got up to pee and the guard is down.”

      “Why didn’t you piss in your toilet?” he grumbled.  He had a bed, but for some reason, Demon preferred sleeping on the couch.

      “They don’t work.”

      “So?”

      “Did you hear me?” Draven said.  “I think you have a problem.  An internal one.”

      Half awake and not happy, Demon got off the couch, slid on some pants and a shirt, then said, “Show me.”

      Draven led Demon outside to where he’d stashed the dead guard.  He showed him the body.  Demon took a closer look.

      “Why’s he dead?”

      “Broken neck, I think,” Draven said.  “I thought maybe someone cut his throat, like you said happened to the others, but this one’s different.”

      Demon stood up, looked at him.  He was a silhouette in the dark, the bandage now off his ear.  It looked like a rat had gnawed half of it off, it was that ragged.

      “We need an inventory of everyone here,” he said.  “We need to see who’s missing.”

      Now that Demon was separated from the others, now that he knew the man was not armed and not near any weapons, Draven said, “How’d your ear get like that?”

      “I told you.  We were just gathering food and supplies when we were ambushed.”

      “Yeah, but how’d your ear get like that?”

      “Someone shot it.”

      “I was aiming for your head,” Draven said, ready to go.

      “What?”

      “I said, I was aiming for your head.  I was a bit rattled though, so my aim was slightly off.  I can tell you this, though, for what you and these people were doing in my neighborhood, just knowing I got you felt good enough.”

      Demon turned and rushed him.  He was ready.  All Draven needed to do was rattle the man with the dead guard, then anger him about his ear, and he’d be primed for bum-rush tactics.

      Demon took the bait.

      Stepping aside, Draven slapping him on the back of the head as he sailed by, causing him to stumble forward.

      “Without a gun or a knife,” Draven said, “you gangbanger pussies are just about useless.”

      Demon lunged again; Draven put two knuckles on the man’s eye socket.  He’d been going for the nose, but a punched eyeball would work, too.

      Draven stepped back, appraised the man.  He was trying to get his bearings.

      “Guys like you are predictable.  You’re all the same.  It’s all about posturing and ego.  But one on one, like now, I can already say, Guillermo, you’re just a bitch.”

      Demon put his fists up, didn’t rush in the way he did before.  With enough light from the moon above, the two of them squared off, each moving toward the other.

      This time, Demon was perfectly silent.  He made the mistake of moving first, though, giving away his strategy.  Draven countered the punch, drove a knee into the man’s ribs, shoved him down.

      “Even focused, you’re just a street brawler.  No real skillset.  Get up, puta.  Brawlers survive on word of mouth, people that say, ‘Oh he killed so and so,’ or ‘he runs with this gang, or that gang.’  And the Latin Kings?  They kicked you out not because they were scared of you, but because they know what I know, and that’s that you’re a bitch.”

      Guys like Demon hated being called a bitch.  That’s what made the name so useful.  It rattled guys like this deep down.

      Demon was on his feet again, this time rushing Draven, head-on, like he was going to tackle him.  Draven dropped down, widened his base, then hooked an arm under Demon’s arm pit, spun him around and dumped him on his back.

      Draven stomped down on the man’s face, but Demon rolled away, avoided the shot.

      “You’ve got no guns, no knives, no brass knuckles or back up,” Draven said, keeping him close.  “It’s just you and me, Demon.  A fake gangster and a nerd.  You know who’s going to rule the world when this is all over?”

      “Not the nerds,” he said, winded but back on his feet.

      “No, but not guys like you either,” Draven replied, snapping a kick off the side of Demon’s head.  The man staggered sideways, his brains jumbled.  “And it won’t be little psychopaths like that ugly redhead you call the tip of your spear.”

      “I used to kill guys like you,” Demon growled, shaking off the pain, trying to rile himself up.

      “You’re a has-been, Guillermo.  You’re not fit for this world.  Guys like me are going to lay waste to guys like you.  I infiltrated you, took all your people, got you out here alone.  It wasn’t hard.  And this measly little yellow belt fight you’re putting up here…I know twelve year old girls who would square off better than you.”

      “Yeah, well maybe those twelve year olds won’t last the night.”

      “They will.”

      “If they’re in your house tonight, they won’t.  See, while you’re here with me, while I’ve been sleeping comfortably in my bed, the tip of my spear is in your neighborhood.  Right about now, she’s burning it all to the ground.  How do you feel about that, bitch?”

      Draven stopped in his tracks, thought of his grandmother and of the families there.  How everyone capable in his group wasn’t there, but here, with him on this mission.

      Demon started to laugh, but Draven rushed him, faking right, then feinting left into a kick that caught Demon right in the sternum with such force, the man just dropped to his knees, gasping for breath.  Wasting no time, Draven grabbed his head, got the right angle, then use physics and his knowledge of the human body to twist and break Demon’s neck.

      The body dropped to the ground, dead.

      “See you in hell,” he growled right before breaking into a sprint.

      By the time he got back home, he saw the houses burning.  The second he saw the houses, though, he also saw the redhead.

      She’d already started shooting at him.
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      Carolina and Chase were tasked with keeping watch of the neighborhood while everyone else was away.  Carolina was a patient, attentive girl, but she was cold and bored.  As she sat on the front porch, eyes roving the perimeter of the neighborhood, she couldn’t help but think about Chase.

      She was on her porch, and he was across the street on his.

      Maybe we can watch the neighborhood together, she thought.  At least she might have someone to talk to, a better way to pass the time.

      Eliana assured them they would be safe, but that there was still the small possibility of danger.  For that reason, Morgan had Phillip and Ross with her in her house, and Chase was tasked along with Carolina with lookout.

      “You should be over there,” Chase said when she walked up on the porch and sat down beside him.  “Just in case.”

      “I know,” Carolina replied.  She didn’t say much more because her English wasn’t that great.  It just felt better not being alone.

      About an hour later, Chase started to sniff the air.  She smelled it, too.

      “What is that?” he asked.

      “Fire,” she said.

      Chase stood up, then sat back down fast.  She did the same.  In between Draven’s and Brooklyn’s house, in the shadows of the alley, they saw a dark, lone figure moving quietly through the night.

      The person was headed straight for them.

      A distant, but sudden swoosh! cut through the silence, an orange glow of light boiling up behind the houses.  Chase scrambled to his hiding place, motioning for Carolina to get down.  She did.  But she was panicked because Alma, Bianca and Constanza were still in the house, along with Orlando and Veronica.  And Eudora was still next door.

      The solitary figure walked into the street, turned her back to them to watch the houses burn.

      “It’s her,” Chase hissed.

      Feeling helpless alongside Chase, who was undoubtedly scared of this woman, they watched as that bright glow became flames that were now licking their way up the sides of the house.

      “Need to get to other house,” she said.

      “That’s the woman who killed Tim,” Chase whispered.  He grabbed his bat and snuck off the porch, moving into the night.

      “Hey fire crotch!” he suddenly yelled.

      The woman whipped her head around as Chase circled around her, his berth wide, but his eyes resolute.  While he was pulling her attention to the right, Carolina moved quickly, circling to the left, using Chase’s distraction for cover.  When she was clear of the woman’s view, she sprinted across the street and around the back of the Dimas’s house.

      By the time she got there, Veronica had kicked out a second-story window and was lowering the girls down.  Everyone was coughing.

      Carolina caught Alma, Constanza and Bianca, the impact of each girl a forceful blow to her body.  She didn’t complain though, not even when Veronica lowered herself out of the house.  Carolina slowed her drop, but when Veronica landed, she tumbled to the ground, taking Carolina with her.

      Orlando suddenly burst through the back door, charging through a thin wall of flames.  He emerged safely, but not before his shirt caught fire.  Realizing this, he dropped to the ground and started rolling around to extinguish the flames.  Veronica and Carolina hurried over to him, started patting him roughly until the small fires finally died out.  Not slowing down, Orlando got to his feet, went to the Barracuda and started it up.  Carolina and Veronica exchanged looks.

      Orlando put the muscle car in gear, backed across the street where it would be safe from fire, then pulled the slingshot out of his back pocket and headed for the alleyway.

      By then, Carolina was looking at Draven’s and Eudora’s home.  She knew the old woman was inside.  Taking a deep breath, she said to Veronica, “Get girls out of here,” and then she ran inside, not knowing if she’d make it back out alive.

      The heat was immense, the flames now inside Eudora’s home.  She found the older woman in the living room, coughing, her body slumped over sideways.  Carolina took the wheelchair, spun it around and said, “Eudora!”

      She didn’t know what else to say.

      The old woman looked up at her, eyes straining against the smoke, her expression one of weary gratitude.  Carolina started to wheel her around back where there was wheelchair access, but the second she headed for the hall, Eudora grabbed the wheel, stopping them.

      “No,” Eudora said.  The flames in back were too high now, the smoke too thick.

      Carolina turned her back around, the smoke now fully in her lungs.  Coughing, her eyes burning, she couldn’t stop the onset of panic.  All she knew was she had to get to the front door before the smoke did her in.  She was rolling Eudora through the darkened hallway when Eudora reached for the closet door and said, “My gun!”

      “No time,” Carolina said, hacking and coughing, her lungs burning.

      They finally managed to push through the front door and out onto the porch, but that’s when she saw the crazy woman in the street.  Chase hadn’t killed her.  A second later, the gunfire started.  Carolina ducked down, the front door splintering as bullets slammed into it.

      She saw movement from the side.  Chase had his bat in one hand and he was throwing rocks at her with the other.

      Carolina was choking on the pillow-thick smoke.  Eudora was, too.  But the way the woman was sending bullets their way, they couldn’t just stand out there waiting to get shot.  And she couldn’t ease the wheelchair down the porch steps.  It would take too long.

      She thought about hoisting the woman out of the chair, maybe carrying her to safety, but she didn’t have the time or the strength.

      Carolina was too small.

      The only way out of this, the only safety they could find, was back in the burning house.  She wheeled them back in, pulled her shirt over her nose and waited.

      “Leave me,” Eudora said, her voice worn and scratchy.

      “No!” Carolina said.

      “Leave me, dammit!” the woman roared.

      “No!” screamed back, just as loud.

      Finally, when the smoke was too much, when Eudora was coughing too hard, Carolina pulled open the door, snuck a peek outside.

      The woman in the street was now looking in the opposite direction, shooting at Chase, or maybe someone else.

      She was about to sneak Eudora out to the porch when the woman in the street was hit.  Her head shot sideways, her body tottering, her legs wobbly.  Carolina glanced down to the alleyway and saw Orlando walking into the street, his sling shot pulled back.  Veronica was behind him with a handful of rocks, feeding him the ammo he needed.

      Still coughing, still scared, Carolina felt some of the panic pull back.

      Orlando fired off another rock, caught the woman in the side.  Seeing the opportunity to finish her, he picked up the pace, firing off two more shots.  Wasting no time, Carolina grabbed Eudora and the wheelchair, both of them still coughing, and managed to say, “I try to get you down.”

      “Keep your weight back as far as you can and go slow,” Eudora croaked out.

      Half focused on the woman in the street, half focused on the four porch stairs she was going to navigate, she prayed she’d have the strength not to dump the woman on the front walkway.

      In the street, from only ten feet away, Orlando fired off another rock, this one clipping the woman’s chin.  Her head jolted sideways, the gun in her hand clattering to the ground.  Her right leg gave way, her knee rocking so hard she was going to go down any minute.

      Another gigantic rock sailed through the air, this time from where Chase had been.  She saw it coming, moved just enough at the last minute to avoid getting hit.  More rocks came flying in, each one just as big as the last.  Orlando stood his ground as well, rapid firing the slingshot at her from ten feet away while Veronica kept feeding him rocks.

      Orlando wasn’t missing anymore.  Neither was Chase.  The rocks were pummeling her body.  Through the smoke, she saw Draven and her hopes soared.

      He was the one throwing the bigger rocks!

      Another huge rock came arcing in, this one slamming onto the top of the woman’s skull.  Through the light the fire was casting off, Carolina watched this rock take most of their attacker’s energy.

      Draven must have seen this, too.  He moved in on the woman, but not before Chase was there with his spiked baseball bat in hand.  The bat scared Carolina, with all the nails sticking out of it.  Chase called it his porcupine stick.  Looking at it now, intimidating as it was, it no longer scared her.  This was what the bat was meant for: times like these.

      Chase circled around her, to where she couldn’t see him coming.  He wound up on the run, let out a guttural growl, then swung the bat down on her back with the almighty force of a boy avenging a murder.

      The nails stuck in the woman’s back.  She screeched in pain, her body arching, bucking, falling.  Orlando continued to drill her with rocks.

      It’s time, she told herself.

      Slowly, using all her strength and balance, Carolina moved the wheelchair up to the edge of the first of four steps.  With a foot behind the back wheel, she pulled up the front and tilted Eudora back far enough to shift the balance in her favor.  She eased the chair to the edge, her body arched backwards, the chair in perfect balance.  The fire was hot on her neck, the flames crackling everywhere, but she tried to pay it little mind.  She told herself to focus only on the wheelchair, not on anything else.

      The wheel rolled over the edge, dropped down a step, jarring the older woman.

      “Easy, dear,” Eudora said.

      By the second and third stairs, Carolina got the hang of it and by the last stair, she lowered Eudora down with practiced ease.

      Draven now saw his grandmother.  He smiled at Carolina and put two hands over his heart to say thank you.  Carolina gave him a thumb’s up.

      She’d done it.

      I did it.

      Turning to Orlando, Draven said, “Is everyone out?”

      “We’re all out,” Orlando said, “but this ginger twat burned everything.”

      “Not everything,” Draven said, looking again at Eudora.  “Where are the girls?”

      “Around back,” Orlando said.  “They’re safe.”

      To Chase, Draven put out his hand and said, “Give me the bat.”

      “She killed Tim,” Chase said, making no move to relinquish the bat.  “She killed Tim and she burned our houses!”

      “You don’t want this on your conscience,” he warned.

      “I can handle it.”

      “Give me the bat!” Draven barked, serious, snapping his fingers.

      Finally, the boy relented.

      Orlando turned to Veronica and said, “Go check on the girls.”

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “I’m good.”

      Veronica took the long way around the burning house to get to the girls, but Orlando walked up to the woman—who was now on her knees and thoroughly broken—grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her head back.  Her face was full of gashes, lacerations, flapped open skin from where she’d been struck by rocks.  One of her eye sockets was completely red, the eyeball looking cracked and goopy.

      She did not concede defeat, though.

      Rather, this hideous woman bore a cruel grin, one stained red, her mouth half darkened with broken and missing teeth.

      “You killed Tim,” Orlando said to her, echoing Chase’s words.

      “He was a junkie.”

      “He was also a person,” Orlando replied, his tone quickening.  “Just like all of us.  But not like you.  You’re not human.  You’re a monster.”

      The woman fidgeted her mouth around, then slowly opened it.  Three broken teeth came tumbling out.  Her head still held back by her hair, blood drizzled from her mouth out onto her chin.

      “So what?  A kid is dead.”

      “You don’t have the right to go and do what you did,” Orlando said, giving her head a proper jerk.

      “I am the way I am,” she finally said.  “That’s all the right I need.”

      “Turn away, kids,” Draven said.

      No one turned their head.

      “Stand back,” he told Orlando.  Only Orlando moved, which set Draven off.  Roaring at them, he said, “TURN AWAY!”

      Now everyone looked away.  Everyone but Carolina.

      She watched it all.

      The redhead started to laugh, but no one was laughing with her.  When he looked over, Draven saw Eudora watching.  Carolina looked down, saw the older woman give him a nod of approval.  Draven turned back to the ugly redhead, saw her face looking up at his.

      “I warned you, didn’t I,” Draven said, not a question, more like a statement.

      And with that he swung the bat down with all his might, cringing at the pulped, hollow sound of the wood crushing her skull.

      The woman fell forward, her back twitching.  Draven leaned down, put a foot on her shoulder, wiggled and yanked the spiked bat out of her head, then swung it again.

      She finally stopped moving.

      When he pulled the bat back again, it came with a chunk of red hair and skin.  Draven yanked it out, tossed it aside, then handed the bat back to Chase.

      “Thanks,” he said.  The boy took the bat, stared at it for a long second, then he looked down at the woman.

      This was when Carolina saw Morgan and the two boys emerging from her house.  She was holding the boys close to her, her hands covering their eyes, both of them pulled into her.  Morgan was looking down on the grisly scene.  Then up at the burning homes.  She had a stern look on her face, but it wasn’t for Draven as Carolina first suspected.  Morgan and the boys walked down to where they were at, stood next to Draven and said, “I couldn’t have done what you just did.”

      “I don’t recommend trying,” he said, his eyes not on the woman but on their burning homes.  The air out there was getting hot.

      “That’s why we decided to come with you,” Morgan said.  “People like you, men like you, you’re important.  We need you.”

      “We need you, too,” he said.

      Seeing the boys looking at the dead redhead, Orlando grabbed her by the shoulder and started to drag her back to the burning house.

      “What are you doing?” Draven asked him, but by now the noise of the raging inferno drowned out his voice.

      Risking his own safety, Orlando dragged her close enough to the flames to shove her into them.  A few minutes later, her body caught fire, burning along with everything else.
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      Xavier sat in the seat directly behind Adeline as she navigated the bus back to the house.  He had to admit, for an old hunk of crap, the bus was sounding and moving pretty good.

      “How does it feel?” Xavier asked Adeline.

      “Handles like a dream,” she joked.  He laughed and she said, “Well, it’s not the Audi, but it’ll do for now.”

      They were a block out from the house when they saw the flames.

      “Fiyero!” Adeline shouted.

      Fire and Isadoro rushed up the aisle, got a good look through the windshield at the neighborhood ahead.  Eliana was practically hanging over Ice’s shoulder for a look as well.

      “Is that us?” she said.

      “I think so,” Fire replied, an odd stillness in his voice.  “Hurry!”

      The second they hit the street, they saw everyone standing out front.  Adeline slowed to a stop and pulled the doors open.  She hurried out to the others with the rest of them.

      Xavier shut off the engine, pocketed the key.

      Out front, Fire was standing back in awe.  With his hands in his hair, his eyes on the flames, he stood there, watching everything burn.

      “We still had supplies inside,” he turned and shouted.

      “We have the trailer in back, Dad,” Orlando said.  “And I got your car far enough away.”

      This stopped him.

      “You did?” Fire asked.  Orlando nodded his head.  Fire went to him, wrapped him in a big hug and said, “Good man!  How’s your head?”

      “Feels like an elephant is standing on it,” Orlando replied.

      “Everyone on the bus,” Ice called out.

      “Chase, you and your brothers head to my house, ASAP,” Morgan said.  “Grab what you can in less than five minutes.  We can come back for anything else that survives.”

      By now the fire was spreading.

      In the next hour, most of the neighborhood would be engulfed in flames.  It was hard to say how long and how hard the fire would burn, but with a slight breeze and the heat, there was no telling which homes would be consumed and which would be left standing.

      Morgan and the boys got moving while Eliana ushered everyone else in the bus.  Draven said he’d wheel Eudora around back and meet Xavier and Fire there.  Xavier started the bus and they drove around to the back of the house where the purple beast and the trailer awaited.  The trailer was packed to go, but not fully.  There was plenty of room for Eudora’s wheelchair.

      “Adeline, Orlando, you’re in the Barracuda with me,” Fire said.  “Xavier, we’ll wait for Morgan, then follow me.”

      “I’ll help Draven with Eudora,” Ice said.

      They saw Draven wheeling his grandmother toward them.  Ice took Eudora’s wheelchair and said, “There’s a space for this if you can get her on the bus.”

      “Sounds good,” Draven said.

      When everyone was ready, when the trailer was hooked up to the hitch on the bus, they pulled out of there.  The smoke was thick and the air crackling with fire.  This was not how anyone wanted to leave.  But they were all leaving, and most important, they were leaving alive.

      Xavier knew that was Fire’s and Adeline’s dream home.  He knew it was Draven’s and Eudora’s home, too—the one they refused to abandon.  Knowing this made the drive out of there both sad and surreal.

      Some time later, they pulled up to a big, beautiful home.  Fire got out of the purple beast, told them to wait, then went and knocked on the front door.  It opened a few minutes later, but everything was dark so Xavier didn’t see much.

      A moment later, Fire started their way.  Xavier opened the bus door and Fire said, “We’re good.  Let’s get everyone inside.”

      When he went inside, Xavier saw a house lit by candles.  He also saw Nyanath, Nasr and his older brother, Kamal.  Nyanath was gathering some food for Alma and Bianca, and asking if anyone else needed food.  No one spoke up.  Either they weren’t hungry, or they were too in shock to think about being hungry.  It was impossible to say.

      Fire and Nyanath talked quite a bit, but Xavier needed space from everyone.  He walked out onto the back porch where it was dark enough to see the stars.

      “It’s beautiful out here,” Nyanath said, coming out the door behind him a few minutes later

      “It is.”

      “It’s nice to see you again,” she said.

      He nodded.

      “I understand you lost your wife?” she said.  “I lost my husband and my child.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said to her.  He was looking at her through the dark, thinking he was happy she was there.  If anyone would understand his pain, it would be her.

      “I miss them,” she said.

      He heard the agony in her voice, knew that any minute, one of them was going to say the wrong thing and then they’d both start crying.

      “We’ll be out of your hair in the morning,” Xavier told her.  “I appreciate you letting us stay here.”

      “There’s no rush,” she said.  “You can stay longer if you want.”

      “What are you going to do?” he asked.  He felt her shrug her shoulders in the darkness.  “Do you have a plan?”

      “We just got a car,” she said, brightness in her voice.

      “What did you find?”

      “Dodge Pioneer,” she replied.  “A total rust bucket, but it runs.”

      “Why don’t you leave with us?” he asked.  “You can’t just stay here and make things up as you go.  At least with us, we have a plan, and we’ve been strategizing pretty much since you came and got Nasr.”

      “I don’t want to be a burden,” she said.

      “Nonsense,” Xavier replied.  “If you want, I can run it by Fire, see what he thinks.”

      “He already offered.”

      “Well then, you have to come with us.  If not for you, do this for your brothers.”

      “After everything that happened, after what my father did to Fiyero’s family, I don’t know how he can be so generous.”

      “Fire is gruff and sometimes mean, but he has a huge heart and he loves his family.  Guys like that tend to have soft spots for others, too.  That’s why I think you should consider what we’re offering.  It would be good for all of us.”

      “I’ll think about it tonight,” she said.  Then: “It was nice to see you again.”

      When the night started to get that chill, he went inside, saw Eudora asleep in her chair, heard the others snoring on the couches and nearby chairs.  He went to the front room, laid down on the floor on his bedroll, closed his eyes and went to sleep.

      His first dreams left him restless and twitching.  Somehow, he woke himself back up and couldn’t go back to sleep.  Taking a few deep breaths, he finally did what he always did to clear his mind.  He imagined the day he just had, but he did this in reverse.  By the time he worked his way back to him opening his eyes that morning, he said, “I had a great day.”

      He didn’t, but that didn’t matter.

      This was the exercise.

      When he fell back to sleep a few minutes later, he saw Giselle as clearly as if she’d been standing right in front of her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked her.

      She smiled that beautiful, reassuring smile.

      “I am.”

      “I’m not,” he said, his eyes dropping.

      She put her hand to his face, gave him that sad, tender look.  The one she gave him after a long week, or some sort of tragedy.

      Then he said, “Am I supposed to stay here?”

      She smiled again.

      “I met a woman,” he admitted, speaking about Nyanath.

      “You did,” she said.

      He didn’t know what else to say, and she just looked at him.

      “I don’t know how to do this life,” he admitted.

      “You just do.”

      “I don’t know how to feel after you,” he said, his eyes growing moist, his heart aching so hard he felt like it would just about collapse.

      “You open yourself up here,” she said, placing a hand on his chest.

      Her touch was a weight he felt both in the dream and suddenly closer to reality.

      Feeling himself pulling out of sleep once more, he opened his eyes to the sounds of breathing.  Looking down, he saw the head of Nyanath’s little brother, Nasr, lying upon him.

      Sometime in the night, the boy had come to him, curled up on him.  Now he was fast asleep on Xavier’s chest, his head resting exactly where Giselle had touched him.
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      Before they turned in for the night, Brooklyn asked again if she could get Eudora into a bed.

      “Let me just sleep in my chair,” she told Brooklyn.  “Anything else will just wreck my back.  You know how it is.”

      Draven laid a blanket around her shoulders and another across her legs.  When he left, Eudora heard her grandson quietly talking to Brooklyn in the other room.

      “I like the way you care for my grandmother,” he said.

      “She’s sweet,” Brooklyn replied.

      “Well, she’s all I have and I’m not sure I can do this on my own.  She’s a handful, you know.”

      “Yes, but she loves you.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” he said.

      “Are you okay?” Brooklyn asked him, not turning in just yet.  “Because what happened tonight, what you did…”

      “Had to be done,” he said, finishing her sentence.  “I’ll be okay.”

      “You know,” Brooklyn said, a slight change to her voice, “I underestimated you.”

      “Most people do,” he said.

      And with that, Eudora knew Draven would be okay, that he would be just fine.

      Everyone fell asleep rather quickly.  She only felt herself relax when Xavier came back inside for the night.  When he was fully settled in, she waited another half an hour and then she slowly and quietly wheeled herself past the sleeping, snoring bodies into the kitchen.

      There she found a knife.

      A minute later, she managed to get the back door open, enough that she could wheel herself out onto the patio.

      Looking up at the skies, it was an incredibly peaceful sky.  The stars were bright and beautiful.  For awhile she just sat there, smiling, thinking of her husband, of Draven.

      A wayward tear drifted down her cheek.

      She turned and looked inside the house, seeing only darkness.  He’ll be okay, she thought.  They’ll all be okay.  Draven had Brooklyn, and the others.  They all had each other.  Looking down at her legs, feeling like their perpetual uselessness, their lifelessness, was for the first time going to come in handy, she slowly nodded her head.

      It’s okay…

      Her eyes drifted from her leg to the knife in her hand.  Going with them would be a burden, too big of a thing for her to carry.  And keeping Draven back would rob him of so many opportunities.

      She refused to do that to him.

      This wasn’t about her legs, or her wheelchair.  It was about her failing health.  Her heart was ailing, the pressure on her chest worrisome as of late.  And the pain now spreading throughout her body felt like a pain she didn’t want any longer, especially if it continued to hurt like this.

      Taking a deep breath, she pressed the knife deep into her leg, pulled it out, then did it again several more times.

      She would miss him terribly, and the others, but this was her doing her part to help them live, to free Draven of the burden of caring for her, to free herself of the burden of this now unwanted life.

      Leaning back, she lost herself in the night, gazing up at the stars as she waited for a different kind of darkness to settle in.  For a moment she felt the feeling of her husband, and then she smiled as a cold calm spread throughout her limbs, her chest and finally her head.

      She was so tired.

      She just needed to sleep, only for a moment.

      Closing her eyes, Eudora knew that when she was gone the world would change, as it always did, but this time for the worse.

      She didn’t mind leaving it behind.

      She knew that if there was a heaven, she’d probably make it in, but only barely.  If not, she wouldn’t go to hell.  Maybe she’d just come back as a cat in the next life, or someone’s dog.  Or maybe she’d be reborn as a little girl or boy, and see a new world and all the things she’d missed.

      A hand suddenly came to rest on her shoulder, filling her with an impossible warmth, the kind of presence that seemed to set her at ease.

      Brooklyn.

      “Sweetie,” she said, her voice distant and slurring, prepared to tell her to go back to bed but running out of steam.  But there was no return voice, only a bitter chill now battling back the brief charge of warmth in her body.

      When did it get so cold?

      She drew a breath, closed her eyes, then heard the word, “Come.”

      Looking up, she saw nothing.  Then she felt everything.  Like a sea of hands reaching out for her, wanting her to take just one of them.  She lifted her arm into the night sky, even though it weighed about a thousand pounds.

      That’s when the layers of her future and her past merged, one overlapping the other.  Whomever was reaching for her hand took it, lifted her up.

      “Stand,” the familiar voice said.

      “I can’t,” she heard her mouth say from a million miles away.

      “Just try.”

      When she stood, she found her legs did not fail her.  When the feeling of this presence became fully known, she heard herself whisper, “Oh, I’ve missed you terribly.”

      And then the presence took her to a most glorious place far, far away from there.
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        * * *

      

      Draven found her that next morning.  For a long time he sat there, by her side, sobbing nearly uncontrollably.  He did not feel the people around him, or the hands on him, but he knew he was both alone and not alone.  It was Brooklyn who managed to rouse him from this pain, from this cocoon of grief and perceived solitude.

      “She wanted you to live,” Brooklyn told him, cradling his head upon her heart.  “She wanted you to have that chance.”

      That day, Draven insisted on digging his grandmother’s grave himself.  It took him close to five hours, and when he buried her, he asked that no one speak, that they just give her a moment of silence.  During that time, he said a prayer for her in his mind, and vowed not to fail her, to make the most of the life she was giving him.

      And then he thanked her.
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      Sometime later…

      

      Jill knew she had to give up on Rock.  He wasn’t cold or resentful or mean…he was just detached.  More and more, she found Gregor by her side, unwilling to shrink before her swinging moods, anxious to take the pressure off her where he could.  She knew she was doing a good job with the new homestead, as Gregor liked to call it, but it was taking a toll on her and she needed to delegate some of the pressure elsewhere.  She couldn’t do it to Rock, because he worked as hard as her, if not harder.  The obvious thing would be to shift some of the responsibility to Gregor, but she still wasn’t sure if he was the type to stick around.

      “Why don’t you go back home?” she finally told him.

      They were sitting on the porch drinking warm beers after a long day.  The night was just cooling off and it was peaceful outside.

      He laughed, tipped his beer then said, “What would be the point?”

      “You have family,” she replied.  “That would be the point.”

      “They didn’t like me when I was there,” he said.  “Besides, they may or may not be there if and when I get back.  But you’re here, and these people are here.”

      “Would they like this version of you?” Jill asked, pressing the issue.  “Because I think you’re actually a pretty decent guy.  Maybe you weren’t before, but this is a new world and we can be anyone we want.”

      “Actually,” he said, “I want to be with you.  That’s the real reason I’m thinking about staying.”

      “I can’t do the math on that,” Jill said, quickly dismissive.

      “Well one plus one equals fun in my book,” he said, making a hole of his thumb and forefinger in one hand, then pushing his pointer finger in and out of the hole mimicking sex.

      Laughing, she playfully slapped his arm then said, “One and one equals fun?”

      He drained the rest of his beer, then burped and said, “Most women find me sexy.”

      She laughed again.  If anything, she found him charming.  Still, she wasn’t able to make that leap.  Maybe because she was expecting Rock to come around.

      He’s not coming around.

      Sadly, this was becoming real, her separation from Rock.  Others saw it, too.  Thankfully no one asked her about it.  She wanted them to say nothing lest it be real for them, too.  But now Gregor was saying something.

      “Sexy or not,” she said, “I’m not ready.”

      “Well when you are, I’d like to say I might not be here, but I think you’re a catch, so I’ll wait until you tell me there’s no way.”

      “And then what?” she asked, looking up at him.

      “We’ll blow up that bridge when we come to it,” he replied.  “In the meantime, I need to get some shuteye.  Lots to do tomorrow.”

      “Night, Gregor.”

      “Night.”

      As she sat on the porch relishing the night, she found herself thinking of Maisie.  The ex-actress, ex-makeup artist had taken quite well to the group.  By all appearances, they’d taken to her as well.  Specifically Corrine, Amber and Abigail.

      They were all newbies, Jill reasoned, so they had that in common.  And Amber didn’t know the history between Rock and Jill, or Rock and her, so she’d given Maisie the chance Jill never did.

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true.  Maisie wasn’t a bad girl.  Whatever she went through in Hollywood, it didn’t seem like she was one of those highbrow nut jobs.  Maybe Jill was being too hard on her.  Maybe she was hurting, too.

      That only left Rock.

      Maisie had been right when at the reservoir she said Rock ran the risk of losing them both if he couldn’t choose one or the other.  In the end, he chose neither of them, so maybe they all lost out on each other.  Maybe Rock lost out on himself, too.

      Is that why he’s turning me away?

      Janice said Rock’s ribs were better, and now that they were, he seemed to work harder than most.  And why shouldn’t he?  His house was officially ground zero to a new compound, a homestead he once told her they had to nurture and defend.

      But maybe he was hard at work for other reasons, too.  She knew he was thinking about Fiyero, Adeline and the kids.  That must weigh on him, not knowing about his family…

      In the end, she felt it best to try thinking about a life post-Rock, maybe see if there was a way to define her future without him.

      What would that look like?

      It pained her to consider such a thing, but she was a realist.  Still, they’d fought before, broken up before, gotten back together before.  So maybe there was a way back for them.  Maybe this wasn’t the end.  The only thing she really knew for sure was that if she could get back to him, she might finally be able to rest.
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        * * *

      

      Rock was laying in bed in his tent out near the edge of the common part of the property, his body weary from another hard day of working.  He was thinking of Fiyero, about how everything went down with Ice, how he missed his father.  The memories were deep and painful, and they often left him wondering if what he’d done in this life was ever going to be good enough.  He wasn’t worried about anyone else, he wanted this for himself.  He wanted to be okay with this life.

      The night was warm, the crickets loud, and his eyes just wanted to shut, if only so his mind would let the rest of him drift off to sleep.

      That’s when he heard the flap of his tent open and the zipper slowly being undone.  Someone was coming inside his tent.

      It was dark inside the tent, and dark outside.  He couldn’t see anything.  He smelled fresh feminine skin, though, and he listened to the movements of a woman.  His mouth almost smiled.  At first he thought about asking the intruder to identify herself, but his soul was weary and he felt alone.  Perhaps this prowler was the answer his soul needed.

      The knee came down beside him, a hand nudging his body to move over.  She slid inside his bedding, snuggled up beside him.  He let out a euphoric sigh at the tickle of a warm breath upon his ear.

      When the hand started to tug at his shorts, he lifted his hips, let her take them down.  When she moved on top of him and began to seduce him, he didn’t stop her.  When she made them one, when she took control of their bodies and gave them both what they so desperately needed, he brushed her cheek where her injuries had healed and said, “You changed your mind.”

      “I did,” the former actress said, her voice honey with post-coital lust.  “I came to realize you and I just needed a better start.”

      “I like this start,” he said.

      “I do, too.”
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      Over the next couple of days, Carver followed Maria, the remaining girls, Marcus the lumberjack, Mr. GQ and the hungry hottie into the nightmare that was San Francisco.  He kept his distance, stayed alert and vigilant.  His risk had just quadrupled.  There were now four adults he needed to conceal his movements from rather than just one, which meant four chances to blow his cover and alert Maria of his presence.

      The hunger pangs were hitting him hard now, his eyes raw from microelements in the air, particles he felt but did not see.

      Smoke, soot, dust.

      He was coughing regularly now, his throat raw, his eyes so dry they burned sometimes.  His lips were parched and split, exhaustion tore at his body, his mind wouldn’t even let him rap because he couldn’t seem to put anything resembling a rhyme together.

      But at least he was scratching himself a lot.

      Once they got inside the city, the nightmare that was San Francisco unfolded.  He walked with his binoculars in hand because from time to time, the group disappeared from view as they worked their way around and over a multitude of obstructions.

      Maria and her people moved past, over and around shelled and leveled buildings whose rubble spilled into the streets covering cars and people alike.  They moved in and out of charred husks of every kind of car imaginable.  They made wide berths of the multitudes of hapless survivors who wandering aimlessly through the streets looking for food, help, evidence of the God that failed them.  They walked past smoldering piles of bodies (who is burning the dead?), stray dogs tearing at corpses, long rows of pitched tents where garbage and human waste covered the streets and sidewalks.

      The entire landscape left Carver feeling sicker than he already felt.

      Nightfall came and still the group kept moving.  He closed the distance and because of the lack of visibility, he worked hard to keep them in view.  The only way to do that, he realized, was to get close and stay as quiet as possible.

      As they headed up and down the city streets, as night set in and the air grew cold, he felt his energy waning.  More than once, the aches and pains in his body became so ardent he longed to just give up.

      He walked half a mile at one point thinking only of laying down and going to sleep.

      Why did he need to follow Maria anymore?  What was he going to do to her?  Just sit back and watch her live her new life while having no life of his own?  Was he just supposed to sleep in the dirt, in abandoned homes, lose weight, dehydrate, get eaten by insects and die?

      What kind of a crap ass life was that?

      When they finally got to their destination, his body flooded with relief.  All he wanted to do was close his eyes.  The relief, however, was short lived.  All the houses in the neighborhood were burnt down, the entire street smelling like charred wood and soot.

      At some point, he might have started to cry.

      Mr. GQ walked through a slew of bodies out in front of one particular house, then up on the porch where the deep shadows made it too hard for Carver to see what was going on.

      Are they going in?

      That’s when the hungry hottie joined them, flicked a lighter and read what looked like a sign made of cardboard.  Then they were traveling again, Carver trying all the while to keep up.  His feet hurt so much he’d started to walk funny, which was doing a number on his right hip and the upper left side of his back.  And at some point, he knew he couldn’t take much more.

      He went on like this for maybe thirty or forty minutes, maybe less.  It was hard to tell because he was in a daze.  He was stumbling along, his mind forsaking him when the group came to a very large building half on fire.

      The closer he got to the building and the fire, the more he saw.  For a moment, he felt his energy returning.  With a second wind upon him, he used the noise of the building and what looked like some major battle unfolding in the streets to move in closer.

      While some people were fighting on one side of the building, a whole lot more of them were pouring out the other side—women and children alike.  He heard gunfire, saw Marcus and Mr. GQ put down three guys with guns.

      Carver dropped down, close enough to see what was happening, but the noise of war made it hard to hear specifics.

      The surfer or skater guy, Mr. GQ, saw someone he knew, a pretty blonde woman.  He gave her a long hug, introduced her to the hungry hottie, then Maria’s group came upon them.  After a moment, Marcus and Mr. GQ started giving directions.  Maria, the hungry hottie and the girls moved with the group of people who’d run from what looked like a inner city college down to a park.

      He wanted to get eyes on the firefight, but he was afraid he would lose Maria.  He took the chance, running through the darkness around the building to where he could get a better look at the fight.  What he saw was like something out of hell.  Marcus and the skater were in a gunfight in the middle of the street, along with a handful of others.

      One of the other fighters was a girl, this lithe little thing with a bow and arrows who looked completely fearless.  She moved gracefully, launching arrow after arrow quicker than anyone he’d ever seen before.  Even crazier, she was hitting her targets.

      The thing about survival of the fittest was, only the fit survive.  This ferocious little archer would survive for sure, so would the lumberjack, Mr. GQ and Maria.

      But would he?

      As he backtracked to the park, he saw Maria and the girls.  He saw the hungry hottie.  Within a half an hour, the battle was over and it looked like they were moving.  Interestingly enough, the group was being led by the archer, this fascinating little girl.  They walked maybe a good hour through the darkness, the group moving slow enough for him to keep up.

      The way it looked, they were headed back to the burnt down neighborhood they’d just come from.  He was partially right.  They made their way to the neighborhood on the other side of a dirt road called Dirt Alley.  There it looked as though most of those homes had been abandoned.

      The survivors began shuffling into them.

      With their skirmish won and people claiming homes, he felt it was time to lay down.  In the dirt alley behind the homes, he found a large plastic shopping cart with a bit of garbage stuck to the sides of it.  There was a dead guy curled up beside it.

      “You don’t mind, do you?” Carver said.

      Carver turned it over, rolled it a hundred feet away, then tipped it over sideways, curled his body up and slid into it.  He pulled the blanket over him, closed his eyes and had the longest, best sleep of his life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      You know you slept well when you don’t know what time it is, what day it is, how long you’ve been out or even what planet you’re on.  That’s how good he slept.

      That’s also why, when he heard someone trying to wake him up, he realized he’d made a critical error.

      “Hey man, are you alive?” a girl’s voice asked.  Half his face was under the blanket; the rest of it tangled around his legs.  Opening that one eye, he saw that he was laying in the dirt, the sun was shining and a very cute girl was standing over him, speckles of blood all over her face, arms and hands.

      “What?” he asked, so tired he sounded drugged.

      “I asked if you were alive,” she said.

      He pulled the blanket off his face, looked around, saw he was alone with her.  She had a bow slung over her shoulder, a quiver of arrows on her back.

      This is the archer, he thought.

      To her question of whether or not he was still alive, he said, “Barely.”

      “You’re going to catch your death out here.”

      “Death has thus far forsaken me.”

      “You sound disappointed,” she mused, moving in such a way as to block the sun from his face.  “What’s your name?”

      “Carver,” he said, sitting up, straightening his hair as best as he could.  “And you?”

      “Indigo.”

      She reached down with an inviting hand and he shook it.

      “This isn’t a pleased to meet you, Carver,” she said when he let go of her.  “This is me helping you up.”

      “I’m fine down here,” he said.  “There’s something about laying in the dirt not too far away from some dead guy that really nourishes the soul.”

      “Why are you here?” she asked, not a glint of humor in her eyes.  “I mean, why this neighborhood?”

      “I’m here because I have no where else to go.”

      “There’s a whole city out there.”

      “I’d heard that.”

      “What kind of a person are you?” she asked.

      “Right now, a tired, hungry person.”

      “Yeah, but what kind of a person are you really?” she asked, pressing him.

      “I don’t know.  Before all this, I was decent I guess.  A little introverted maybe, but hopeful in life, you know?  I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I ran private security team tasked with watching over a state of the art quantum computer.”

      “Can you handle yourself in a fight?” she said.

      “I can,” he replied, honestly.  “Maybe not now, but normally, yeah, I’m good.”

      “So you don’t have a criminal record?” she asked.

      “I don’t,” he said.  “How old are you?”

      “Old enough.  Listen, there’s plenty of space and a community for you if you want to try us out.  But you can’t be a creeper, and you can’t be lazy.  And you have to clean all this up,” she said, making a circle with her forefinger to indicate his whole body.

      “With all due respect,” he replied, “I’m neither lazy nor a creeper.  And I’m a pacifist, if you can believe that.”

      She gave him a brief conciliatory laugh, but then she was back to business.

      “Why don’t you drag your ass out of the dirt and let me get you to a shower.  With all due respect, you look like hell, you stink and this is an opportunity you probably won’t get again.”

      “Are you sure I’m not imposing?” he said, thinking they didn’t know the kind of danger they were in with Maria.

      “If we start to feel you’re imposing, we’ll let you know.  And if you’re lazy or piss off enough people, we’ll kick you out, or kill you.”

      “As lovely as that sounds, I can just stay out here,” he said, more scared of Maria than they knew.  “It’s kind of cozy.”

      “If you decide to stay here,” she said, “someone will surely see you and shoot you.  Think of this as me saving your life.”

      “But you don’t know me.”

      “If you’re worried about me, or us, there’s no need.  If you get on our bad side, or if this proves to be a catastrophic error on my end, I’ll kill you myself.”

      If Maria realizes I’m here, if she sees me and remembers, he thought, she’ll save you the trouble and kill me herself.

      She offered him a hand one more time.  Having no choice but to take it, Carver grabbed it and with an unforeseen strength, this skinny little thing hauled him to his feet.

      “There’s a house no one claimed.  You can wash up, but then we’re meeting in the street in a little bit.  I’ll let the guys know you’re friendly, for now.”

      “I appreciate that,” he said, still unsure.

      “Just be friendly, okay?”

      “Okay,” he said.

      He’d washed his hair, his underarms and his nether regions.  When he was drying his head, Indigo appeared behind him.  Carver didn’t startle because he felt the weariness setting in again and startling consumed too much energy.  At least he was wearing pants.  That he was wearing nothing else didn’t seem to faze the archer.

      “What the hell happened to you?” she asked.

      He looked down at his chest and hollow stomach, saw the bruising, the bug bites, all the bones in his ribcage.

      “Been a tough road,” he said.

      “Where are you from?”

      Looking at his feet, there were blisters and cuts everywhere, the bones on the side of his big toe bruised.  He saw her looking down at them, too.

      “Clearly you’re not from here.  We have some things for that next door.  Band-Aid’s, some anti-bacterial ointment.  We have food, too.  It’s not gourmet.”

      “I shouldn’t be here,” he said, thinking there’s no way he could show his face around there.  If Maria was still with them, she would notice him, wouldn’t she?

      He stood up, looked in the mirror at himself, saw barely any traces of his former self.

      “Jesus in heaven,” he muttered, “I look like the shit end of a really long life.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Indigo replied, handing him his old shirt.  “So are you staying or what?  Because the more you protest, the more you’re making me think you don’t appreciate my generosity.”

      “It’s not like that,” he said, pulling the shirt over his head.

      It stunk really bad.

      “Come next door, if you meet everyone and they like you, then you can stay.  If not, you can go.  No one has a gun to your head, Carver.”

      “What if I like everyone and I still want to go?”

      “No one will stop you.”

      He followed her next door, walked inside, tried to still his nerves and fix his hair.  Indigo introduced him to a young blonde named Macy, then set him up with a can of mangos and some packaged soda crackers.  Still dehydrated, he was about to ask for water when Indigo handed him an unopened bottle and said, “If anyone needs this, it’s you.”

      He got the lid off and drank deeply, thinking nothing ever tasted so good in his life.  “It’s not as delicious as the toilet water I’m used to,” he said, “but it’ll do for now.”

      The young blonde girl next to Indigo laughed.

      Macy.

      That’s when he heard movement upstairs.  A few minutes later there were footsteps on the stairs, the sounds of people coming down.   He saw her legs first, then her knees, her waist and her face.

      Maria.

      His insides curled, a heavy, sick roiling starting low in his stomach.  Can a person’s heart shake itself into cardiac arrest, he wondered.  This was the moment he’d feared ever since he’d seen The Silver Queen, a.k.a. Maria, kill his friends.  Now there he was, standing in the kitchen with her.

      “Oh, Carver,” Indigo said, ripping him from his reverie, “this is Maria.  She’s new to the group, too.”

      He was a block of ice, frozen still, horrified.

      The impossibly good looking woman extended a hand and said, “Pleased to meet you, Carver.”

      “He’s trying us out,” Indigo told Maria.  “Seeing if we’re a fit.”

      “I like him,” Macy said.

      “Me, too,” Maria replied, a sort of reptilian darkness in her gaze.  That’s when she gave Carver the subtlest of winks, a gesture that chilled him to his very core.

      When Indigo and Macy stepped away, Maria scooted up beside him, looked at him with those dark, penetrating eyes, eyes that knew everything, and said, “You didn’t think I knew about you, did you Mr. Gamble?  Skulking along behind us like a rat all these weeks?”

      As his world tunneled down into itself, he stood there, scared, terrified actually.  He failed to make one single expression.

      He couldn’t even swallow.

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

      

      
        
        END OF BOOK 3
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        IF YOU ENJOYED THE AGE OF REPRISAL, 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 (CLICK OR TAP HERE) or just leave a review when prompted by Amazon.  You can also visit The Age of Reprisal product page on Amazon.com and leave a review there as well.  Simply scroll down to the review section of the main page and click or tap, WRITE A CUSTOMER REVIEW, and you’re done!

      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 LEAVE A REVIEW FOR THE AGE OF REPRISAL

      

      CLICK OR TAP HERE TO JOIN THE LAST WAR FAN GROUP ON FACEBOOK

      

      CLICK OR TAP HERE TO GET THE MASSIVELY DISCOUNTED BOXSET CONTAINING ALL SEVEN BOOKS IN THE COMPLETE LAST WAR SERIES.

      

      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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      Many of you reading The Age of Embers series did not come here through The Last War series.  Although you don’t need to read The Last War series to enjoy this one, the merging of the two worlds has been half the fun of creating this ever expanding universe.

      Many of the characters you see in this series, including Maria and her stolen child, the guards from Stanford, Jill, Marcus, Nick, Bailey and especially Indigo and Macy, are all part of The Last War series in one way or another.

      There are some scenes in this series (The Age of Embers) that are merge points with the original series (The Last War) and provide context through seeing the scene from a different viewpoint.  For example, the scene near the end of this book, where Marcus, Nick and Bailey first meet Maria (where the child is shot – super sad face) is a scene from The Terminal Run that is written in much greater detail from Maria’s standpoint.

      Although some of these scenes feel familiar to my Last War readers, these scenes are the same only in the dialogue.  The dialogue is the connecting point and cannot change for obvious reasons.  Everything else, however, is written fresh from Carver’s perspective.  I saw this merging of timelines done for the first time in the movie, Back to the Future.  The connecting scene between the original movie and Back to the Future II was the scene where Marty was playing “Johnny Be Good” on the electric guitar for the first time at the school dance.  As a kid, watching that movie, seeing such an iconic scene revisited from a different perspective in the second movie was pretty dang cool.

      Now you know…

      For those of you who have not read The Last War series, it’s a seven book series that has earned some incredible praise, earning awards for anything from cover design to Top 100 most read book in Kindle Unlimited.  With more than twenty million pages read and tens of thousands of book sales, The Last War series has become one of the more beloved series’ in post apocalyptic fiction, men’s and women’s adventure and young adult/dystopian fiction.  You can read these books individually or at a discount with several different box set options.  The entire series in all digital formats are also available in Kindle Unlimited, which means you can read them for FREE with your KU subscription.  Simple click the link below for the way you’d like to start.

      

      CLICK OR TAP HERE FOR THE LAST WAR – BOOK 1

      

      CLICK OR TAP HERE FOR THE COMPLETE LAST WAR BOXSET

      

      Finally, I want to thank you for reading this series, for the awesome Amazon reviews for those of you who have left them, and for taking the time to immerse yourself in this fun, scary, (admittedly) violent new world.  Next up is The Age of Exodus.  This book will see a release date in early/mid July, 2019.  However, if you are interested in reading it before it hits the shelves, simply join the Private Facebook Fan Group and when the time comes, I will announce the call for early readers. In the mean time, there are some very cool people in the group, and I’m there regularly and always interacting with newbies, fans and friends alike.  Or you can just hangout for some other cool things, like sample chapters of upcoming books, info on past and future series, cover reveals and surveys that help shape the upcoming books.  Simply follow the link below to be a part of this group.

      

      CLICK OR TAP HERE TO JOIN THE PRIVATE LAST WAR FAN GROUP
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