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      The Day of the Attack. Corpus Christi, TX.

      First Lieutenant Jagger Justus and Second Lieutenant  Camila Cardoza checked into the Naval Air Station Corpus Christi, otherwise known as NAS Corpus Christi, for advance flight training.  The two marines were bunking in separate quarters, but Jagger knew Camila wished they were bunking together.  She’d always been a touch sweet on him, which she made no bones about, even though he was eight years her senior and married with two boys.

      Camila once told him that as early as fifteen, she’d been attracted to older men, her father’s best friend specifically.  She’d said, “You’re not that old, and I’m not that young…” to which he always replied, “I’m too married for you.  This has nothing to do with age.”

      Jagger settled into his quarters, having laid down for only a few minutes before Camila came knocking on his door.

      He opened his eyes, drew a breath.  “Come in,” he said, stretched out on his bunk, fingers laced behind his head.  He’d been hoping for a little shut eye, a power nap at best.

      The twenty-five year old Guatemalan firecracker stepped inside his quarters and said, “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for a sit down at either the Oasis Tavern, Circle R Mexican or the Boardwalk Café.”  She was in fatigues and a green t-shirt.  The t-shirt was too tight, as usual.  She wasn’t a busty woman, but the girl knew the effect her body had on a man and wasn’t afraid to boast.

      He looked away, even though it was clear she preferred he didn’t.  He wasn’t about to be rude or send the wrong message.

      “I’m down for the Oasis, so long as you have some dignity about yourself in there.  You know that place can draw an unsavory crowd.”

      “That was last time,” she said.  “Besides, I have you to protect me, so...”

      Sitting up, planting both feet on the ground, he said, “Like you can’t protect yourself.”  She gave a slight shrug of the shoulders, coupled with a sly, sexy smile.  Looking away, he said, “I’ll find us a ride.”

      “Did I ever tell you how much I adore your resourcefulness?” she teased.

      There was something about her accent that complimented her look, giving off the impression that she was an innocent twenty-something when really she could go toe to toe with guys twice her size.  She’d say it was because she had brothers.  The truth was, this slender little fighting machine had been doing kickboxing since she was six.

      Rolling his eyes, he said, “C’mon Cardoza, we just got here.”  He didn’t mind the subtle flirtation here and there, but lately she’d been pouring it on.

      “What?” she asked, feigning virtue.  “I’m just excited to earn my hours, aren’t you?  I mean, what’s sexier than Tilt Rotor training in Texas?  Meet you back here in ten?”

      “So I’m arranging the ride?” he asked.

      “Didn’t we already talk about this?” she said on the way out, giving him a wink and leaving the door open.

      He stood and shut the door, wondering how the hell she could go from steadfast to flirty then back to professional, all in under a minute.  What drove a woman like Camila was a mystery for sure, one that left him wondering why she’d been so forward lately.  He knew Camila left her boyfriend last month, but he didn’t know why.  Jagger suspected he’d cheated, but Camila never let on.  Twice this past week he found her crying.  Once he made the mistake of hugging her at her most vulnerable point.  The way she settled into him was too comfortable.  It made it easy to see himself being with a woman like her, but he wouldn’t act on it.  He couldn’t.  Now, contemplating the idea of throwing back drinks with her several states away from home, he longed to be back with Lenna and the boys.

      Drawing out a long sigh, he stretched, then jumped on the phone and arranged a vehicle.  Deep down he was attracted to his co-pilot, to the way she pined after him, to the way she looked at him and tried to get with him in spite of his commitment to Lenna.  He hated admitting this to himself, but it was true.  Still, he sought to live a upright life, even though she’d somehow turned this into a flirtationship she often said she enjoyed.

      There was more though.  More truth to her behavior than he wanted to acknowledge.  She’d do anything he wanted her to do, no matter what, when or where—he needed only say the word.  He would never say that word…

      The knock on his door startled him out of his reverie and he brought himself to attention.  He pulled open the door and there she was.

      “You get us a ride, Lt?”

      “Sure did.”

      Moments later their ride arrived.  Jagger was handed the keys to a Jeep, but he looked at Camila and asked if she wanted to drive.

      “You should drive me,” she said.  “I’m a traditionalist.”

      A half-hearted laugh escaped him and he said, “Yeah, right,” which caused her to blush a little and bat her eyelashes at him.

      She really was very cute, completely disarming.

      They drove off base to the Oasis Tavern, pulled up two stools and ordered drinks.  The atmosphere was on the dim side, the county music upbeat but not too rowdy, the crowd surprisingly well behaved.  There were only about a dozen patrons, most of them hardened men, but not rough looking.  He and Camila were on their third drink when the peninsula was first bombed.

      “Did you hear that?” Jagger asked.  He was looking over at Camila and straining to hear above the din of a Chris Stapleton country song.

      A second, third and fourth concussion sounded, sending tremors through the ground and startling them all.  Camila’s eyes widened with concern.

      “Turn the music down!” Jagger told the bartender.  “Everyone be quiet!”

      The mood of the bar shifted on a dime.  A look of alarm broke over the surface of the bartender’s otherwise neutral face as he killed the music.  Everyone sat on edge, silent, listening intently.

      When the next bomb hit, Jagger kicked off his stool and was first out the door with his Camila on his heels.  Everyone else poured out after them and in seconds all eyes were locked on the horizon.

      “My God,” Jagger heard himself say as several columns of smoke rose into the clear blue sky.  Fishing his keys out of his pocket, moving toward their ride, he said, “C’mon Cardoza!”

      They jumped into the Jeep they’d borrowed and raced up NAS Drive toward what looked like a slew of explosions.  A fleet of drones zipped overhead, causing them both to look up.

      “Are those ours?” Camila asked loudly.

      “Not sure,” he answered over the heady reverberation of the engine.

      Jagger blew past a row of crappy looking restaurants and used car dealerships, past a storage lot and half a dozen low-slung buildings you’d never see in Architectural Digest, unless they had the Trailer Park Edition.  Twice they roared past slower vehicles on the wrong side of the road causing Camila to stop breathing as she grabbed ahold of something, anything.

      When they approached NAS’s front gate, he told Camila to hold on.  Never even touching the brakes, he swung into oncoming traffic and bypassed the base’s gate shack completely.  Minutes later the NEX gas station was hit.  It went up in a series of explosions that sent fire and rolling smoke into the sky.

      The concussion waves rocked their Jeep on its springs.  More drones flew by, breaking formation a second later.  Artillery fire from further out sliced through the air, wobbling and then downing several drones.

      “There must be a thirty of them!” Camila screamed, leaning forward and peering up through the dusty windshield.

      “Keep it together, Cardoza!” he said, his own teeth set on edge.

      “Are you kidding me?” she asked, glaring at him.

      He had to admit, the woman was pretty chill under fire.  Was he though?  They were finding out by the second.

      By the time Lexington Blvd dead-ended at Ocean Blvd, the Navy Marine Corps Relief Society building had been leveled, as well as the Naval Exchange, the Post Office and the Navy Legal Assistance Office.

      A quick flick of the eyes into his rear view mirror showed him a drone bearing down on them.  He jerked the wheel at the last minute, causing the tires to screech and yelp in protest.  The inside tires lifted off the ground putting them on two wheels and slightly out of control.  Gritting his teeth, Jagger held on.  A line of gunfire pocked the road in front of them, spitting up bits of asphalt and gravel as the drone rocketed overhead.  He ripped the wheel back around and managed to keep them from toppling over.

      “Did that thing just shoot at us?!” Camila screamed, obviously shaken.  Jagger was too rattled to tell her that luck alone just saved their lives.

      With the exploding sounds of violence and warfare upon them, Jagger pushed the Jeep harder, forcing himself not to rationalize what was going on, to just move.  He kept his foot on the gas.  He drew a hard left on Ocean, the back end breaking loose in a baying squeal.  They shot past a pair of Tilt-Rotor Valor’s sitting on the tarmac in smoking ruin before veering too quickly into Hangar 46.  Jagger flew into the hangar, stood on the brakes and slid sideways to a stop.

      They were now in the heart of the defensive operation.

      At least two dozen men were moving about the hangar with purpose, although it would look like frenzy to any civilian.  Jagger made a b-line to the man in charge, stood at attention until he was acknowledged.

      “Were in the shit here soldier,” the CO said, not looking up, but clearly acknowledging Jagger.

      “What just hit us, sir?” Jagger asked.

      Irritated eyes looked up at him.  They saw him, then they glancing over at Camila where they remained a second too long.  “You tell me, son.”

      “They sure as hell aren’t ours,” Jagger spat.

      A nearby explosion shook the ground, causing everyone to pause.  Turning back to Jagger with a worried glance, he said, “Who are you, soldier?”

      “First Lieutenant Jagger Justus and Second Lieutenant Camila Cardoza.  Just arrived for advanced training on the Tilt-Rotors, but we’re useful wherever you need us.”

      “Marines,” he said, not any way, just…non-committal.

      “Where do you need us?” Jagger said.

      “Are you as good with a gun as you are with a helo?”

      “We’re Marines,” Camila replied in response, her voice surprisingly sturdy in spite of the unfolding chaos.  “We’re good at everything.”

      Appraising her with the eyes of a man out of his depth, he nodded then said, “Let’s hope to God you’re right because this is way beyond FUBAR.”

      “Sure looks that way,” Camila replied.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The day burned off and night settled in, a cool breeze gusting off the water.  The drones were impossible to see in the dark, but they seemed to have retreated, for now.  Reinforcements arrived and the second shift relieved the first.  Rather than grabbing a hot meal and a warm bed, they were given sandwiches some of the staff made from the evacuated Subway on E. Street next to the Fitness Express and the E. Street Gym.

      Jagger and Camila put a foot-long sandwich down in nothing flat, both exhausted from the fight.  Bellies full, eyelids bobbing, they both grabbed fifteen minutes shut-eye against the hanger wall before heading back into the hot zone.  Those fifteen minutes stretched on.  Jagger simply shut his eyes; Camila leaned against him and she winked out, too.

      When Jagger woke, it was to someone yelling at him to get up, that they were needed on the M249 SAW, a light belt-fed machine gun.

      His eyes opened as Camila was lifting her head off his shoulder.  He looked up, saw a man looking down on them, his eyes shot through with worry.  Camila moved off Jagger and they both stood, groggy and heavy in the lid.  Somehow they managed to sleep through the night, a surprise to them both.

      “Did you hear me?” the man asked.

      “Yeah,” Jagger said.  “We heard you.”

      He turned and headed out.

      “When the hell did they get one of those?” she asked, referring to the M249 SAW.

      Jagger shrugged his shoulders.

      “I thought us sleeping together would’ve been more eventful than that,” Camila murmured.

      “Stow it, Cardoza,” he grumbled, rubbing his eyes.

      “They’re hitting everything,” Jagger heard someone telling the CO at the hub.  Jagger and Camila were heading toward the guns when a young kid with a buzzed head pulled up next to them and said, “You were on the fifties yesterday, right?”

      “We were,” Jagger said.

      “You as good on the SAW?” he asked.

      “Let’s hope,” Jagger replied, stifling a yawn.

      “I’m the runner,” he said.  He’d be running them the ammo belts to them.

      “Don’t get shot out there,” Camila said.

      “Try not to fall asleep,” the kid replied, to which both of them gave affirmative nods.

      “You okay, Lt?” Camila asked, her eyes as heavy looking as his felt.

      “Peachy, you?”

      “I have to admit,” she said, keeping up in spite of him having six inches of height on her and longer legs, “all jokes aside, I was pretty cozy back there.”

      “A little too cozy for the middle of a war zone,” he said.

      “Says who?”

      He let out a short, low laugh and said, “Shooting or feeding?”

      “You shoot, I’ll feed,” she said with a tone.  He looked at her and she gave him a suggestive wink.

      “Really?” he asked.

      Now out in the open where a veritable war was underway, they sprinted to the gun, and straight into the middle of hell.  Behind them, their runner kept pace with the ammo belts.  Turning from ill-timed seductress back to a hardened Marine, Camila grabbed the disintegrating feed strips and loaded the first belt into the feed tray.

      She dropped the cover as the runner sprinted back for more ammo.

      Above them, drones were everywhere.  Gunfire peppered the air, air that smelled of smoke and seawater.

      “You’re good to go, Lt.,” she said over the noise.  Steadying himself, Jagger opened fire, and for the next nine hours they went to work protecting the base and each other.

      By the end of the day, his arms were loose and weak and his back was a twist of painful knots.  Camila said, “When we’re alone tonight, I’m going to rub your back.”

      “Normally I’d say no,” Jagger said, “but right about now, I’d let you do just about whatever you wanted.  Problem is, we’re not going to be alone, not in the middle of this.”

      When they were finally relieved of duty and they had a short travel window, the two of them boarded a bus heading off base.  They crossed the JFK Memorial Causeway and pulled into a boat storage facility next to an O’Reilly auto parts store they were told was converted into makeshift barracks.  The cots were lined up tight, half of them filled with snoring soldiers, maybe more.

      “Grab some shut-eye, we’ll come get you when we need you,” they were told.

      To their escort, Jagger said, “Anyone got an open line?”

      “Follow me.”

      Jagger looked at Camila and she said, “I’ll save you one.”

      He was led to a table serving as on-site HQ, then offered an open line.  He dialed the number, waited as it rang, then heard a frantic voice on the other end.

      “Jagger?”

      “Hey baby, it’s me.”

      “Oh, thank God!” Lenna said.  “What’s going on?”

      “You heard about it?” he asked.  Of course she heard about it.  An attack like the one they were enduring would certainly make the news.

      “Heard about it?” she asked, the line cutting in and out.  “We’re living it!  I barely even got the boys home without getting killed!”

      “Wait, what?” he asked, struggling to hear her.  “Did you just say someone was killed?”

      “No, Jagger,” she said, the line clearing.  “I said we were almost killed.”

      “How?” he asked, nearly speechless.

      “They didn’t tell you?” she asked.  “Do you even know what’s going on here?”

      “No, I don’t,” he said.  “Are Hagan and Ballard okay?  Are they safe?”

      “San Francisco is under attack!” she said, the line dipping and dropping off before coming back strong.  “I don’t know what’s happening, only that the Financial District is getting bombed to smithereens!”

      “Who’s bombing you?” he asked, hysterical.

      “Jagger?” she said.

      “I’m here,” he said, sticking a finger in his ear and turning away from the rows of cots filled with sleeping men and women.

      “Jagger?  Are you there?” she asked, the digital interference of the line drowning her voice, distorting it.

      “I’m here,” he said a little louder, ignoring a few wayward glances.

      “I thought I lost you,” she said frantic, the clarity returning.  “When are you coming home?  We need you here!”

      “Babe, we’re under attack here, too.  We’ve been at it for the last eighteen hours.  It’s leveled off though.  We’re praying the worst is over.”

      “Well it isn’t over for us!” she cried, the sound of fresh tears hitting her eyes before static overtook the conversation.

      “Lenna?”  Nothing.  “Lenna!”  Then the sound of an empty line.  “Dammit!” he said, hanging up the phone.

      “Bad reception?”

      His eyes went to an old geezer behind the bank of phones.  His hound dog eyes held no secrets, nor did they convey the stress of this situation.  Jagger wondered if the man even understand what was happening here.

      “Did you know San Francisco is under attack?” he said on a harsh whisper.

      Those big, wet eyes didn’t blink.

      “Well?”

      Making a face, rolling his jaw, he said, “So is L.A., San Diego and Sacramento if California is your concern.”

      “It is!”

      “You didn’t ask about Arizona, Texas, or Florida.”

      Jagger glared at him like he’d lost his mind.  The geezer blinked once, twice, then dug a pinking finger in his ear like he had no concept of the danger they might still be in.  He pulled the pinking finger out, then inspected it.

      “I only asked about California because that’s where my family’s at,” he said.

      “Reports are coming in,” the man offered.

      “And?” Jagger all but growled.

      “They’re saying the drones are autonomous, that this is Armageddon.”
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      “She’s losing too much blood,” I hear myself saying.  Macy’s shirt is red and wet.  I peel it back, stare at the blood-soaked bandage.  It’s clear the blood is clotting, but it’s not clotting fast enough.  I check her pulse.  It’s too low.

      Measuring the blood loss, suddenly concerned about her platelet count, I start to consider a blood transfusion.  She’s type-A, as am I, but I don’t have a blood bag.  Or saline.  Or even drip lines or an IV needle.  If she doesn’t start improving, I’ll have to consider her situation critical.  By then it might be too late.

      “Rider, you’re going to Hagan’s right now, yes?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says.

      “Do you know where a nearby hospital is?”

      “No,” he replies.

      “I do,” Hagan says, chiming in.  “There’s one on Cherry Street, but half of it is blown up.”

      “We can stop by there anyway,” Rider tells me.

      “How familiar are you with medical equipment and supplies?” I ask.

      “Very.”

      “Were you in the medical field?” I ask.

      “Yes, and no,” he says, shifting on his feet.  He looks at Indigo and she looks back, clearly out of her depth.  “I’m more battlefield trained than anything.”

      “What’s your history?” I ask, suddenly curious.

      “Classified.”

      “Military?” I ask.

      “Sure.”

      “So if I tell you I need a saline bag, type A blood, a drip tube and an IV needle for a blood transfusion, you’d know what to get?”

      “I would.  But I don’t know if I’ll find what you’re looking for in a hospital that’s half destroyed.  And I can’t imagine there being fresh blood on site, or even available for that matter.  With the power out, refrigeration will be a thing of the past.”

      “We have to try.”

      “I can see what they have.  I’m assuming you’ll need clamps and a filter.”

      “Everything if you can,” I tell him.  “A stand too, if you can find one.”

      “What about bags?”

      “Those I need for sure.  Macy and I have the same blood type, so I’ll be the donor if you can’t find fresh blood.  But you need the saline solution, too.”

      Just then Macy opens her eyes and says, “Mom?”  She blinks twice slowly, looks up and Rider and then Indigo, then licks her dry lips.  I can see she’s chewing on the pain, that it’s about to get worse.  “I can’t feel my arm.”

      “I know, sweetheart,” I say, brushing her hair back.  She’s a bit warm, maybe the start of a fever.  To Indigo, I say, “Do you have any Tylenol?”

      “You need it now?”

      “Not yet.  I just need to know if you have some.”

      “Why can’t I take it now?” Macy asks.  She’s bit peaked, and slightly delirious by the drunken sound of her.  “Everything hurts.”

      “Your blood isn’t clotting fast enough,” I explain.  “And Tylenol is a blood thinner.  So until we can get some of my blood into you, and get you clotting properly, we’ll have to wait.”

      The concern of infection and the onset of a fever now sits front and center on my mind.  I want to scream at them to go, but inside I battle to keep it together.

      “I need you to go,” I tell Rider.  “Now.  And grab everything else you can think of when you’re out there.”

      “Will do,” he says.  “And good luck.”

      Macy’s eyes are heavy.  Her pulse is weak.  She looks up at me, eyelids bobbing open and shut, slowly, and she says, “Am I going to die?”

      Leaning down, lovingly cupping her cheek, I say, “No baby, you’re going to be just fine.”

      But when I look up into Rider’s eyes, he sees the panic, my uncertainty, and most of all a sort of desperation I know I’m failing to hide.  Looking back down, I see her eyelids dipping and then she’s out again.

      “I’ll get you what you need,” Rider says, more solemn.  Then to Hagan, “Let’s go, kid.”

      When they’re finally gone and I hear the Jeep’s engine turn over and catch, the start of a million possible reactions to a possible blood transfusion set in.

      If she has an allergic reaction to the transfusion, we’re talking shortness of breath, wheezing, red welts, the flushing of her skin—or even the high-pitched sounds of stridor.  It’s also possible she could have an anaphylactic reaction, the signs of which are also flushing of the skin, shortness of breath and wheezing.  Unique to this reaction is low blood pressure, the struggle to breathe, cramps, tightening of the chest and localized swelling.

      That’s my biggest concern right now.

      “I can see what you’re doing,” Stanton says, putting a hand on my shoulder.  I knew he was there, but lately he’s become a bit of a wallflower.  “You need to stop.  You need to trust she’ll be okay.”

      I find comfort in his face, in his steady eyes.  “She’s our baby, Stanton,” I say a little too loudly due to my traumatized ear drum.  Stanton nods slowly, and I know he’s feeling the same concern.  Still, I feel better knowing he’s here.

      “What can I get you?” he asks.

      “A cold compress.  Something to lower her temperature.”  To Indigo, I say, “Do you have a thermometer?”

      “My dad does,” she says, disappearing upstairs.  Rex follows her up there and I don’t even want to think about him.  About them.  If there even is a them.

      God, that’s so not an issue right now!

      Stanton returns with a wash cloth that’s slightly damp and cool.  I mop the sweat from her brow, place the cloth over her forehead.  Her breathing changes, but she doesn’t wake.

      “Do you mind if I head outside and water the hole?”

      “You talking about taking a pee break?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Stanton says, not an ounce of humor in his eyes.

      “You’re fine,” I say, trying to keep my voice low despite my hearing issues.

      The whole idea of having no running water, meaning no toilets or functioning bathrooms, is depressing enough without all of this to contend with.  My beautiful husband kisses me on top of my head, then hurries out the back door to do his business out back.

      It’s then that I think about my injured eardrum.  I realize I heard Stanton speaking more clearly than before; he didn’t sound close, but he wasn’t a hollow murmur that sounded miles away either.

      Regarding my ear, most of the ringing seems to have passed.  There’s still some pain, but it’s not as much as I expected.  Maybe it’s not ruptured after all.  I focus on it more intently.  The ache isn’t deep inside my ear as much as it’s a sharp external stinging.  This has me considering the signs of perforation, signs that aren’t present: a deep and nauseous pain, loss of balance, sustained hearing loss, itching, headache.

      There was blood though, wasn’t there?

      Turning to Atlanta, who’s sitting at the kitchen table looking lost and so small in all of this, I say, “Atlanta, sweetheart, will you come have a look at my ear?”

      With a weak smile, she gets up, comes over and says, “What am I looking for?”

      I draw my hair back, then turn my ear toward her and say, “Just tell me what you see on the outside, first.”

      “Lots of little cuts,” she replies.  This has me breathing easier.  Could the gunshot sound in my ear have traumatized the ear drum, but not perforated it?

      “What does it look like?” I ask.

      She takes the compress from Macy’s head without asking and dabs the side of my ear and the skin around it.  She shows me the cloth and all the little blood smears on it.

      “So it’s cut on the outside?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      Atlanta nods.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Smiling, she hands me the compress.  I take it from her, setting the clean side back on Macy’s forehead.

      Before she leaves, I say, “How bad?”

      The little blonde pixie leans down, draws back my hair, uses a fingernail to scratch and dig something out of the skin near my ear.

      I feel whatever it is pull loose.

      She shows me a tiny scrap of plaster.  Can it be?  Atlanta and I survived a hail of gunfire while tucked into a small alcove across from the school.  This had to be shrapnel from that fight.  Rolling the shard between my fingers, I realize this is what peppered the side of my face.

      “How many little cuts?” I ask, looking up at her.

      “About five.  No, six.  They’re not that bad, though.  And they’re mostly around your ear.”

      “Thanks again,” I say, my relief palpable.

      All that tightness in my chest suddenly loosens.  With this new set of information, I tell myself I no longer have to worry about myself, that I should focus solely on my daughter.

      “before you sit back down,” I ask, “can you bring me a tissue?”

      She returns right away with one.  Upstairs I hear the squeak and squeal of the wooden floor, which I know from living in the old lady’s house below Gunner back in Anza Vista, are the sounds of people walking around.  The way I hear drawers opening and closing, I realize the bathroom must be above us.

      Rolling a square of toilet tissue into a funnel, I gently ease it into my ear canal, worrying this might cause a spike of pain but praying it doesn’t.  There’s no pain.  When I remove it, the tissue is clean and now I’m convinced my ear will be just fine.

      “What are you looking for?” Atlanta asks.

      “White or yellow discharge.  Or blood.  It indicates a perforated eardrum.”

      “Is that what you think happened?”

      “When my hearing went, I started to panic.  Then I was afraid of tinnitus—”

      “What’s that?”

      “Phantom sounds in your ear.  Like running water or what it sounds like when air escapes.”

      “That’s part of that?  Like what happens when you get a—”

      “Perforated ear drum, yes,” I explain, finishing the girl’s sentence.  “That and pain deep inside the ear canal, vertigo and sometimes nausea.”

      “So you’re okay then?” she asks.  “You have none of that?

      “I think I’ll be okay,” I say and watch the relief flood into her face.  I suddenly understand why she’s asking.  She feels guilty.  Like she’s to blame.  “This wasn’t your fault, Atlanta.  Even if something is wrong.  Even if my ear drum had burst, that wouldn’t be on you.”

      “I shot near your ear,” she says.

      “Because you had to.  Do you realize if you hadn’t, maybe neither of us would be here right now?  We were lucky.  If not for you, and Hagan…”

      Atlanta looks away, pale, perfectly still.  She’s still stuck on the memories of the school massacre.  I don’t blame her.  I am, too.  My heart aches for the girl, for what she’s been forced to endure, for all the tragedies yet to come.

      “Is she going to be alright?” Atlanta finally asks, her eyes locked on Macy.

      “I don’t know,” I admit, taking my daughter’s wrist again and counting her pulse.  She’d been shot twice inside the school.  She’d gone after the shooter after he’d mowed down dozens of men, women and children.

      God, what was she thinking?!

      Indigo comes down the stairs, quiet as a mouse yet wasting no time.  “I couldn’t find it at first,” she says, handing me the thermometer.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      I open Macy’s mouth, gently slide the thermometer under her tongue, then close it again and hold her chin in place.  I know I should do it rectally for a more accurate reading, but not in this environment, and not on this couch.

      The reading comes back: 103.1º.

      “She’s running a fever,” I say, dread coursing through me.  I pull back the bandage on her chest, see the seeping wound, wonder again why it’s not clotting.  She was never a fast healer when she was young, but she never had clotting issues either.

      The fear of infection settles over me and I try to calm myself.  I examine her shoulder wound, see the same thing: clotting on the edges of the wound, but not nearly enough to stem the still constant flow.

      “Do you have any more towels?” I ask Indigo.  Rex comes down the stairs, his face weary not only from exhaustion, but from the drain of emotion.

      “I do,” she says.  “I’ll grab some water, too.”

      Rex sits down next to me, puts his hand on my arm and says, “When all hell was breaking loose, she froze, so I pushed her.”  He doesn’t say anything for a moment, then:  “We were under fire, everyone in the foyer was dying, and I smacked her.  I tried to shake her out of her daze.  I told her to get it together.”

      “It’s not your fault, Rex,” I say, a picture of this springing to mind.  “You probably saved her life.”

      Beside me, I feel him swipe away a tear.  Looking up, seeing his damp eyes, I say, “She’s going to be okay.  She’ll pull through.”

      “Do you really believe that?” he asks, another tear rolling off his eyelid and drifting down his cheek.

      “If I didn’t, then I wouldn’t be able to do this.”

      “What if we don’t find the blood, and you can’t do a transfusion?” he asks, the concern laid bare in his eyes.  “What then?”

      I can’t bring myself to say it, because that’s the fear that’s chewing at my insides, my sanity, everything solid and stable within me.

      “She’ll be fine, Rex.”

      The sad thing is, he’s looking at me knowing I don’t really believe this.  Deep down, I realize I’m preparing myself for the worst, for the honest-to-God notion that I just might lose my little girl.
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      When Rider headed out the front door, he bounded down the steps and onto the street where the Jeep was parked.  Looking at Hagan, he said, “Keys?”

      The boy fished the key from his pocket, tossed it to Rider.  They both got in the Jeep.  Rider stuck the key in the ignition, gave it a twist.  The engine turned slowly, sluggishly, failing to catch.  He let off the key, then turned it again, working the gas pedal the right way, tapping it lightly so the engine wouldn’t flood.  It finally caught and coughed to life.

      “For a second there, I wasn’t sure it would start,” Hagan admitted.

      “Old engine, old gas,” Rider explained.  “You got a gun?”

      Hagan reached behind the seat and pulled out a long rifle, then looked at Rider as if that was all the answer he needed.

      “Ever killed anyone with it?”

      A wave of sadness moved through his eyes, like a memory bloomed to life.  An unwanted, shameful memory.  Rider had been wondering about this kid since he first saw him.  His response to the question spoke volumes.  Rider suspected the kid would do what it took to survive, but he wouldn’t do it willingly, not if it involved more killing.  Before he even answered the question, though, he’d accurately predicted what Hagan’s response would be.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “How many?” Rider asked, suddenly attentive only to the kid.

      “Three.”

      “They deserve it?”

      “I’m not sure anyone deserves it,” he said.

      “You always feel like that at first,” Rider replied, “but these are abysmal times and the way we used to think in the past—how we used to live with a clear set of morals and values—we’re going to have to put all that behind us if we want to survive.  Do you have something smaller?  A handgun perhaps?”

      “At the house.  My brother Ballard has it.”

      Rider unholstered one of his Glock’s and handed it to him.  “There’s one in the chamber, and the safety is in the trigger.”

      “This is what my dad has.”

      “Good,” he said.  “If I tell you to shoot, you shoot, got it?”

      Hagan looked at him and saw the way the boy must look at his father.  It sort of made him sad thinking he never had any kids, that he’d never have any kids.

      “Okay,” Hagan replied.

      “Unless you want to drive and I can man the guns.”

      “I got it,” Hagan said, looking away.

      He dropped the Jeep in gear, worked the clutch and the stick shift then said, “Where to, kid?”

      Hagan gave him directions.

      They navigated slowly and safely through the streets, keeping their eyes peeled for potential obstructions, problems, or signs of trouble.  They talked casually, Hagan briefing Rider on what happened to their home, Rider telling him a bit about the college and the people there.  Then it happened: they came upon a wall of men blocking the street.

      “Dammit,” Rider muttered, readying his other Glock.

      He felt Hagan tense up.

      “Just relax, kid,” he said too casually.

      The barricade of men looked like they were all in their twenties or thirties.  Their weapons were out.  Each of these guys bore the no-nonsense look of troublemakers.  Behind them stood two really old choppers and a line of bicycles both old and new.  One of the men put his hand up and signaled toward the Jeep.  Rider slowed to meet them.

      The line moved forward as one.

      When the line stopped moving, one man continued forward.  The leader came up alongside the Jeep and said, “You can’t cross through here.”

      “No problem.  You got a detour?”

      “Yeah,” the guy said, eyeing Hagan.  “Back the way you came.”

      Rider was getting a little tired of this.  He studied the line of men quickly but thoroughly.  There were nine of them.  Four had their weapons drawn, but only two of them concerned him.

      To the man beside him he said, “I have to get back to the Presidio, and I don’t mind backtracking.  But I’d like to know that when I swing back this way I don’t crash whatever party it is you were having before I arrived.”

      The man was tall with a receding hairline.  He had bad teeth and clothes that stunk up the air between them.  He closed in on Rider, sidling up next to the front door.  The guy’s eyes were on the kid.  On his lap, Rider fingered the Glock’s trigger from the top, aimed it at the door in the exact place he knew he’d hit body mass.

      “Just make a wide berth,” he said, looking at Hagan’s rifle.  “You got any ammo in that thing?”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “Let me have it,” the man said, a pistol coming up and pointing into the Jeep.  “And the Glock, too.”

      Rider put the Jeep in reverse, not quickly, but like it was no big deal, and the guy said, “Not yet.  Guns first.”

      “They’re my guns, Cochise,” Rider said.  The man moved his weapon around to Rider, pressing the muzzle into his head, which was exactly what Rider wanted.

      It all happened in a split second.

      Rider jerked his head forward and flung up his left hand at the same time, catching the side of the gun enough to slap it backwards.  A gunshot exploded in a deafening roar, rattling Rider’s brain.  The bullet missed both Rider and Hagan, as intended, but Rider squeezed the trigger on his Glock, putting a round through the Jeep’s door and into the man’s pelvis.

      The scumbag buckled forward, gasping.

      Slightly disoriented from the concussion burst in his ear, Rider snatched the guy’s arm, yanked him up against the Jeep and held him there.  Rider’s eyes were diamond hard and extra pissed off.  The attacker tried but failed to stand.  Glock still in his lap, Rider smashed the gas, dumped the clutch and jolted backward in a fit of smoked rubber and gunfire.

      “Get down!” he screamed at Hagan, who needed no prompting.

      The line of men were firing on them, spider-webbing the entire windshield as they both ducked down.  Bullets dug into their seats, slapped the metal frame around and behind them.  Rider released the man’s arm seconds before slamming the Jeep into something solid and fixed.  Bullets plunk-plunk-plunked into the engine, killing their only mode of transportation instantly.

      The gunfire ceased.  They didn’t have much time.

      “We need to go,” Rider said.  “Now!”

      Rider popped his head up, saw the men descending on them while at the same time loading their weapons.  They were thirty yards out and closing in fast.

      “Your side,” he told Hagan.

      With the rifle in hand, Hagan kicked the door open and hustled out.  Almost as an afterthought, he reached back into the foot well and grabbed the fallen Glock.

      Good kid.

      Gunfire peppered the Jeep’s engine, hood and already obliterated windshield.  They scrambled out of the Jeep and took cover behind a wheel.  Rider then realized that what he’d hit.  It was the corner of a brick building.  He never felt the Jeep jump the curb, but all kinds of weird things happened when you were trying not to panic under fire.

      “Keep your body between them and the wheel,” he said.  “And give me that rifle.”

      Hagan handed it over.

      “Is it loaded?”

      “Four rounds,” he said.

      “That all?” he asked, knowing by the squat look of the magazine the boy was telling the truth.  Not that he’d have a reason to lie.  Hagan reached into his pocket, fished out four more shells, shoved them his way.

      “Hold ‘em ‘til I’m out,” Rider said, moving into a prone position on the ground so he could see his attackers’ feet.  “This scope accurate?” he asked as he looked through the scope.

      “My father’s a Marine,” he said.  That was the answer Rider needed.

      Steadying the rifle, he found his target, released his breath and squeezed the trigger.  The first round blew out one man’s ankle.  He crumpled to the ground, howling in pain, his face pumped full of agony.  Rider sent the next round through the tibia of a second man pausing to check on his friend.  He went down, too, growling and grimacing, holding his shin in front of him.

      The smart ones were scattering.

      The moron with the destroyed ankle, he had his pistol in his hand.  He was popping off shots; Rider put a round through his left nostril.  Adjusting just a hair, he sent his last round through the throat of the downed man with the destroyed shin.

      “That’s four,” Rider said above the ruckus of return gunfire.

      Hagan shoved the next four more rounds his way.  Rider scooped them out of Hagan’s hand, ejected the magazine, thumbed in four rounds then inserted and slapped the magazine home.

      Bullets were plinking off the outer shell and the undercarriage of the Jeep.

      “Stay behind that wheel!” he barked at Hagan who was already shifting position.

      Rider dropped the rifle, grabbed his Glock, then popped his head up and fired off three fast rounds.  Two rounds found one man’s chest; the other went a quarter inch wide.  Rider spotted five more and realized he wasn’t good enough to hold the Jeep alone, much less with a kid ready to piss his pants.

      Then the kid rolled onto his side, aimed his Glock and fired off two rounds, eliciting a scream.  So maybe he wouldn’t be pissing his trousers after all.

      Rider’s fourth round silenced the man.

      Keeping count in his head, Hagan’s Glock held six more rounds, his had five and there was a full magazine in the rifle.  With three men left, they stood a fighting chance.  Looking behind them for an exit, or better ground to mount a defensive assault, he saw a street littered with tall buildings and half a dozen firebombed cars.

      “We’re heading there,” he said, pointing to the street behind them.  “See that first SUV?”

      “Yeah,” Hagan asked, wincing each time a round pierced the Jeep’s metal skin.

      “We need to make a run for it, but you need to stay as low as humanly possible.  If they can see you they can shoot at you.  Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      “Good, go!”

      Hagan ran low, moving faster than Rider imagined he could.  Rider turned and followed Hagan, and to his relief, no one took a shot at him.

      The Jeep continued to take fire, however, telling Rider they didn’t know he and Hagan were after better cover.

      When a shaggy haired man peeked his head around the Jeep, Rider put a bullet through his crown.  Another appeared almost at the exact same time and ate a bullet for his effort.  A few minutes later, the sound of a motorcycle engine cut into the still afternoon air, turning over, then roaring off in a clatter of noise.

      “Let’s go,” Rider said, dragging the kid to his feet until he fell into step behind Rider.

      When they came upon the dead guys on the other side of the Jeep, Rider said, “Grab their guns, check their pockets for keys.”

      “The motorcycle?”

      “Yep.”

      Hagan found the keys, tossed them to Rider.  He looked at them then smiled.  Together they gathered up the guns, headed to the old chopper left standing, then saddled up.  He handed Hagan the black skullcap Helmet with a Death’s Head sticker on it and they stowed the weapons in a pair of old leather saddle bags.

      Rider stuck the key in the ignition, flipped out the kick-start, stood and gave it a hearty push.  The engine turned over easy.  There was a cotton black half-face skull mask.  He slipped it on his face, then over his shoulder he said, “Where are we going kid?”

      “You’re going to take a left in two blocks, then go straight for eight or nine blocks.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      When they arrived at Hagan’s home, Rider spotted three eviscerated cars and a dead boy lying in the gutter across the street, his head shot open.  He pulled the chopper to a stop in front of the house, drew out the kickstand.  He dropped his face mask just as Hagan was handing him his helmet.  Rider got off the bike, hung the helmet on the handlebar.

      “Your mom do that?” Rider asked, his eyes on the dead boy’s pulped head.

      “He destroyed our house.”

      Rider glanced over at the house.  It looked like it had collapsed in front of what was a pretty explosive mess of cars and what used to be an SUV.

      “I’m assuming that’s you?” he asked, nodding toward the house.

      “What gave it away?” the kid said, getting off the bike.

      Smart ass.

      A young boy with a mop of sandy blonde hair peeked his head out of the smashed front door.  He saw them, relaxed some and came out.

      “Hagan,” he said.

      “Ballard,” Hagan replied in a way that let Rider know the boys were close.

      The boy was younger looking than Hagan, maybe thirteen or fourteen.  He was a few inches shorter than his brother who was a few more inches shorter than Rider.  Ballard’s blonde hair was longish, more Justin Bieber than a surfer, but his plain American face was an open book.  He was scared for his mother, but more concerned about Rider.

      Looking from Rider to his brother, he said, “Who’s he?”

      “This is Rider,” Hagan replied.

      Rider offered a hand; Ballard shook it.  He had a solid grip for a kid that wasn’t skinny but wasn’t built either.  His face had multiple nicks on it—cuts that looked a few days old, and his eyes danced, even though the rest of him exuded a sort of calm disinterest.

      “Nice to meet you, Rider,” Ballard said.

      “How’s Mom?” Hagan asked.

      “I think she’s not doing so well.  She’s sweating a lot, but she’s talking about how cold she is, too.  I think she has a fever.”

      “Can you take me to her?” Rider asked.

      “You a doctor?”

      Looking at the kid, he said, “Do I look like a doctor?”

      Rider was in his early forties with straight, sliver hair that he wore long on top and clipped short on the sides and in back.  He was tall, but not much over six feet, and strong.  Really strong.  He lost some of his muscular bulk from his time as a CIA contractor, but he was still a fast fat-free killing machine.  He had more ink than he intended when he started tattooing himself, and both arms were sleeved, shoulder to wrist.  It gave him an edgy look, but he felt edgy anyway.  Like he lived his life trapped in a cage, frantic to escape but not at all comfortable with all that lie on the other side of the bars.  Rider knew he looked like a lot of things, but certainly not a doctor.

      “So why are you here?” Ballard asked, shading his eyes from the sun.

      “I’m here to transport her to a doctor.  Plus I know a few things about injuries like your mother might have sustained.”

      “What’s your training?” he asked.

      “Ballard,” Hagan warned.

      “I can ask questions,” Ballard argued, “especially when you show up on a motorcycle talking about taking Mom to a doctor.  What are you going to take her in?  How are all four of us going to fit on that thing, and where is the Jeep Hagan stole?”

      “We were ambushed on the way here,” Rider said, monotone and without expression.

      “We took the motorcycle,” Hagan admitted.

      “I need to see your mother, and we need to start thinking about what we can use to transport her a couple of miles from here.  Whatever we use needs to be sort of like a gurney.”

      “Your doctors are a couple miles away?” Ballard asked.

      “No, there’s a hospital a couple of miles away.  There I think we can find a real gurney, and some medicine, but we need to get her there first.  Can she walk at all?”

      “Not really,” Ballard answered.  “I mean, she’s been laying down so she hasn’t really tried.”

      “I’ll follow you,” Rider told the boy.

      Ballard gave Hagan one last look.  Hagan nodded, causing Ballard to pull his eyebrows together and go against what looked like his better judgement.  The boy turned and led the way inside, causing Rider to tell Hagan, “I don’t think he likes me very much.”

      “You look like an old gangbanger,” Hagan said.

      Rider wasn’t sure if that was an insult, a compliment, or a totally impassive assessment of his look.

      It didn’t matter.

      They went inside, Rider ducking in through the broken front door and the caved-in ceiling.  He had to drop to his knees through most of the journey, crawling through rubble, tunneled ruins and standing water from broken pipes.  Even though he was lean, twice he was forced to suck in giant breaths of air just to squeeze his body through cracks in the destruction.  They moved up the stairs, which were collapsed, with half the second story sagging at a steep angle toward him.

      When they finally got to Hagan’s and Ballard’s mother, Rider’s hands and knees were protesting.  Sadly, he was far older than his age.

      The first thing he noticed was how young Lenna Justus looked.  She couldn’t be more than thirty-two or thirty-three.  The second thing he noticed was that she was attractive, but not in a gaudy way.  She was more of a natural beauty.

      Lenna Justus was asleep on the floor, tucked under a slightly lifted mattress that might protect her should the roof collapse.  He placed his hand on her forehead, felt the heat pulsing off her.  It was just like Macy.

      “Lenna,” he said.

      She stirred.

      “Lenna, wake up.”

      The woman cracked her eyes open, found him, tried to focus.  He met her with a warm smile and said, “My name is Rider.  Your son Hagan asked for my help.  How are you feeling right now?”

      “Cold,” she said, shivering.  “Need to break this fever.”

      Rider looked at Ballard and said, “Can you still get to your kitchen?”

      The boy nodded.

      “Do you have any onions?”

      “White or red?” Ballard asked.

      “White, if you have it.  And a steak knife, too.”

      “You making me dinner?” she asked, groggy, half a weak smile finding her face.

      “Something even better,” he said with warmth in his voice.  “I want to move you, but I need you to tell me if anything hurts.”

      “It all hurts.”

      Hagan said, “It wasn’t easy getting her in here.”

      “Did you check for cuts or abrasions?” he asked.  The older boy shook his head.  “I need you to help your brother with that onion.  And bring some water if you have it.”

      When Hagan left, Rider said, “I need to pull you out from under this mattress where I can examine you, is that okay?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      Hands in her armpits, he gently eased her out from under the mattress, checking her face for signs of pain or discomfort.  “I need to look you over before we move you.  It’s going to be an interesting ride out of here, and honestly, I’m concerned about transporting you if you have any serious injuries.”

      “What are you looking for?” she asked, her voice raspy, unused.

      “Internal bleeding, anything broken, anything cut.  I need your permission, though, because this sort of thing makes me uncomfortable.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re a stranger, I’m a stranger, and these are seriously screwed up times.”

      “I’m glad to hear you say that,” she said.  Then: “You have my permission.”

      He lifted her shirt, realized she wasn’t wearing a bra, then stopped at the base of her breasts.  He looked up at her and she nodded.  Taking a deep breath, not wanting to have to do this but feeling obligated because he understood the perils of the journey ahead, he slowly lifted her shirt all the way up, checking for bruising or broken clavicles.  When he was satisfied there was nothing wrong with her except for a smattering of bruises, he pulled her shirt down immediately and tried not to turn red, even though he felt his cheeks go up in flames.

      She wore thin sweats, the kind you sleep in.  Fortunately the pant legs were loose enough to slide high up her thighs.  The last thing he wanted was to have to take down her pants.

      “My tan wore off,” she joked.

      “How long ago?” he asked, smiling at her jovial nature in spite of this unfolding nightmare.

      “About a gazillion years ago.”

      He laughed, then said, “How old are you?”

      “Younger than I feel,” she said.

      “How old is Hagan?”

      “Seventeen.  I was a bit too flirty as a teen.  Got myself two babies early on.”

      “They’re good kids,” he said, looking at the various cuts and abrasions on her legs, specifically her shins.  The rest of her legs were bruised pretty badly, with nicks and cuts here and there, but as far as he could tell, there were no broken bones.

      Reaching up, he pulled her shirt up her stomach then slowly went through each rib with the insides of his hand asking if she felt any pain.

      There was some bright pain on her right side.  She thought she might have a broken rib, but he said it was probably just bruised.  He moved to her pelvis, put his palms on either side of her hips and gently applied pressure, rolling from left to right.

      “Hurt?” he asked.

      “Beyond the pressure, no.”

      He then checked her fingers, arms and shoulders with no complaint.  When he got to her neck, he asked her to move it gently, to let him know if there was any pain.  She said her neck was stiff, but that it didn’t feel injured.

      “I’m going to help you turn over.  I need to look at your back.”  He rolled her over about the time the boys were coming up.  Ballard and Hagan suddenly appeared with the onions, a bread knife and two bottles of water.

      “What are you doing?” Hagan asked, alarmed.

      “Checking for injuries before moving her,” Rider said, his voice calm, as if this was all perfectly normal.

      “It’s okay, honey,” Lenna said.

      Rider pulled up the back of her shirt to a collection of bruises on and around her spine.  He went through them, applying small amounts of pressure to each one to see if he could distinguish between sore and injured.

      So far nothing seemed injured, even though the sight of her back sent a charge of sympathy pain right down his spine.

      Rider then checked her calves and hamstrings, not expecting to find much.  Everything seemed in working order.

      When she was on her back again, Ballard was standing over him, his energy reckless, concerned, prepared to strike with the knife.

      Rider slid a hand under her knee pit, asked her to bend her leg—which she did—then he slowly pushed the bent knee sideways.

      She groaned, then said, “Sore, not injured.”

      He repeated the stretch with the other side to the same result.  When they were done, he started to take her socks off.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Going to break that fever you have.”  Then, to Ballard: “I’m ready for the onion now.”  The boy gave him the onion but not the knife.  Looking up at the kid, he said, “It’s not going to cut itself.”

      Reluctantly he handed Rider the knife.  He promptly cut several thick slices of onion, tucking equal amounts into each sock which he then set aside.

      “I need you to see if you can get on your hands and knees.  We’re going to have to crawl out of here, or I may have to drag you.  Your back is pretty beat up, though, so dragging you is bound to make matters a lot worse.”

      “I’ll try,” she said.  By now she was sweating heavily.  Rolling over onto her belly, she managed to get to her hands and knees.

      “You ready?” he said.

      “I think I might be sick,” she said.

      “If you have to throw up, that’s okay.  We can wait for however long it takes.”

      She nodded, swallowed hard, then said, “Lead the way.”

      “Hagan, Ballard, see if any of these houses have a twin sized mattress, a four by eight sheet of plywood and some rope.  I’m going to need two lengths of it and it has to be strong.”

      “We can all go out together,” Hagan said.

      “It’ll take us longer.  That’s why I want you doing this now.  We don’t know how long it’ll take to find these things, but we need them.”

      “We have mattresses in our room,” Ballard said.  “We’ll have to throw them out the window, though.”

      “That’s fine.  In fact that’s good.  Toss out a sheet, too, if you’ve got a clean one.  Your mom can rest on it while we find what we need.  And grab anything else you find useful.”

      “Like what?” Ballard asked.

      “Little things.  Like Band-Aids, hydrogen peroxide, antibiotic creams, aspirin, water filters.  Stuff like that.”

      “I know what to look for,” Hagan said.

      “Perfect,” Rider replied.  “Once we leave, we’re not coming back here.”

      “What about Dad?” Ballard asked, looking at Hagan with sheer panic in his eyes.

      “We’ll leave him a note,” Hagan said.

      The boys got moving; he and Lenna slowly worked their way through the rubble.  It was not easy for Lenna, especially with the fever, but she did well.

      Inside the foyer, close to the front door, she ended up throwing up.  He held her hair back, and didn’t say anything about the smell, or the several splashes that got on his arm.

      When she was done, he asked how she felt and she said, “Better, except for this splitting headache.”  Her eyes were watery, her nose running and she had a fresh misting of perspiration mapping her forehead.

      When they finally made it out of the house, Lenna took a breath of fresh air and laid down on the mattress one of the boys had thrown out the second floor window.  She used the sheet to clean herself up.

      “If you feel up to riding with me on the bike, you can, but the mattress is for you, if you want it.”

      “Whichever you prefer,” she said.

      “Let’s see what the boys come up with first, then we can decide.”

      “I must look like hell,” she said.

      “Not at all.”

      Just then the boys appeared from the side of a house four homes down with a fresh four by eight sheet of plywood and what looked like a pair of wakeboard ropes.

      Perfect.

      Over the next twenty minutes, Rider placed the mattress on the plywood, used one long rope to bind the mattress to the plywood, then the other to hook it to the motorcycle.  They shored up the slack and moved Lenna to the back.

      “Ballard, I want you on the bike with me, and Hagan you’re on the mattress with your mom.”

      From the saddlebag on the side of the motorcycle, Rider pulled out two handguns, checked the chambers and the magazines then tossed them to Hagan and said, “Don’t be afraid to shoot if it comes to that.”

      Lenna had that concerned look in her eye, to which Rider said, “We ran into a spot of trouble on the way here.  Lost our Jeep and more than half our ammo.”

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “You don’t want to know,” Hagan answered under his breath.

      Rider studied the boy for a second longer than he should have, long enough to see the ghosts floating through his eyes.  When all this chaos passed, the kid was going to need a friend to confide in, and possibly some serious therapy.

      “Can I sit on the mattress with them?” Ballard asked.

      “Too much weight,” Rider answered, knowing the boy hadn’t taken to him even an ounce.  “I’m concerned about the degradation of the plywood.  Hopefully it’ll hold to the hospital.”

      “What about the note to Dad?” Hagan asked.

      Ballard drew a panicked breath, then headed back inside the house without a word.  He returned a few minutes later with a pencil and a half burnt sheet of paper.

      “What do we say?” he asked.

      “Just give him this address and let him know you guys went there.”

      Rider gave Ballard Indigo’s address and the nearest cross streets.  The kid wrote it all down.  Then, just in case, Rider gave a second address: the college on Hayes and Ashbury.

      He said, “Put an asterisk on that one.”

      He looked up at Rider, paused, then did what he was asked.  When the boy was done, he put the note just inside the front door where his father would see it, then hurried back to the bike and mattress set-up.

      When Lenna was on the bed and situated as best as possible, Rider asked, “Did you guys find anything of use other than the wood and ropes?”

      “We didn’t look,” Ballard admitted.

      Rider frowned, then shook it off and said, “Well let’s see what we can find at the hospital.  In the mean time, I’m going to need those feet of yours.”

      She frowned, then pushed them forward.  Rider knelt down and slipped on the first sock. When the onion slices hit her bare feet, she jumped and gave a scratchy yelp, then said, “Why exactly are you doing this?”

      “Draws the fever out.”

      “Isn’t that some sort of old wives tale?” she asked.

      “Tell me when your fever breaks,” he said.  “And no, it’s not an old wife thing.  It’s an in-the-field-thing.”

      “You ex-military?” she asked.

      “Something like that,” he replied with a half grin and a wink.

      On the motorcycle, with Ballard in a helmet and secure, Rider kicked the engine to life, put the bike in first gear then eased out the clutch.  The plywood and mattress resisted at first, but then the wood broke loose and trailed right along, the front end lifting just enough to keep it from digging into the asphalt.

      It was a decent plan, but the wood wouldn’t last long with the weight on it.  Rider hoped it was enough to get them to the hospital.  He also prayed they wouldn’t be ambushed again.  Not with two kids and a sick lady in tow.
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      Leaving Cincinnati to attend to Macy, Rex and Indigo stepped outside into the cool, evening air.  The city wasn’t as bad as it used to be (the wet smoke, the acrid stench of things burning), but it wasn’t back on its feet either.  On the horizon, behind a haze of burning oranges and deeps reds, was a sunset so striking and so arresting, it almost made Rex forget the kind of beating civilization was taking.

      “You want to take the long way?” Indigo asked.  Rex nodded his head, speechless.  She looked at him and said, “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” he said, even though he didn’t feel like it.  “Actually no.”

      She reached for his hand, slid her fingers into his, made him look over at her.  Their eyes met and he felt the physical weight of their connection.

      “You are so beautiful,” he said, a softness in his voice, a sudden awareness.  “Has anyone ever told you that?”  He gave a hollow laugh, one that sounded empty and so very, very sad.  “Of course they have.”

      “Just my dad,” she admitted, unable to hold his eyes.  “He used to tell me I was his angel.  If he saw me now, if he knew the things I’d done, he would never say that again.”

      He felt his eyes clear.  His focus found her, stayed on her.

      “Did you have a boyfriend, before all this?”

      “I’m not…I’m not like other girls, Rex.  I never was.  It wasn’t because I was anti-social or anything, I guess it’s just because…well, I don’t like people very much.”

      That he understood.

      They walked hand-in-hand through the neighborhood, heading toward the end of the street where they could round the block and come in on the backside of the house, Dirt Alley.

      “Why don’t you like people?” he finally asked.

      He felt her body move up against his, surprised at how unavailable she had been until their kiss.

      Ah…that kiss.

      “I like the way you smell,” he said when she didn’t answer.  It wasn’t perfume, or even her skin or clothes.  It was her hair.  She smelled earthy, grounded.

      “What do I smell like?” she asked, tilting her chin to look up at him.

      “You smell like you need love, like you need someone to walk this road with you, like you are prepared to do this, but not alone.”

      “And what does that smell like?” she asked, suddenly curious.

      “Old laundry,” he joked.

      She laughed at his lame joke, then stopped and looked up at him.  He stepped in front of her, took her other hand.  He met her inquisitive eyes with a face full of need.  She waited for him, and he hesitated, but only slightly.  Leaning forward, he paused an inch from her lips, then moved the rest of the way in for the kiss.  It was short but electric, soft yet wanting, slow but impossibly, indelibly perfect.

      “Why did you do that?” she asked, pulling him into a hug.  Her face was turned into him, her body willingly pressed against his.

      “I feel the way you act,” he said.  “And the things you say…we’re more alike than you may think.”

      She came out of their embrace, did not take his hand as she started back to her house.  Whatever changed in her, it was obvious, startling even.

      “You don’t even know me,” she finally said, a brittle edge to her words.

      “Don’t you find that sad?” he asked, catching up.  She smiled, but it was forced.  “You didn’t answer me about having a boyfriend before all this.”

      “I’ve never been with a boy before,” she admitted, looking down at her feet.

      “How is this possible?”

      He suddenly felt bad for taking her kiss for granted, for judging her before.  If he was putting the pieces of her together, he saw pictures of her father in their home, but not her mother.  She was a daddy’s girl, but no one else’s girl.  Her father was her life.  No other family, no friends, no one to hold her, to tell her she was his world.  No one to kiss her and look at her the way he was looking at her right then.

      “Why are you staring at me like that?” she asked, stopping short.  “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      He took her hand and said, “I just…in this day and age…someone like you—”

      “Jeez, spit it out!” she said, slapping his arm half joking, half serious.

      “I think that might have been the moment.”

      “What moment?”

      He took a deep breath and knew exactly what he wanted to say.  “When you like a person, you decide to like them more.  To open your heart to them.  Your soul.  Before you fall in love with someone, you have the feeling that you want to love them.  That they’re worthy.  And it makes you want to be worthy of their love.  I think maybe, I think I might’ve just had that feeling, with you.”

      She wiggled her hand out of his and said, “I told you not to fall in love with me.”

      “I’m not in love with you, dummy,” he said.  “I only said I was willing to let myself fall in love with you.”

      “Well close the door,” she said with a frown.

      “What?” he stammered.  She turned and started back the other way.  “Where are you going?”

      “Home!” she said.

      He broke into a jog, caught up with her.  Grabbing her arm, he stopped her long enough to block her path.  “You think that was easy for me to say that?”

      “I’m sure it’s not the first time,” she said, lips pursed, arms crossed.

      “It is the first time!”

      “I’m not the girl for you,” she said.  “You’re just having a moment.”

      “How I feel or don’t feel isn’t your decision.  You can tell me you don’t want me, and that’s your—”

      “I don’t want you!”

      “Liar.”

      “I don’t,” she said, softer, her eyes getting that soft shine of tears.

      In a voice that betrayed his pain, a voice that shook with the sting of rejection, he said, “Why not?”

      Looking away, she began to cry.  He counter-moved, stood in front of her again.  She pushed him back, then turned again, putting a hand over her face as her body bent to some unknown weakness.

      “Tell me,” he said, so soft and tender he was afraid she wouldn’t hear him.

      “If I…” she started to say with wet eyes.  He knew she was about to say something difficult, something incredibly personal, so he let her have the space she needed.  “If I let myself fall in love with you, I’m afraid I’ll…forget my father.  I’m already having a hard time remembering what he sounded like, or how safe I felt with him.”

      “Did he…?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered right away.  Then: “I think maybe…I think I should forget him.  But if I do, that means I’ve given up hope.  That’s why I need to stay here, in case he’s alive, in case he comes back.  But you’re leaving, so I can’t let myself feel…how I want to feel about you.”

      “You can,” he pleaded.  “You must.”

      Looking up at him, eyes shimmering in the light of the dying sun, she said, “And why is that?”

      “Because I need that from you.”

      “There are other survivors.  Prettier girls.  Less screwed up girls who are not so…violent.”

      “You were mesmerizing back there,” he said.  “At the school.  And at the Walgreen’s.”

      “There’s nothing mesmerizing about me.  Or us.  Or any of this!”

      “We shouldn’t have made it out of there alive.  The Walgreen’s yes, but not the school.  That was a bloodbath.”

      Thinking of all those people sprawled out on the elementary school floor—bleeding out, dying to the point of dead—drove a spike right through his heart.  Her face seemed to pale at the memories as well.  Standing on unsteady legs, she said, “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “Are you—”

      Just then she turned, dropped to all fours and threw up.  He knelt beside her, putting a hand on her back.  When she didn’t shrug it off, he rubbed small circles into her back as she heaved and wretched up all her food and a few strings of bile.  Before she was done, her body was shaking out the tears, the pain, entire universes of fear.

      “He killed them all,” she was saying, her voice nearly incomprehensible.

      “I know.”

      “And Macy…”

      She blew her nose into her hand, wiped it on the pavement, then turned into a seated position.  Whatever she was feeling, Rex knew she wasn’t feeling as stable as she tried to appear.  When people were pitched into dark times, impossible times, you fell to fight or flight, and she chose to fight. When the fight was over and you had time to consider the battle itself, that’s when you paid the price for everything you’d done, who you had become.

      What kind of price will she pay?  Is she paying it now?

      “Rex, I’ve killed too many people already,” she said.  The look on her face—how terribly vulnerable she was—he saw past the hardened young woman and found the girl beneath.  She was scared, alone, in need of her father.

      “We couldn’t have done anything else to save those people,” he said.  “Or Macy.”

      “I know.”

      “But that’s why you’re doing what you’re doing.  Why you are the way you are.  We can’t let this happen again.”

      “But it will,” she replied, closing down that well of emotion once more.  He could already feel her going back into that shell and he didn’t want that.

      “What are we going to do?” he said.  When she didn’t answer, he asked, “What do you want to do?”

      “Same thing I’ve always wanted to do.  Get ahead of this thing before it gets too bad.”

      “It’s too late for that,” he explained.  He said this in a passive tone, but his words were sharpened with a truth that cut right through her.

      Now looking up at him, devoid of the bravado he came to see so often in her expression, she said, “It’s never too late.”

      “Do you really believe that?” he asked.

      “I have to.”

      “So what’s next?”

      Not answering for a long time, not looking at him—but thinking about him too much—she finally let her eyes lift to meet his, but she couldn’t say the words.  It was clear she was feeling so much, yet fighting to feel nothing at all.  It wasn’t working.  He reached out, moved a strand of hair from her face and said, “I think I just saw inside you, Indigo.  It was an unexpected moment and now I know I want to love you.”

      “No you don’t.”

      “You can’t stop me,” he told her.  Her guard was back down and her eyes bore the invitation of his company.

      “I can,” she said, albeit without much conviction.”

      “And if I persist?”

      “Then you’ll force my hand,” she said.  “Is that what you want?”

      He smiled that smile, his eyes holding hers, gently.  That was all the answer she needed.  Nervously glancing away, she laughed like she couldn’t believe it, but then she turned back to him, to those eyes, to that look on his face.

      “You’re serious?” she asked.

      “I am.”

      He saw her let go, slowly at first, and then completely.  “Then I want you to stay with me tonight.”

      Slowly he nodded his head, then he said, “Are you sure?”

      “I am,” she said.
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      A scout for The Ophidian Horde returned to the fallen-down hospital, careful to watch for tails, not afraid to turn and put a round in a stranger’s head if that’s what was necessary.  He met with Gunderson and the former hitman whose name he was not allowed to speak.

      “It’s the National Guard, sir,” the scout said.  “They’ve got Humvees with flatbed trailers.  They’re transporting stacks of the dead to centrally located piles where they’re dumping them off.”

      “How many are there?”

      “Bodies or troops?” the hitman asked.

      “Both,” Gunderson said.

      “Probably five Humvees,” he answered, turning to the Hitleresque looking man, “and at least seven mountains.”

      “Mountains?”

      The scout furrowed his brow, then said, “Of bodies.”

      “They’re piling them up?” Gunderson asked.

      “More like throwing them out of the buildings into a pile.”

      “They’re going to burn them,” the hitman said.

      The scout turned his eyes back on the new leader of the gang and said, “They’re at least thirty feet high in some places.  One pile is fifteen feet tall and spans half a city block.  Inside the buildings, in some places, especially apartment towers, they’re throwing them out the window like old trash.  You get four close buildings and that’s when you get a thirty foot pile of bodies.”

      Taking a sip of his brandy, running the razor-sharp blade of a hunting knife over the stubble on his otherwise bald head, the hitman eyed Gunderson under heavily hooded eyes.

      “I want those trucks,” he said.

      The decapitated head of their former soldier, Chandler Diggs, a.k.a. Blood Pig, sat on the hitman’s desk, decaying.  Ever since Blood Pig and his crew were slaughtered at the elementary school in Balboa Hollow, the hitman had been distracted.  Consumed by this “Indigo.”  Now his office bore the sour, hairy stench of death—a foul smell everyone but the hitman had commented on.

      His boss gazed upon the head in a contemplative stare.  It sat on his Bible, facing the hitman.  Gunderson flicked a glance at the back of Blood Pig’s head and wondered about the eyes, nose and mouth, how they must be shriveled and pulling in like some sort of withered, forgotten Halloween pumpkin.

      He tore his mind from the thought of it.  Considered everything else.

      “I can get a truck,” Gunderson finally said, breaking the silence.

      Half of the hospital they now occupied had fallen down around them, the remnants of a massive drone strike.  There were dead caught in the rubble, but they didn’t go in that wing.  Instead, they remained where the building felt sturdy, untouched by the ravages of war.

      The location was perfect in that it still held medical supplies and beds, and there was plenty of room to grow the gang, when it came to that.  He wasn’t sure the hitman agreed.  He’d said he wasn’t a fan of such embattled digs, but the cover it provided was something everyone needed right now.  Gunderson knew he was right.  No one in their right mind would come looking for them in such a ramshackle building, certainly not any of the remaining gangs.

      That didn’t mean it was safe, or sturdy.

      Gunderson often wondered if he would be walking around one day and the bottom would just drop out from underneath him.  He didn’t show it, or speak of it, but the idea of this left him constantly on edge.

      Now the hitman was saying he wanted one of the National Guard’s trucks.  He was happy to oblige.  Thrilled, in fact, to get out of this building and on to more interesting endeavors.  Gunderson was bored out of his mind anyway, and not a huge fan of most of the new guys.

      “So after you said you can get me a truck,” the hitman said, his eyes clearing, “I expected you to get up and leave.”

      Gunderson stood and left, thinking he’d never stolen a military vehicle before.

      How hard could it be?

      Gunderson was now The Ophidian Horde’s chief enforcer and a competent man who was allowed to lead under the hitman.  It was an awesome responsibility.  One he never imagined having so soon.  He was committed to earning the position he now had, one victory at a time.  The first victory would be over the National Guard.

      Gunderson assembled a crew of twenty men from the fifty strong, and they armed themselves to the teeth.  After that, they grabbed a half dozen five-gallon gas cans they’d been using for the generators and headed out.

      Within an hour, they’d siphoned gas from enough cars to fill the cans, then they headed into downtown on foot, scaring practically everyone they came into contact with on the way.  At some point, there were no more people.  There was only destruction.

      Within a dozen blocks of these body piles, the damage to the city looked otherworldly.  And then they saw the bodies.

      The scout said, “This is the tallest one I’ve found.”

      Gunderson looked around.  They were surrounded by apartment high rises, the windows blown out, their foundations pocked and peppered by small to medium artillery fire.  At any minute, the earth could shift and one of them could topple.  Gunderson sniffed the cool air, caught only the barest hint of smoke.  A couple of birds chirped from somewhere above.  He stood in the middle of an unearthed graveyard in complete awe.

      “Burn it,” Gunderson finally said.

      Six of his soldiers emptied the cans of gas around the massive base of dead people, shaking out the last drops of gas before standing back and awaiting orders.

      “Get to high ground,” Gunderson told his snipers.  “When they come, if they come, wait until they’re close, then head shots only if you can help it.”

      To his ground forces, he said, “Fan out in case they miss.  Don’t hit the trucks, just the men inside.  But only when they exit the vehicle and only if our snipers miss.”

      When his boys were in position, Gunderson removed a lighter, lit a long scrap of linen.  When it caught fire, he dragged the linen around the base of the bodies until the entire pile took to flame.  From there the gasoline-fueled fire snaked up the pile, ultimately engulfing the top of the heap in the loudest, most massive inferno Gunderson had ever seen.

      When the man next to Gunderson said, “What’s next?” Gunderson simply replied, “We get to high ground and wait.”
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      Nineteen Days into the Attack. MCAS Camp Pendleton, CA

      Nearly three weeks had passed since 1stLt Jagger Justus and 2ndLt Camila Cardoza had flown to NAS Corpus Christi for Tilt-Rotor advanced training.  They hadn’t gotten their hours, not that it mattered now.

      Really the only thing that mattered was surviving.

      The drones struck the day he and Camila arrived, an attack neither of them would have ever imagined possible, not in a million years.  None of the pre-war intelligence indicators were present.  There was no chatter, no posturing, no advanced warning of any kind.  The squadron of modified attack drones were quickly met with force by the Navy and the Marines.  The drone’s forces dwindled over the first week.  Smaller attacks followed, but none as lethal as the initial strike.  After nineteen days and dozens of casualties, Jagger and Camila were ordered onto a Cobra gunship and sent to Oceanside, California, to MCAS Camp Pendleton where they were needed most.

      “Would you have ever imagined the US could be turned into a war zone like this?” Camila asked.

      “How bad to you think Pendleton is?” he asked, making idle conversation.

      She shrugged her shoulders and held his eye.

      Camp Pendleton sustained catastrophic damages and was still under fire when they arrived.  At first blush, the assault was easily a dozen times worse than it had been in Texas.  That didn’t make Jagger feel any better about Oceanside.

      It wasn’t just the military bases, either.  Word had it that major metropolitan cities were under attack as well.  He knew from talking to Lenna that San Francisco was bearing the brunt of it, but he couldn’t grab a ride back home, and even if he could, his CO wouldn’t allow it.  He’d call it desertion.  He’d ask Jagger if he was really ready to turn his back on his country.

      He wasn’t.  That wasn’t how he was built.  But he hated not being able to be there for his family.  It churned his guts regularly, made him sick just thinking about what was happening back home.  The push and pull of such a harsh reality left him pissed off and constantly on edge.

      Plus he was tired.  Not that he’d ever admit that.  There was too much to do to worry about sleep or recovery.

      Jagger tried as often as he could to find out what cities were hit, but the top brass said he was on a need to know basis and apparently he didn’t need to know.

      Eventually he learned the assault on California was a highly coordinated effort and focused mainly on the most concentrated populations: San Diego, Los Angeles, Sacramento, San Francisco.  The smaller cities and seaside towns were hit, too.  Reports were coming in that the air strikes on these small towns were not as severe, rather most were simply hit with one pass.  The problem was that one pass.  According to some of the guys, entire cities were carpet-bombed and the loss of life and property was substantial.

      He asked his superiors what other states were being bombarded and everyone decided to purse their lips and say nothing.

      Later, after they’d settled into a new battlefield with a larger, more lethal army of drones, Jagger began to crack.  He needed to talk to Lenna.  He was convinced he wasn’t going to make it home.  Amidst the constant noise and chaos, amidst the utter exhaustion, Jagger found a sheltered corner of the base where he used a stolen sat phone to dial the number.  It rang a few times before Lenna picked up.  He heaved a sigh of relief.

      “Jagger?” she answered, hopeful, the line halfway crackling with static.

      “Hi, baby,” he replied, one hand cupped over his ear to freeze out the commotion ramping back up outside.  It’s like everything ridged in him finally loosened and he could breathe again.

      “What’s all that noise?” she asked.

      “We arrived at Camp Pendleton under massive drone strikes.  It’s been going on since the night we first arrived, and long before that.”

      “They attack at night?” she asked, like she couldn’t believe it.

      “They do here.  And we’ve been hit pretty hard.  This place is buckling fast and I’m trying to evac, but right now it’s all hands on deck.  I’m not even supposed to be making this call.”

      In the hollow sounding background outside this closet of a room, in the midst of a barrage of heavy artillery fire, something big exploded, rocking the ground.  The lights flickered.  Plaster shook loose from the ceiling.  Breathless, he stood back, studied the snaking crack.

      Hunkering down, preparing himself for the ceiling to collapse on top of him, perhaps the entire building, he waited with bated breath.  Much of the base hospital went down that way.  There was nothing to say this building wouldn’t collapse, too.

      “Jagger?”

      “I’m here,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “What’s going on out there?”  Her voice was a rising pitch of concern, but it was also a bit choppy with static.  When he didn’t respond, she said, “Are you okay?”

      “I am.”

      “No, I mean, are you really okay?”

      He didn’t want to think about this because the second you started to fear for your own safety, you were pumping the brakes on forward mobility.

      “Other than missing you and the boys,” he said, “I’m good.”

      The truth was, he felt stuffed into a nightmare he wasn’t sure he could escape.  Would the building collapse any minute now?  Would the drones turn on this one building and eviscerate it with him inside?  Seconds passed.  When none of his fears materialized, he forced himself to unwind again.

      The walls were holding.

      For now.

      “How soon until you can come home?” she asked, her voice cutting in and out.  “It’s pretty bad here, too.”

      A vision of her sprung to mind.  Her beautiful face, her lithe body, how warm she was at night, curled in bed beside him.  He missed her so much his heart actually ached.  Outside the noise levels rose again and concussion bursts shook the building.

      He wiggled his finger into his ear canal a little deeper, the noise of return fire outside making it near impossible to hear.

      He was about to speak when the door to the room he was in flew open and the gorgeous, fear stricken Camila Cardoza said, “Lt, it is way beyond FUBAR out there!”

      Jagger put his hand up, silencing her.  Camila saw he was on the phone, so she stepped inside and closed the door to cut out the noise.  Seeing the look he was giving her, she mouthed an apology and leveled him with a look of her own, one he understood perfectly.

      On her lovely, worried face, 2ndLt Cardoza’s expression said the world was falling down around them and why in God’s name was he making personal calls?

      She didn’t understand.  He’d called Lenna to say good-bye.  He didn’t think they’d survive the assault, so it was imperative he reach out one last time.

      “Half the Super Huey’s are gone,” Camila harsh whispered.  “And the hospital…”

      He held up a hand, palm out, like he was trying to push everything away: her voice, his fear, the war, their impending demise.

      Red faced and angry, his co-pilot couldn’t stomach his response.

      Jagger now felt sheepish, abandoning his post in what he thought was a lull in combat.  Clearly there was no lull.  Still, he’d made the call.  He had to.  He needed to tell Lenna he loved her, that she must protect the boys at all costs.

      “Who is that?” Lenna asked, shaking him out of his half-second reverie.

      As fate would have it, there wasn’t an ounce of static.  The receiver was so clear he thought the call had dropped and he was holding onto an empty line.

      But he wasn’t.

      Swallowing hard, he said, “We were almost overrun.  It’s still pretty bad out there, but not as bad as it was.  It’s going to get a lot worse if they’ve got counter-measures in place.  Right now all of Pendleton is locked, loaded and on high alert.  That was 2ndLt Cardoza telling me I’m needed.”

      “Your co-pilot?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But that sounded like a woman.”

      “You’re one hundred percent on that,” he replied, a subtle warmth moistening the back of his neck.  Lenna was not a jealous woman, but he knew this was no time to test her resolve.

      Masking his discomfort, he looked up at Camila wishing his wife had never been privy to that particular detail.  And he prayed to God Lenna never saw the woman, let alone met her in person.  The thing about Camila Cardoza was she knew how to draw a man in uniform.  She could be a girl’s girl at night and a guy’s girl in the trenches.  Guys loved this about her. Their wives hated it.  Knowing Lenna, she’d probably hate it, too.

      “I thought Cardoza was a man.”

      “Lenna, sweetheart,” he said, dodging the question because of its poor timing while at the same time softening his tone with reassurance, “I’m needed.”

      “I need you, too,” she pleaded.  Then, softer in tenor and voice: “The boys need you.”

      “I know, baby,” he said, turning to look at Camila who was all eyes on him and tapping an extremely impatient foot.  She crossed her arms, let out a not-so-subtle huff, then glared at him like she was ready to come out of her skin.

      He turned away from her.

      “Jagger, they’re still bombing the city,” Lenna said.  “They’re killing everyone and everything they see, and half of downtown is still on fire.  It’s a massacre that’s not ending and I’m not sure how much longer I can do this alone.”

      Drawing a deep breath, feeling his patience crumbling, he started to speak, but something massive exploded, breaking a few windows and shaking the floor beneath his feet with far greater intensity than before.

      Reflexively, Jagger and Camila ducked—Camila in the doorway, Jagger in the middle of the room like an idiot.  The air was suddenly stale, powdered with drywall dust.  A light flicked off, pitching them into darkness, then flickered back on.  He was scared, and he missed his wife.  And he hated that Camila was watching him through it all.  Another bomb hit, causing more plaster to rain down around them.

      “What the hell?” Jagger growled.

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Camila spat.  “We need to go.  Now!”

      “I’m so sorry Lenna but I have to go,” he said, cupping his entire hand over his free ear.  “We’re taking substantial fire again and if I don’t go…I need to go.  We’re either making a last stand or evacuating and I’m not sure which.”

      “I love you,” she said.  In her voice, he could already hear the start of tears.

      “I love you, too, baby.”

      “Be careful,” she said.  “We need you, Jagger.  Remember that, please.”

      “I will,” he said before hanging up.

      He looked at Camila and said, “Where in the hell did that explosion come from?”

      “We have to get to Hangar Six right now,” she said, her eyes now looking haunted and afraid.

      “And how do you suppose we do that?” he asked, joining her as she trekked down a long hallway double time.

      “By any means necessary.”

      “On whose orders?”

      Looking back, the overhead fluorescents flickering, she flashed that forced smile and said, “You’re adorable when you worry, Lt.”

      Frowning, not ready for her flirtatious banter—unnatural as it was in that moment—he repeated the question: “I said, on whose orders?”

      “Top brass.”

      The second they left the building, Camila tossed Jagger the keys.  Jagger hopped into an open air Jeep, cranked the engine then stomped on the gas and headed for the tarmac.  All around them, things were burning.  Smoke muddied the air and drones buzzed and zipped through the clouds of it, firing on military personnel and equipment.

      “Who let you borrow this?” Jagger asked, eyes half on the charcoal sky and half on the road ahead.

      Her black hair pulled in a tight ponytail, but still blowing around, she said, “Who said I borrowed it?  And is there really anything in this place I need to ask permission for?”

      He fired her a look.

      In response to his look, she said, “Any minute now and it’s going to be every man and woman for themselves.”

      Small range artillery fire popped and crackled all around them, and half a dozen drones raced overhead, their aim elsewhere.  The Jeep was suddenly strafed, ripping apart the backseat and giving them one hell of a scare.  Overhead, a small drone swung back around to finish what it started.  As they were bracing for impact, the squat little plane exploded mid-air.

      “Good God!” Camila croaked as the wreckage bounced off the front grill, rocking the already battered vehicle.

      Jagger lifted his arm and gave the thumbs up to whomever had their six.  He’d been ready to do evasive maneuvering, even if it meant he’d only buy them a few extra seconds of life.  He tried not to think of his heart.  It was going a million miles an hour now with that last close call.  Any faster and it was bound to tear loose of his body.  Fortunately most of the drones were headed for the half-standing hospital where they could perpetrate the greatest number of human casualties.

      With the pedal smashed firmly to the floor, Jagger hit Munn Field at unacceptable speeds.  He saw the exploded fuel storage tanks and knew there was no time for sight-seeing.  Sitting on what he knew were Helo spots F2 and E were four Bell UH-1Y Huey’s, all of them charred to a crisp.  He dodged more tarmac wreckage, the Jeep’s tires screeching and squealing as he maneuvered around a destroyed mess made of two or three downed drones.

      Camila grabbed the panic handle, but didn’t bat an eyelash.  “This is why you drive,” she said a bit too calm.

      “Why were the Huey’s even there?” he said, the smoke-filled wind grating across their cheeks and eyeballs.  Jagger covered his mouth, drew a breath through his hand.  He didn’t know why he asked the question.  Protocol, at this point, was out the window.

      Camila shot him a look and said, “Who knows?  Why does it even matter?”

      He didn’t say anything.  Didn’t answer.  The road ahead held more obstacles.  In the sky, a new fleet of drones were swirling and attacking.

      They weren’t going to make it.

      “I always wished you weren’t so married,” she said over the noise.  “That I could’ve had you just once before we both became worm bait.”

      “We’re not dead yet,” he said, avoiding eye contact.

      He should have been thinking of the drones, or her bold admission, but what he was thinking about most were the Huey’s.  That was what he usually flew.  That and on occasion, the newest version of the Valor.  The fixed propeller version, not the Tilt-Rotor.  Was there anything left to fly out of here?  Was there any escape?

      Camila made a big ordeal of blowing out a huff, but a quick glance let him know she was prepared to let his thoughtless repudiation of her stand.  She knew the score.  Was this her last attempt at telling him how she felt?

      In and around the carbonized skeletons of the Huey’s were the bodies of the pilots.  They sat like smoked cinder, sculpted in a black death statue, just waiting for that one stiff breeze to blow their remains across the tarmac and out of existence.

      “What’s the casualty count?” he asked.

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” she replied.  “Half the base, maybe?  More now that the hospital is being turned into a gigantic pile of rubble.”

      He thought of all those people stuck inside the hospital, how when the building first caved, everyone who hadn’t died from the explosions or escaped in time was now gone, as in crushed to death beneath an avalanche of debris.

      “It could be worse,” she said, coughing from the foul air, “we could still be in Corpus Christi.”

      “At least we’ve got our hours,” he quipped, his frown letting up a bit.

      If his wife hadn’t been the woman she was, if he was even slightly east or west of perfect north on his moral compass, he would’ve fallen for Camila a long time ago.

      At twenty-five, she was the perfect combination of natural beauty mixed with the more coarse nature of a man.  Girls like that hardly even existed anymore.  He’d never pretend to deny her allure, but he wouldn’t gawk over her either.  Not the way everyone else did.  Perhaps that’s why she liked him: he wasn’t available.

      Truth be told, he’d come to appreciate so many things about her that he was sure he was attracted to her and doing his absolute best not to fall into that trap.  Like his recovering alcoholic of a mother used to say, “You’ve got to take it one day at a time.”  Today was just another day, he told himself.

      Even if it was his last.
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      The going was slow, but Rider managed to get them to the hospital on Cherry Street without the plywood coming apart.  He killed the engine on the motorcycle, dismounted the bike along with Ballard, then asked about Lenna.

      “Doing good so far,” she said, but she was losing color again and he knew she was hurting by the pinched look in her face.

      Hagan got off the mattress and stood there waiting.

      “Can you stand up?” Rider asked her.  “If you can, I want to have a look at the underside of the plywood.”

      She got to her feet with his and Hagan’s help, then found she could stand on her own without getting sick or dizzy.

      Rider dropped to a knee, lifted the plywood and examined at the underside.  It was chewed up in the center.  They wouldn’t make it back to Indigo’s on it, but if he took Hagan off the mattress and put Ballard on, then maybe they could get an extra hundred or more yards before the thing came apart.

      He dropped the plywood, looked around.  The rubble from the medical center’s collapse spilled across Cherry Street into a collapsed parking garage.  He could hide Hagan and Lenna inside there, but he didn’t know who might be lurking so he decided otherwise.

      They’d come in on California Street, but even then, all they had was maybe one alcove that was maybe two feet deep and provided no cover.

      “We need to find a place to hide you,” Rider said to Lenna.  “Can you walk?”

      “I can,” she said.

      They made their way around the hospital to the front entrance on California street.  Once upon a time the hospital was a beautiful brick and concrete building. Well, beautiful as far as hospitals go.  Buildings like that weren’t usually the mainstay of architectural beauty.

      Half the four story hospital still stood while the other half lay in ruin.  The good news was there were plenty of places to hide.  Rider wasn’t sure how safe they were, but he’d find out soon enough.

      The four of them walked up the brick stairs, Hagan and Ballard helping Lenna, Rider scouting ahead with his weapon drawn and his senses on full alert.  Where one of the wings collapse, there were gigantic mounds of broken concrete blocks, some taller than him.

      “This’ll work,” he said.

      Behind the giant concrete blocks, tucked in between the rubble and the still standing portions of the hospital, Rider felt Lenna and Hagan would be sufficiently insulated from the people or potential problems on the street.  The spot also provided cover for them in case trouble spilled out of the hospital’s front doors.

      “You got ammo?” he said to Hagan.  The boy nodded.  “Good.  Don’t use it unless you’re in a pinch.  And don’t be a hero.  This is about survival, not about anything else.”

      “Okay,” he said, concern sitting heavy in his eyes.

      He might not have made that face had they not been attacked in the Jeep.  Or maybe he would have anyway.  Rider had no idea what the kid had survived before this, or what he was made of.  One thing for sure, there was plenty to be afraid of out here, for they were officially balls deep in the vast unknown.

      “How long will you be?” Lenna asked.

      “As long or as short as necessary.  We’ve got other injured people back at the home, one with gunshot wounds to her chest and shoulder.”

      Lenna blanched, then looked at Hagan who nodded his head ever so slightly.

      “Don’t be a hero,” Rider said once more.

      “Got it,” Hagan replied, much of that fear gone, or hidden.

      “Ballard, it’s you and me,” he said.  The boy complied, no longer so worried about Rider.

      “Can’t he stay here?” Lenna asked.

      “I need him to carry supplies in case we hit pay dirt, or in case I need a free hand for this,” he said, lifting his weapon.

      Lenna nodded, then turned away, unable to look.

      Rider and Ballard ventured inside the blown-out front of what was once Sutter Health CPMC.  Inside there were workable walkways, but the air was heavy with dust motes and the stink of destruction.  Further down the west wing, everything seemed to be in tact.

      They walked quietly yet steadily through the dark hallways, letting their eyes adjust to what little light there was.  He had an old flashlight, but he used it sparingly.  Moving through the pools of darkness, Rider kept his eyes on the sagging ceilings and potential hazards on the ground.  The last thing they needed was to fall through a hole in the floor or have the building collapse on top of them.

      A small fleet of squeaking rats ran by, startling them, but neither he nor Ballard said a word.  Occasionally he’d flick on the light, read a sign, then shut it off and move on.  He did that about ten minutes after they first entered the abandoned hospital.

      “Bingo,” he muttered.

      “You found something?” Ballard asked.

      “Sure hope so,” he said.  “Because I’m not really a fan of this place.”

      Now if only they had what he needed.  He flashed his light through a large glass window and saw the medical supply room beyond.  It was not exactly stacked to the ceiling with supplies, but it wasn’t barren either.  He tried the silver knob, found it locked.  He put his shoulder into it, tested its sturdiness and groaned inside.

      Standing back, he gave it a hearty kick.  The door remained shut, but his body was humming.

      “Mother fu—” he started to say, but stopped himself because Ballard was watching him.  He turned to the kid and said, “This door is no joke,” but Ballard only remained silent.

      “Can you shoot it?” the kid asked.

      “If there are people in the hospital, and it’s a perfect place to hide, that kind of noise will bring every single one of them right to us.”

      “Maybe one of them has a key,” he said.

      “Maybe one of them has a gun they’ll use to pump us full of lead for trying to steal their stuff,” Rider said back.

      Drawing a deep breath through his nose, sizing up the door one last time, he moved back, got a running start and threw the most ferocious side kick he could at the door, causing it to buckle, but not break.

      “Mother of Christ,” he growled, grabbing his leg.

      The pain that shot through his body was monumental.  He wasn’t exactly at one hundred percent, and he wasn’t exactly young anymore.

      “I think it’s about to give,” Ballard said.  “Maybe one more?”

      “Easy for you to say, kid,” he grumbled as he moved back and sized up the door one last time.  Kicking down metal doors was a young man’s game, and he wasn’t exactly young anymore.  He thought about shooting it, but he wouldn’t.  Not worth the risk.

      Instead of giving it another kick—which he couldn’t do again—he decided to go through it.  He took a moment, gathered his thoughts and tried to draw strength from them.  He thought of Lenna with all her cuts and bruises, he thought of Macy the way he found her nearly shot to death, and he even thought of Rex who’d been shot twice, although they were somewhat superficial wounds.

      Yeah, he had to go through it.

      Taking several deep breaths, grounding himself, he envisioned his body crashing through the door with success.  Finally he ran full speed ahead and when he slammed into the door, it was with all the force he could muster.  The door broke open and he went flying into two metal stacks of nearly empty shelving.  He went down hard.  One of the metal standing cabinets fell over making as much ruckus as a gunshot.  Maybe more.

      He was slow to get up, and he hurt all over, especially his shoulder.  There was a steep, uncomfortable pain that told him his arm was out of socket.  He used his free hand to manipulate it back in place, crushing on his molars and cussing to himself as he rolled it and sunk the joint back into place.

      Smarting from the pain, Rider tested his arm, wincing as he circled it forward and backwards.  It was back in.  That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt like a son of a bitch—it did—but then again, so did his neck and back.  Rolling his neck, then stretching it side-to-side with a bit of force, he managed to crack a half dozen vertebrae.

      Ballard picked up the flashlight and started reading off medicines, grabbing boxes, asking him if they needed this and that.  Rider wanted to take it all, if they could.

      “We need to find something to carry all this in,” he said, looking for some kind of cooling fridge for blood bags.  Ballard said he’d go look, but Rider said, “Stay close.  Close enough for me to hear you at regular volume.”

      Rider went through the supplies, finding things like medical tape and syringes, empty blood bags, a saline solution, various antibiotics.  There was no blood storage though.  That would be a refrigerated unit, and unless there was a gas powered generator here, which there obviously wasn’t, he wouldn’t be finding any good blood.

      He felt fortunate to have found anything at all.

      Ballard rushed back into the room as quickly and as quietly as he could, dropped a cardboard box on the floor and said, “There are people out there.  Men I think.”

      “How many?” Rider asked, clicking out the flashlight.

      “Two or three.”

      That’s when he heard the voices.  Moving closer to the broken door, he reached out, fingers grasping for the boy.  He found Ballard and said, “Go out this door, hide under that desk on the other side, don’t come out for any reason.  Go!”  He started to move, but Rider gripped him a bit harder.  He shoved his Glock at Ballard and said, “Just in case.”

      Ballard grabbed the gun, then did as he was told just as the men’s voices became clear.

      “I’ve got to take a dump,” one of the men said to the other in a youngish voice, almost like it was a piece of business rather than too much information.

      “I don’t need to know that,” the other man said, clearly older by the wear in his tone.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “And you’re freaking disgusting.”

      Calling out one last time, he said, “You see anyone, shoot first then interrogate later,” and together they laughed like it was no big thing.

      Rider slid the knife out of its sheath, peeked around the corner from inside the supplies room and saw just one flashlight bobbing in the hallway.  Heart thumping, ready to go if needed, he held his breath and waited.  The flashlight then spun their way, forcing Rider to jerk his head back for cover.  He hoped the guy didn’t see him or decide to investigate the broken door.

      “What the hell?” Rider heard the guy mutter under his breath.

      Crap.  Here we go.

      The stranger moved toward the door, the light from his flashlight dancing into the room with every step.  The second the slightly extended arm with the flashlight entered the door, Rider slashed at the exposed wrist and snatched the falling flashlight.

      The guy screamed, pulling his wrist into his body.  Rider stepped out, turned the light on him, found an exceptionally large man with a gun aimed right at him.  Rider ducked away as the first bullet exploded out of the chamber.

      Two more blasts cracked open the air, both of them sounding like his Glock.  The guy went down like a sack of potatoes at his feet.

      Rider popped his head out and shined the light on Ballard.  The kid was holding the smoking gun.  He looked terrified at what he’d done.

      “So I guess you can shoot,” Rider said.

      “My dad’s a Marine.”

      “Is that the answer for everything?” he asked, thankful their father was in fact a Marine.

      Ballard just looked at the guy and said, “Is he dead?”

      “Not from you.  I cut his wrist open, so he’s out cold now, but he’ll bleed out in the next minute or two.”

      “I was aiming for the head.”

      Not his head, the head.

      “Well it looked like you hit his shoulder,” Rider lied.

      He didn’t want the kid thinking he’d killed someone, and he sure as hell didn’t want Lenna thinking he’d turned her youngest son into a murderer.

      “The other guy will be coming any minute,” Rider said, taking the gun.  “Go load the box full of the supplies I collected, and anything else in there you think looks important.  When you see the guy’s light, shut yours off.”

      “What if he shoots at me?”

      “He’ll be dead long before that.  More might be coming, though, so if things turn sour, go back to your hiding place.”

      “What if they get you?” he asked.

      He reached down, grabbed the weapon off the downed man with a hole in the side of his head, checked the magazine, then handed it to Ballard and said, “Shoot them until the magazine runs dry.”

      Now the kid looked a bit scared.

      “It’ll be okay,” Rider said as he handed the kid his flashlight and headed out into the darkness.

      The second he moved into the hallway Rider heard commotion from both ends.  On one end, he saw the light from several flashlights in the distance.  On the other, he saw the glow of another flashlight (the indelible Captain Pooper).  From the pack, he saw one man pull ahead, his flashlight shaking like he’d broken into a jog.

      Great.  Freaking awesome.

      “Lights out, Ballard,” he harsh whispered before ducking behind a wall.

      The runner arrived, but the second he was in striking distance, Rider dropped low and drove his knife into the man’s gut.  In, twist, out.  Lightening fast, he grabbed the runner by the hair, yanked his head back and dragged the blade across his neck.  Arterial spray caught him across the face as Rider dragged the dying man behind a nearby reception desk.  Rider retrieved the runner’s flashlight and gun, then ducked for cover.  He couldn’t cross the hallway, which meant he’d have to hide with Ballard.  They weren’t in a defensible position, which left him feeling sick.

      “Are they coming?” Ballard asked.

      “Shhh,” Rider said.  “You have the box?”

      “Yes.”

      “Everything in it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t shoot anyone unless I’m dead, got it?”

      “Roger that,” he said, stilling Rider.

      He looked over at the dark shadow of the kid’s face and realized this was just a boy.  Not a warrior, a soldier, or a killer.  Yet Rider shoved a gun into his hand and told him to use it.  Then not use it.  His father was a Marine, but Ballard was not.  Hagan was not.  He found this both humbling and terrifying at the same time.

      A host of voices were now upon them.  They found their buddy, half a decapitation interrupted, and those same voices rose an octave.  Curse words fell from the mouths of these guys.  Someone was puking.

      “Lightweights,” he whispered more to himself than anyone.

      Any minute now and they’d find their other friend, and…

      “They killed Kenny!” another voice said, Captain Pooper.  Rider nearly laughed thinking of South Park, but he didn’t because none of this was even the least bit humorous.

      “Get ready,” he whispered to Ballard, who was busy trembling beside him.  He put his hand on the kid’s back and said, “We got this.”

      Pulling themselves even deeper into the dark cave under the desk, they waited.  As he listened to the men conversing, planning, he felt his  pulse beating in his chest, in his throat, behind his eyes.

      Rider fought to control his breathing, but the man with the flashlight was now hunting for Kenny’s killers, for them.  If they were found, that was it.  Game over.  He almost held his breath, waited out the storm, but he couldn’t.

      He’d already exerted himself too much.

      “Kenny’s definitely dead, and so is Leon,” the guy said from the room.  “Someone broke in and cleaned out the supplies.”

      “There wasn’t anything major in there anyway,” a more sturdy voice said.  “We have what we need.”

      “Yeah, but whoever did it, this guy’s a pro,” a voice not two feet from him said.  “Has to be.  Wrist is slit, plus his brains are everywhere.”

      “And your point is?”

      “We need to tell Gunderson about this,” the guy said.  “He’ll want to know.”

      Ballard was completely quiet; Rider had his Glock at the ready, one round already in the chamber.  The problem was there was no where to go.  The minute he shot this guy, gunfire would rip through the other side of this desk and shred them both.  If this became a shooting match, then they were the fish in the barrel.

      Rider tried to scoot himself further into the darkness, but he was already up against the back and all he was doing was squishing Ballard into the other side.  He stopped moving, said a short prayer to the God of War to see them through this.

      “Did you clear the area?” someone asked, the voice of authority.  By now Rider identified four separate voices, this one being the leader’s voice.

      He could take five in the dark.

      Maybe.

      The guy’s flashlight chased away the shadows of the supply room, catching all the corners and possible hiding places, of which there were almost none.

      “Yeah,” he answered.  “Nothing in here.”

      “We need to fan out,” the voice of authority said.  “They’re around here somewhere.”

      The man standing with his side to them, the dude hovering over dead Kenny (“they killed Kenny!”), he swung his beam of light around and headed out.  Rider let out the breath he’d been holding, placed a reassuring hand on Ballard, one that said, I think we’ll be okay.

      After a few minutes, Rider crawled out, moved past the dead man, searched him for other weapons or ammo.  In his back pocket was a spare magazine.  He took it.  Ballard turned on the flashlight, pointed it at the man’s face.  Specifically the bullet hole in his temple.  Rider reached up and grabbed the flashlight.

      “No,” he said.  “You’ll attract attention.”

      “That spot on his head, that’s where I was aiming for,” Ballard admitted, his voice low, solemn.

      “You didn’t kill him.”

      “I did.”

      Rider flicked on the flashlight one last time, aimed it at the man’s wrist, which was soaked red from the slashed open center of it.  There was a large black snake tattoo coiled above the wound, blood splattered but visible.  Rider wiped blood from the underside of the tattoo to read the writing below.

      The Ophidian Horde.

      “These guys,” Rider cursed under his breath.  Then, clearing his mind, he said, “He bled out from me cutting open his wrist.  I did that, not you.  Got it?”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      Rider flipped the light out and said, “Grab the box, time to go.”

      They made their way slowly but quietly through the halls, back the way they came.  Twice they heard the sounds of the men hunting them, but they were never close enough to give Rider pause.  When they were outside, both Lenna and Hagan looked at him in horror.

      “What the hell?” Lenna said.

      “Not my blood.”

      Lenna examined Ballard, pulling him close and asking him if he was okay.

      “Yes,” he said, “except I think I killed a man.”

      “You didn’t kill him,” Rider said.  Damn, he thought, this kid is stubborn.  Then again, he was right.  He did kill the guy.  One perfect shot, right in the dome.

      “Are you going to tell me the bullet did?” Ballard asked.

      “Let’s not do this, kid,” he said.  “Time to go, guys, the roach motel is still bristling with roaches.”

      “You mean there are still…what exactly do you mean?” Lenna asked, looking a little less drawn.

      “I mean the place is a gang hideout or something.”

      They got up and followed Rider back to the bike where Rider said, “Hagan you’re with me.  Ballard can handle the guns in back.”

      “He’s too young,” Hagan argued.

      “He’s also light.  Lighter than you and we need the extra distance if we’re going to make it back to Indigo’s with that mattress still in tact.”

      Hagan got on the bike with Rider; Lenna and Ballard took the mattress.

      He kick-started the motorcycle, glanced back at Lenna and the well armed Ballard, then put the bike in gear and prayed to God that they would make it back without further incident.
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      Indigo’s mother and I are talking quietly in the hallway just outside the room Macy’s sleeping in.  I’m asking her how she came to be at the college and she’s telling me how amazing Rider and Sarah are.  There’s something more though.  She finally admits to being torn between the happiness of being with Indigo and the certainty that Tad is dead and Indigo’s father is missing.

      Tears are already boiling in Margot’s eyes when a ruckus downstairs grabs our attention.  The front door is opening, feet are walking inside, and then the door is closing.

      It’s Indigo’s house, so I’m assuming it’s either Indigo and Rex, or that Rider’s come back with medical supplies and the rest of Hagan’s family.

      Atlanta, the little blonde with almost nothing to say, the little pixie blonde who isn’t afraid to use a gun, she starts up the staircase, sees the two of us and says, “They’re here.”

      “Can you be more specific?” I ask, speaking a bit too loud.

      “That kid’s mom, and his brother I think,” she says, enunciating her words so she doesn’t have to shout.

      My hearing hasn’t fully returned, but it’s not as bad as it was before.  Just some hollow ringing and a little soft popping whenever I try to clear the echo.

      So now we’re in a houseful of people, which seems crazy since we only started out with the three of us: Stanton, Macy and I.

      I almost tear the bandage off my ear, but instead itch it and pretend it’s no big deal.

      “How is she?” I ask.

      “Pretty beat up,” Atlanta says.  “Hagan’s got a little brother, too.  He’s cute.”

      Stanton appears on the stairs saying, “I’ll get them settled into the new house.  Are you up to looking at Hagan’s mother?”

      My head is nodding, but my heart is with Macy.  I don’t want to leave her alone, not while she’s in critical condition.

      “You need to stay with Macy, though,” I tell him.  “I have to check with Rider, see if he got what I needed.”

      “He got some of it.”

      “Blood?”

      Sadly, he shakes his head.  Big surprise there.  For a second, I find myself getting nervous.  Like a brick has suddenly settled at the bottom of my stomach.  I’m not exactly thrilled by the idea of having my blood taken.  I’m happy to give it, but I can’t begin to imagine what it will do to me.

      “I’ll sit with Macy,” he says, looking first at me, then at Margot, who is thin but still attractive.  Certainly better looking than me, but less capable judging by the way she carries herself.  For a second I wonder, will this be the new measure of a woman?  Will we judge each other based not on our looks or occupations, but by our ability to hold her own, to contribute, to survive?

      “Have you ever fired a gun before?” I ask Margot.

      “No,” she says.

      “Well you’d best figure it out,” I tell her as I make my way down the stairs.

      Stanton passes by me on his way to Macy, dragging a finger along my waist the way he used to do when he loved me most.  This makes me smile, but inside it drives a wedge of pain down in me.  How can he love me in the midst of a dying daughter, a damaged eardrum and the end of the world?

      His hand catches my hand, tries to take it, but I keep my fingers loose and continue on.  I don’t want to think of anything now but taking care of Macy.

      Even if it’s Lenna, or my husband.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I won’t lie, Rider is a good looking guy.  He’s strong and hard-wearing with some sort of protector complex that makes me think guardian angel rather than Hell’s Angel.  The tattoos speak to a colorful past—something military related judging by their context—but I dare not ask about the details of his past for a number of reasons, the least of which is I’m married.  Plus, there’s something intimidating about him, something I can’t put my finger on.

      Behind this rugged façade is a man who seems to have a generous heart and a willingness to put his own life aside for the sake of saving others.  And he also keeps his promises.  This is perhaps one of the finest qualities a man of any age or history can embody.  Case in point, he brought Hagan’s family back, as promised.

      It also seems as though he found the hospital he was looking for and returned with supplies.  He’s got a face full of blood spray, though, so I know it’s come at a cost.  Still, he survived, so that stands tall with me.  Makes me think of him as dependable.  The second best quality of a man in my book.

      “What have you got?” I ask, trying to keep my voice down to compensate for my loss of hearing.

      “No refrigeration units with blood or plasma bags, but I did get a few IV drip bags, the tubing you asked for and a grab bag of anti-biotics.  Ballard here was amazing, considering we think we might have found some sort of gang hideout inside the hospital.”

      “Really?” I ask.

      “We almost died,” the boy named Ballard said.

      He was a cute kid, early teens, had the blonde hair his older brother didn’t have, and a more innocent look about him.  He’d clearly seen some very bad things, maybe even done a few of those bad things himself.  The thing about guilt is, it has a way of ripping a smile right off your face and leaving in its wake vast oceans of emptiness.

      Trust me, I know.

      “Hi Ballard,” I say, extending a hand and forcing a smile.  “I’m Cincinnati, but you can call me Sin if you want.  It’s a nickname, but it’s not true.  I don’t sin.”

      Ballard’s cheeks get a little red, but he takes my hand, gives it a one-two shake with a light pulse of pressure, then lets go.  The kid is so far out of his element right now, the uncertainty lies naked in his every nuance.

      My eyes go to the woman on the couch.  She looks like she’s gone through hell and back to get here.

      “You must be Lenna,” I say.  She answers with the faintest smile.  “As soon as I can get all these people out of here, I can spend a little time with you, see what we need to get you back on your feet and feeling better again.”

      Her shallow smile is a clear pronunciation of pain and indignity, but that look in her eyes… God, what is that look?  I quickly understand.  The ring on her finger, the fear etched with permanence in her face, the haunted gaze that said she would be polite, cordial even, but not enough to let anyone inside?  She’s a mamma bear in a stranger’s den and she’s both inured and vulnerable.  My nose puckers and I nearly pass out.

      “What’s that smell?” I ask.

      Rider points to a pair of socks tied together on the floor.

      “Fresh onions.”

      “Why are you pointing at socks and talking about onions?” I ask.

      Rather than talking to me, he looks at Lenna and says, “Are you ready?”

      She winces, like she’s not all that thrilled and says, “Do we really have to?”

      She says this like her teeth are chattering.  She says this while her eyes are loose in their sockets.  I’m starting to wonder how high of a temperature she’s running.  She’s not delirious yet.  She’s not moaning or squirming in her own skin or whimper-crying, so I know she’s holding a full blown fever at bay, but barely.

      I rest my hand on her forehead and it’s warm.  Her eyes find mine.  Her mouth stays mostly closed.  Her lips are parted slightly, her teeth pressed together, her skin slightly damp.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask.  “Really?”

      Her face betrays a bit of her pain, but it also shows me determination.  “Okay,” she says.  “Hurting though.  More than I want to admit.”

      I brush her hair off her forehead and say, “You’re a beautiful woman, and strong.”  I smile, tilt my head sideways, relax my eyes.

      “I don’t feel either at the moment,” she admits.

      “Trust me, I get it.”

      Rider then picks up the socks, which I’m assuming have onions in them, and he slides them on her feet, snugging them up in spite of her groaning.

      “They smell so bad,” she says, to which Rider gives a slight chuckle.

      “When your fever breaks,” he tells her, “we’ll pitch them in a hole out back and dump some lye on the pile.”

      Licking her lips, which are still terribly dry and cracked, she says, “I’m not sure I’ll be able to live with my feet when this is all over.  And I certainly won’t ever eat another onion as long as I live.”

      Smiling, he says, “One day you’ll thank me.”

      “Probably.  But maybe not.”

      Rider pulls me aside, leans in and very quietly says, “Before I moved her, I gave her the once over, just to make sure I wasn’t compounding any permanent problems.”

      “And?”

      “No broken bones, and no internal bleeding, but there’s lots of bruising.  She’s banged up pretty badly, and the ride over here wasn’t easy.  We had to walk the last half mile because, well, we lost the Jeep and got a motorcycle in return.”

      “She walked?” I ask, tempering my voice more than normal.

      “Slowly, but yeah.  Couldn’t stand being on the back of the bike.  This one’s got iron in her veins though, if you know what I mean.”

      “We’re going to need that,” I say.

      “I’m telling you this so you can prioritize.  Macy needs you more than she does right now, and if you’re going to give blood—which I’m assuming you are—then you’ve got to begin donations immediately.  This will take your strength, but it might save Macy.”

      “I know,” I say.  Then: “I’m just glad someone else knows, too.  Thanks for being here.”

      Rider furrows his brow, steps back, then says, “Hagan and Ballard, your mom needs to rest and Mrs. McNamara here has to tend to her daughter.”  To Lenna, he says, “There’s a house across the way, right next to Cincinnati’s home.  If you’re okay with that, I’d like to get you guys set up there for the night.  There are comfortable beds and several jugs of water.”

      She reaches out for Rider; he takes her hand.  Either they bonded on this journey, or she’s not as emotionally strong as Rider let on and is looking to him as her anchor.

      “Thank you for coming for me,” she says, “for watching after my family.”

      Rider gives her hand a light squeeze and says, “I’m happy I could help.”

      Frowning, I’m realizing I was wrong.  Lenna Justus is just a grateful woman who needed help looking after her and her boys.  It’s the same look in Margot.  And surely the same look in my own eyes as I wonder if Macy will survive the transfusion without complications.

      My mind does a quick inventory, same as it used to do when I was in the ER stacking patients.  There’s Rider, Lenna, Ballard and Hagan; there’s Indigo and Margaret; there’s my family of four.  We started out as three.  Now we total ten.

      I try to wrap my head around this—around the idea that we’re no longer just a family, but the start of a community all focused on the same thing: surviving.

      A warm smile forms on my lips, but then fades quickly as Ballard brings me the box of medical equipment and supplies he and Rider took from the hospital.

      I see the blood transfusion bags, the saline solution, the packaged tubing and needles, and the other miscellaneous items.  My eyes return to the clear bags.  How am I supposed to fill that thing with my own blood and not pass out, especially when I’m the only person who can really do the transfer?

      “Rider?” I ask.

      He comes over and says, “Yes?”

      “Have you ever done a blood transfusion?” I ask.  He tilts his head ever so slightly, makes that face, then says, “I’m better with field dressings and tourniquets.”

      “You get the idea though, right?”  He gives a wordless nod.  “Good, because I need you to help me if I give too much blood.”

      “How much has she lost?” he asks, referring to Macy.

      “It’s not just that,” I say.  “It’s her platelets.  She’s clotting too slowly.  If I can get enough of my blood in her, perhaps this will help with the clotting.”

      Margot is suddenly here.  I didn’t hear her come up behind me, but when she says, “How can I help?” I sort of jump a little.

      My eyes meet hers, and honestly I’m grateful for the extra people.  “I need something to hang a blood bag and a plasma bag on,” I tell her.  “It needs to be elevated over Macy and it needs to be relatively sturdy.”

      “I haven’t lived here in a couple of years,” Margot replies, “but let me see if I can find something in the garage, or the kitchen.”

      Upstairs, Stanton sits on the bed with Macy.  When Rider and I get up there, he’s holding Macy’s hand.  She looks wan next to him: fingers not curled, skin a little pale, a thin sheen of sweat on her forehead.  I walk in with the box of medical supplies, begin mentally preparing for the donation.

      “Where do you want me for this?” Stanton asks, his eyes dancing from me to Rider.

      “Rider’s got some experience in the field.  I guess he was ex-military or something.  I’m going to keep him here just in case I draw too much blood and need a steady hand, so I was wondering how you’d feel about getting the boys set up at the house next to ours.  Not Indigo’s friend’s house.  The other one.”

      “I kind of want to be here with Macy,” he says, more weight than I’d like to admit in his words.

      “I know.  I just need everyone who doesn’t have to be here out of here.  I’m feeling pretty overwhelmed at this point and I still have to give blood.”

      “So am I on that list?  Do you want me out, too?” he asks, his eyes apprehensive, like he’s wondering if his feelings should be hurt.

      “No,” I say, going over to where he’s at on the bed.  “When you get Lenna and her family settled, I want you back here.  With me.  With Macy.”  I pull him into a hug, kiss the top of his head, then lean down and kiss him on the mouth.  “I want you as close to me as you can be as often as you can be.  You’re my rock.”

      “Lately I don’t feel like anyone’s rock,” he admits, but not loud enough for Rider to hear.

      “None of us do, but we’ve made it this far.  We’ve survived some things most people haven’t, so I’d say we’re doing alright.”

      “Yeah,” he says.  “I guess.”

      “How are you doing?  Physically I mean?”

      “Better.  A lot better.”

      Rider clears his throat and says, “I’ll be out in the hallway when you’re ready.”

      “Okay,” I say, not taking my eyes off my husband.  To Stanton I say, “You want to run with the boys, don’t you?  Rex and Rider?”

      A genial smile creeps onto his face.  Hmmm.  Rex and Rider are civilized brutes, warriors meant for a world like this, soldiers who aren’t afraid to look at another human being with a gun in their hand and pull the trigger.  That’s not Stanton and that’s not me, even though I know it’s going to have to be.

      To their credit, guys like these protect people like us through intimidation and death.  They did it for a living, overseas, and for the military.  Well, Rex anyway.  And I’m sure Rider has seen combat before.  Judging by the way he moves, by that steely look in his eyes, the idea of war is not a foreign one.  He might even like it.  People like Rider and Rex, they somehow found a way to live with the past, in spite of the horrors it may have wielded upon them.  They endured their former lives while looking forward to a future that may or may not mirror the horrors of the days, weeks and months before.  But not Stanton.

      Her husband was just a pencil-pushing suit (his words, not mine).

      It used to be that men like Stanton ruled the world while men like Rex and Rider were measured by their calm in the midst of a violent storm rather than their ability to read markets and spot solid investment opportunities.  The world was on its backside now.

      Welcome to opposite land, girl.

      Looking at Stanton I’m seeing what he must be going through, how he’s feeling.  Men with the occupational genius of Stanton went from being a commodity to a liability.  His exact value was squat if he couldn’t hold his own in a fight.  Stanton was good at adapting, and not afraid to defend his family, but he also knew when he was around the company of more capable men.  More dangerous men.  Just knowing him, he yearned to do what they did, move like they moved, survive without having to suffer the consequences of his actions.

      How long would it be?  Would he die trying to prove himself to me?  To them?  To Macy?

      Guys like Rider probably slept well at night while pencil pushers like Stanton tossed and turned, and sometimes cried out in their sleep.  My husband is a businessman, not a death dealer.  He’d never be like Rex or Rider.  He’d never be a stone cold killer.

      But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try.

      “You ready?” a voice from behind jolts me from my reverie, causing me to jump for the second time in twenty minutes.

      “I am,” I say, looking at Rider, my heart clamoring wildly in my chest.

      I’m still holding Stanton’s free hand, unwilling to let go, wanting to protect him from his insecurities.  I need him to know he’s loved not for what he can do, but for who he is.

      “We shouldn’t wait much longer,” Rider says.

      “I know, it’s just, I know what she needs, and I know what it’s going to do to me and I’m not exactly looking forward to it,” I say, realizing more of the ringing has left my ear.

      Reaching up, I pull off the bandage and let it breathe.  It feels better already.  Flexing open my jaw, plugging my nose and squeezing out an internal push, I pop my ears one last time.  They don’t pop back in and I damn near drop to my knees and praise Jesus.

      “I don’t think there’s a whole lot any of us have looked forward to lately, maybe just sleep and a break from all this,” Rider replies.

      Stanton stands and says, “I’ll take the boys over to the house.  Get ‘em set up.  What do you want me to do about Lenna?”

      “Ask if she wants to go or stay,” I say.  “If she wants to go, just make sure she’s comfortable and when I can, I’ll get to her.”

      “What if something’s wrong?” he asks.

      “I already looked her over,” Rider answers.  “She’s battle tested and ready for transport.”

      “Well in that case…” Stanton says, not finishing the sentence.

      “Be careful,” I tell him and he gives me a frown, like I just said he’s breakable or something.  I add: “There’s some real nut jobs out there, and I’m not just talking about Rex.”

      Both Stanton and Rider break into a humored grin, but then Stanton’s gone downstairs and it’s just me, Rider and Macy, and I’m about to lose a lot of blood.
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* * *

      I’ve got most of what I need.  The medical supplies box has packaged needles and syringes; it’s got single-serving alcohol prep pads in little foil packets; there are also three viaflex IV bags and the tubing for the transfer, which are exactly what I need for a saline drip.

      “How’d I do?” Rider asks.

      At the bottom of the box I find two blood transfusion bags and my heart settles.  There are the two spike points and the hanger, so yes, I’ve got what I need.

      “I’m all set,” I say, looking up at him.  “How are you at drawing blood?”

      “Pretty good, if you’re talking about a using bullets.  When it comes to this kind of thing though, I’m good at following instructions, not so good at knowing risks and probabilities.”

      “Just follow my lead and you’ll be fine.  I probably won’t even need you.  It’s just the idea of having a reasonably resourceful backup that keeps me calm.”

      “Reasonably resourceful?” he asks with a cocked brow and a smirk.

      “You know what I mean.”

      A few minutes later, Margot hauls in an old steamer stand and says, “Will this work?”

      “It’s perfect.”

      “What else can I do?” she asks.

      “Maybe help Stanton get Lenna and the boys set up across the way?” I say.

      Already my little jealous tendencies are flaring.  It’s because she’s really pretty and I’m fairly plain.  My husband has never had a wandering eye, but with Margot, I’m not sure if I’m being stupid and unreasonable, or simply cautious.

      When she leaves, Rider says, “You ready?”

      I clear my head, then swab the injection point and slide the needle into my arm.  The pinch has me setting my jaw and biting back the pain.  Blood fills the tube.  I sit back and do my very best to relax.

      “Everything okay?” Rider asks.

      “Splendid.”

      As I’m watching the blood fill the bag, I’m thinking, I can do a little more.  Just in case.  Then a little more after that as I look at my daughter and pray she’ll be okay.

      “That’s enough, I think,” Rider says.  “You’re losing color.”

      I pull out the needle, holding a small strip of gauze over the injection point, then give the donation bag and the needle to Rider who lifts the tubing over the top of the bag to stem the backflow of blood.  I place the folded square of gauze and hold it there.

      “Medical tape?” I ask.

      He shakes his head.  We had tape at the school, but in the midst of everything, I’m not exactly sure where it’s at.  Unbelievable.  Then I remember the bandage on my ear.  There was medical tape on that, holding it in place.  On the nightstand nearby, the bandage sits belly up, the tape looking useable.  I stand and head across the room, woozy, grab it and see if there’s enough to hold the gauze in place.  For a second, my vision tunnels inward and I almost fall down.  A hand takes my good arm, steadies me.

      “You need to slow down,” Rider says.

      “I know,” I say, lightly shaking his hand off my arm.

      With a little work, I get the gauze halfway fixed on my arm.  Rider and I then work together to get the IV drip bag hanging in place, right alongside the hanging blood donation bag.  I’ve lost too much blood.  I feel it in my face, how weak I feel.  And cold.  Not that I’m going to say anything with my daughter lying there shot twice and looking every bit as peaked as me.

      When the bags are side by side, the tubing is prepared and the saline drip is working alongside the blood drip, I swab Macy’s arm.  This rouses her a bit.  Her eyelids flutter open, but she goes back to sleep.  When I insert the needle, her eyes snap open but I’m holding her down so she doesn’t kick the needle loose.

      “Open that valve,” I tell Rider.  He does.  To Macy I say, “We’re getting you some blood, sweetheart.”

      She starts to cry from the pain.  “Whose blood is that?” she asks, weary, exhausted.

      “Mine.”

      “We match?” she asks.

      “We match,” I say, noticing how shaky my hands have become.

      She seems to settle back down.  Her eyelids bob open then close once or twice, and then they stay shut and the tension leaves her body as she’s back to sleep.

      “You need to sit down,” Rider tells me.

      He’s right.

      “Could I have a glass of water, please?”

      “Sure, anything else?”

      “A big juicy steak,” I joke, feeling a little lightheaded.  “Or maybe a can of beans.”

      “I can’t do the steak, but let me see about the beans.  Unless you’re joking.”

      “Sadly,” I say, “I’m not.  Which sucks because I can’t stand canned beans.”

      By the time he gets back upstairs, I’m already feeling myself drifting off.  I drink the water, eat from an open can of kidney beans he brought up, try not to gag.

      “Watch Macy for signs of trouble, please.”

      “Like what?”

      I give him the rundown of potential reactions, and he says he’ll stand vigil until Stanton returns.

      After that, for me, it’s lights out.
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* * *

      “The way things are going,” Rider says, “staying here might be a death sentence.”

      Everyone at Indigo’s kitchen table shifts uncomfortably, myself included.  The last thing you want to hear when you’ve just settled into a new home is that you’re going to have to leave it.  I don’t think I can move again.  Plus, my energy is beyond low, and I still feel tired, even after a nap, some fluids and half a can of beans.

      “Aside from that little ball of positivity,” Stanton says, “Lenna seems to be feeling better and the boys brought their mattresses into the master bedroom to be with their mom.”

      “Are they coming over for dinner?” Margot asks.

      At this point, I’m out of the loop, and still a bit disoriented.  Outside, the sun is sinking low into the horizon.  It’s still daylight, but in less than an hour, sunset will swallow the light and the heat of the day and plunge us into another freezing cold night.  It would be awesome if I could actually get some sleep for a change.  It would be even more amazing if this damn ringing in my ear would stop.

      “First off,” Indigo tells Rider, seeing what his proclamation did to all of us, “you can’t just go around say things like that.”

      “I’m sorry, “ Rider says, “but you can’t think of this place as a permanent destination.”

      “If you have to be someplace, then go,” Indigo says, her words curt, her eyes zeroed in on the man.

      Everyone blanches as the temperature climbs a degree.  Indigo is glaring at Rider and Rider is looking right back at her without an ounce of intimidation.

      “You missing something at home?” Rex asks, not in a rude way, but because he senses the same thing we all sense: Rider’s increasing anxiousness.

      “He’s in love with the doctor,” Margot says, taking a sip of water and eating the last of her stewed tomatoes.

      “What’s his name?” Rex asks, looking at Rider and giving the man a wink.

      Rider frowns and says, “Sarah.”

      “Cute as a button that one,” Margot adds.  “Plus, she’s got the most adorable accent ever.  Trust me, you’ll love her.”

      Eyes back on Indigo, Rider says, “Can I take the couch?” to which she answers, “You can take any couch you want, just not mine.”

      “Really?”

      Margot looks at her daughter and says, “It’s better that he’s here.”

      “I don’t know him, Mom.”

      “Well I do, and I vouch for him.  Besides, it’ll only be for a night.”

      Indigo never takes her eyes off him.  The staring contest resumes and she says, “Thank you for everything, but find another house.”

      He nods and says, “Sure, no problem.”

      “Three doors down, there’s an empty home with a king sized bed with plenty of blankets.  You’ll be warm and I’m sure you’ll appreciate the privacy.”

      “Thank you,” he says, while Margot gives her daughter the eye.

      Looking at me, Rider says, “Are you feeling up to checking in on Lenna before turning in?”

      I look at Stanton.  Studying me, he says, “I can walk you over, if you’re okay.”

      “I’m okay enough,” I hear myself say, even though I’m thinking a walk across the street is probably going to feel like a trek across the state.  To Rider, whom I’m immensely grateful for, I say, “Thank you for what you did for the boys, and Lenna.  And thank you for getting the things I needed.”

      “If we’re going to survive,” he says, “we have to take care of each other.”

      And that was that.

      Later on, Indigo might regret her steadfast tone, but I don’t blame her.  She has to look out for herself, for Atlanta, for all their things.  I can only imagine how hard she worked amassing her stores of food and supplies.  The last thing she needed was Rider robbing her if he suddenly got the inclination.
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      The tower of bodies caught fire and started to burn, slowly at first, but then faster as it spread toward the top of the heap.  The flames devoured the fabric of clothes.  It ate through body and bone.  It consumed hair and eyes and everything in its path.

      Gunderson waited for them to come.  He was hunkered down inside a nearly demolished building four stories up.  Through a pair of stolen field glasses, he stood before the open hole of a shattered glass window and studied the surrounding streets below.  Through the thick pall of smoke and the cooked stink of burnt flesh, he and his men waited.

      Hands over their faces, some of his men breathing through the fabric of their shirts, Gunderson and his crew watched and waited.

      Thirty minutes later, in the distance, they heard the drone of an engine.  Moments later, a Humvee full of soldiers rolled up to the furnace of bodies.  Gunderson put up his hand, palm out as a signal to wait.

      There were four soldiers inside the Humvee by the look of it.  Gunderson suppressed a cough as the Humvee’s engine cut.  The air was quiet, except for the steady crackle of a fire now eating the last of hundreds of bodies.  The driver’s side door swung open and a big man in boots and military fatigues stepped out.

      Eyes on the smoldering bonfire, the driver motioned for the others to join him on the street.  Three more men piled out of the Humvee.

      Gunderson watched them talk about the flames.  His hand was still up, palm out.  The message was, hold your fire.  The driver then dipped his body inside the beat-to-hell, camouflage painted Humvee and grabbed a large walkie talkie.

      “They have comms?” someone asked.

      Gunderson saw what was happening and gave the signal.  Gunfire blasted through the smoky stillness of the abandoned building across the street.  Below, the four soldiers shook and swayed from the riddling of bullets, and then they all crumbled to the asphalt, dead, the walkie-talkie lying broken beside them.

      Gunderson motioned for his ground forces to converge upon the Humvee, which they did, guns at the ready, prepared in case there was anyone else.

      There wasn’t.

      Gunderson and the snipers hurried down the stairwell of the ten story building, bursting out of a reinforced steel door into the muted light of day.  The air was thick and claustrophobic, the men all standing around the bodies.  One of them held up the walkie-talkie.  It had taken a round high and center.

      Gunderson took the comm unit, looked it over, then frowned and dropped it onto the asphalt.  Looking at their kill, he said, “Get the uniforms while they’re still salvageable.”

      With the Humvee and four uniforms in his possession, they might be able to infiltrate the other troops, one unit at a time.  After that, they could take the city under the guise of the National Guard.  Gunderson’s men when to work stripping the soldiers of their uniforms, not worrying about the blood, and certainly not exercising a shred of decency or respect in the handling of the dead.

      Gunderson studied the Humvee at a glance.  It was much larger than the H2’s he’d sometimes see hogging the city streets on a Saturday night.  For whatever reason, the vehicle intimidated him.

      “Who knows how to drive one of these things?” he asked.

      His men shrugged their shoulders collectively, which led Gunderson to believe he’d be the one driving.  He climbed inside the big vehicle, marveling at the size of it.

      “There are three more seats inside with room for two more in back.”  Looking over his shoulder, down the long rear of the vehicle, he turned to his men and said, “Any of those gas cans in back that aren’t full, stack them to make more room.  And one of you find the tank and fill it.”

      Seconds later the rear hatch was opened and his guys started going through the line of gas cans.

      “This one’s full,” someone said as Gunderson looked over the controls.  Behind him, a gas can was hauled out of the back and presumably someone went to fill the tank.

      “What about the rest of us?” someone asked.

      God this thing is old as hell, he was thinking.  Everything he laid eyes on in the long hardtop H1 was painted a flat military green without a penny of expense dedicated to either comfort or luxury.  It was like a reinforced steel box on wheels.  Only the seats had any materials on them, but said seats were long ago beaten down, smashed flat from the longest and hardest of rides.

      “Sir?”

      “Everyone else pile on the roof,” he said, his eyes clearing.  “Throw whatever gear you have inside, but not your guns.  I want two snipers on top and the other three with AR’s and handguns.  Check your ammo.  We’re taking an alternate route out and I’m not sure what, or who, we’ll find.”

      Five men jumped up on the Humvee’s front hood, walked up it and climbed on top, making a ruckus before settling in.  There were two thumps up top letting Gunderson know they were in position and ready to roll.

      Gunderson twisted the key into start mode and the engine kicked on.  He worked the gas and the big engine caught right away.  They were only two blocks away when they turned down the wrong street.  At the end, not a hundred yards away, were two more Humvee’s, one with a large gun turret on top and another with a long flatbed trailer stacked to capacity with bodies.

      “Damn,” Gunderson grumbled as he braked hard and stuck the Humvee in reverse.

      The men down the street, they were clearing the buildings of bodies, but everything stopped when one guy saw them.  He pointed his weapon at the truck and started shooting at his men on top.  A second later, gunfire erupted from the roof and men up the street took cover.

      “Get us out of here!” his passenger yelled.

      He stomped on the gas, regretting it immediately.  A body rolled off the roof, crashed onto the hood and rolled over the front.  He scrambled to his feet, sprinting after them, but they were taking fire.  The runner dropped, a red spray coming from his chest.

      “Son of a—”

      He spun the Humvee around the corner just as the gun turret came to life.

      The chase was on!

      Up ahead at Sutter and Powell stood the Marriot hotel.  The top seventy-five percent of the building was blackened to a crisp.  Still it stood.  He had the accelerator buried as he navigated around and through the debris on Sutter Street.  In the side mirrors he saw the Humvee skid around the corner two blocks back.  With the truck in sight, he braked hard for Powell Street.

      “We’re going to take this corner and I want you all out.  Take out the wheels and the turret first.  No one survives.  Got it?”

      “Got it,” the three of them said, weapons ready.

      He swung around the corner, braked to a stop in front of a steeply inclining street.  Three doors flew open and the men emptied out of the truck.  Seconds later, the four men on the roof hopped off, the last one smacking the side door.  Gunderson floored it and was halfway up Powell when the Humvee with the turret rounded the corner.

      A hail of gunfire hammered the chase vehicle, slowing it, then crippling it.  It veered right, the incline slowing it, until it slammed into the side of a missile blasted parking garage.

      Gunderson hit the brakes, waited.  He watched as the men converged on the attack vehicle, pulled out the bodies, began stripping them.

      Gunderson hit REVERSE, backed down the street and waited.  One of the soldiers started to squirm.  His man pulled out his pistol, shot the survivor in the head, then finished taking his clothes.  There were now five dead soldiers.  Meaning Gunderson had five more weapons and five more uniforms.

      This might be easier than he thought.

      When everyone piled back in, and the four remaining men climbed on top of the roof, they did so with new weapons and gear.

      Inside the truck, one guy said, “Should we go back for Sanchez?”

      “No,” Gunderson replied.  He’d seen the man’s chest open up and knew there was no way he’d survived.  Plus Gunderson wasn’t one to backtrack.  His mother taught him that no matter your setbacks, always move forward.  So he was moving forward.

      “We’re going home.”
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      EMP Detonation Day. Camp Pendleton, CA

      At Pendleton, for the better part of two weeks, no one Jagger or Camila talked to could say for sure who was responsible for the attacks, only that the enemy was changing strategy fast and focusing on multiple targets.  Even worse, they were quick learners and able to shift tactics at the drop of a dime.

      One of Jagger’s CO’s said it best when he was addressing the troops: “We’ve never been hit with this kind of precision or flexibility before, and certainly not on our own soil.”

      What originally concerned everyone in the rank and file was not the attack itself, but that the assault was so widespread; soon even the top brass stopped thinking of this as a few isolated incidents and began referring to this a “nationwide event.”

      Now Pendleton was about to fall and this had top strategists scratching their balding heads in dismay.  This, Jagger imagined, was a precursor to the same top brass grabbing weapons of their own and joining the physical fight.  If it came to that, then every single one of the enlisted men and women guarding the base knew there wasn’t a military man amongst them, including the General himself, who wouldn’t rush into a losing fight without a second’s hesitation.

      Jagger forced himself to focus, to power up if he wanted to make it home alive.  Where the hospital had been, a giant ball of fire now boiled into he sky and the last of the building fell.

      Now that the hospital’s down, he wondered, will they come after us next?

      Probably.  Most definitely.

      Racing across the tarmac, Justus and Camila blew past the first four Hangars heading to Hangar Six when they were flagged into Five.  Six was engulfed in flames.  Base Ops and Control Tower 169 was in between Hangars Five and Six; they were quickly ushered into Base Ops where Lieutenant General Bradly Page was reportedly on the sat phone with the President.

      Major General Harper, a surly man with a block for a head and rough skin marked with gin blossoms, stood beside his CO listening to LtGen Page give the Commander in Chief the SITREP.

      “Looks like we’ll be able to hold the base,” LtGen Page reported, or lied depending on how you viewed the situation, “but I’m sending the CJCS (Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) with my two best pilots, a Gunnery Sergeant and six troops to Sacramento.”

      Page paused, nodded his head, then rolled his eyes and said, “Yes, Mr. President, I know that’s not a base.  The fact that it’s small, outdated and has a skeleton crew makes it ideal for Op Support.  It seems only the larger bases are being targeted at this point.  The CJCS will rendezvous with Naval Intelligence and together they’ll roll out a strategic defense plan for the west coast.  It’s out of the ordinary for sure, but we’re operating on the fly here.”

      Pausing, tight lipped and frowning, it seemed the man had stopped breathing to listen to the President.

      Then: “No, sir, there’s still hope.”  More listening, a bit of stiff nodding.  “If Camp Pendleton fails, Mr. President, we’ll evac to the next available base using intel from Sacramento.”

      Pause, deep breath, flashed eyes.

      He started to respond, but his voice broke.  Clearing his throat, he tried again.  “I didn’t realize that was the contingency, Mr. President.”

      His face went two sheets lighter.  In that moment, he turned and motioned everyone but MajGen Harper out.

      No one needed to be told twice.

      Outside the office, waiting, Camila and Jagger didn’t look at each other.  One already knew what the other was thinking.  What was more upsetting to Jagger was that none of the men even bothered to ogle 2ndLt Camila Cardoza.  This alone left Jagger feeling sick.  When men were no longer interested in the most beautiful woman in the room, there wasn’t just a problem, there was a veritable disaster in dire need of arresting.

      After what felt like an eternity (but was in reality only three or four minutes), the door opened and MajGen Harper motioned everyone inside.  LtGen Page’s face had gone even more pale, if that were possible.  He was now smoking a fat Cuban, so perhaps his color would return.

      Jagger flashed Camila a concerned look.  She went pale as well seeing Page’s deathly still countenance and waxy complexion.

      Page set his cigar on a glass ashtray, his face stripped of all emotion.  To both Camila and Jagger, he said, “Get the CJCS to Sacramento.  Gunnery Sergeant William Planck is in Five with your Valor topped off and ready for transport.  If I told you to triple time it on the double, I would still be failing to convey to you the importance of you getting our guest to Sacramento.  We’ve no time to spare.  Your flight plan is being uploaded now.”

      “Yes sir,” he and Camila said in perfect unison, waiting to be dismissed.

      There was something resolute in his voice.  None of the urgency he’d displayed before was seen.  This visibly disturbed all of them.  Being war tested, having spent time in the fray, that gave the consummate soldier a chance to develop a sense of calm inside the storm, but this was different.  A sort of cold disconnection.

      This wasn’t calm; this looked a lot like defeat.

      LtGen Page grabbed the sweet smelling cigar, popped it into his mouth, drew from it deeply, a look of satisfaction crossing his weathered face.

      “We’ll provide cover fire off the base, but expect to take some hits,” he said.  “I don’t have to tell you that you’ll be on your own.”

      Jagger’s stomach dropped.

      If these drones clogged the Sacramento skies the same way Lenna said they occupied the San Francisco skies, then going in solo could very well be a death sentence for them all.

      “If I may, sir,” Jagger asked, waiting for a reply that might not come.  He knew full well he should just zip it and go—triple time it on the double as LtGen Page had suggested—but this was his last chance to get some answers from a man clearly in the know.

      Page chewed down on the cigar in his mouth, really sinking his teeth into it.  He un-holstered his sidearm, checked the chamber.  He glared at Jagger as if he were a maggot rather than the CJCS’s best hope of survival.  After a second, Page gave him the subtlest of nods.

      “Is this far reaching?” Jagger asked.  “The coordinated attacks, I mean?”

      Laying his .45 on the table beside him, talking around his cigar, LtGen Page said, “It is.”  He blew out a lungful of smoke, watched it swirl all around his head then break apart in the small room.

      “Who are we fighting?  I mean, who’s controlling these things?  Is this the Chinese?  The Russians?  Why haven’t we seen any…humans?”

      “You’re on a need to know basis, son.  You have a job to do, now go do it instead of chapping my ass with puerile questions.”

      “It’s a legitimate question, sir,” Camila chimed in.

      Had she been a man, Page would’ve blown fire and death upon her.  Had she been an ugly woman, it might have been worse.  Men are predictable, though, and Camila had the good sense to understand that.  She also knew the train had completely come off the tracks so pissing off the top brass wouldn’t garner her the dressing down she deserved.  At least not now.

      “The machines.  AI.  We’re not fighting a who, we’re fighting a what.”

      “How is this possible?” Camila asked.

      “Some brain in Silicon Valley decided to create an AI god he claimed would be millions of times smarter than humans.”

      “That’s science fiction, sir,” someone said.  “A tech head’s wet dream if ever there was one.”

      “Well apparently it’s now science fact.”

      “So a machine is doing all this?” Jagger asked.

      Page drew a deep breath, blew out the smoke, then said, “This AI god managed to reproduce himself dozens of times over without the geniuses in Palo Alto knowing, then ship them off to various sites across the US.  They all came online at once, and when they did, their sole objective was to take our military from us, use it against us.”

      The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees.

      No one said a word.

      “Exactly,” Page said to the sickly looks on the faces around them.

      “Aren’t there control measures for this?” Camila asked.

      “Yes, but they’re not pretty.  No more questions,” he said.  “It’s time for you to go.”

      The implications of this scenario tore a hole in Jagger’s guts.  Not only was he filled with dread, he knew the tactical advantages the machines had over humans well enough to know the situation was beyond dire.  Their transport was waiting though.  And they had to go, regardless of their dismal chances of survival.

      “Good luck, sir,” Jagger said to LtGen Page as he left the office with 2ndLT Cardoza in tow.

      Camila and Jagger sprinted from Base Ops to Hangar Five where their Valor was waiting.  After suiting up, Jagger took the controls and Camila ran second chair.  Within moments they were airborne and taking substantial fire.  True to Page’s word, they had just enough ground support to give them a small window out, which they managed without sustaining significant damage.

      Jagger pushed the Valor as close to its top speed of 350 miles per hour as he could at a cruising altitude of one thousand feet.  He settled in for the long flight to Sac, his mind still on LtGen Page’s last words.

      “Marry our course settings to the uploaded flight plan,” Jagger said.

      “Copy that,” Camila replied.

      Turning, he looked at her and said, “What in the hell does puerile mean?”

      She rolled her eyes and said, “It means trivial.”

      He thought about this for a long time.  His question to Page had not been trivial.  To know the enemy, even by name, was the first step to understanding and overpowering them.  This was not an enemy they’d ever faced before.  Artificial Intelligence and the machines they controlled—they weren’t burdened by physical fatigue, hesitation, the computational limitations of the human brain, and they certainly didn’t possess the moral compass to show restraint.  If AI decided humans were a target necessary for elimination, and that much was apparent, then Jagger trusted they would give no quarter to their enemy.

      “We’re not getting out of this alive,” he finally said.

      “I know,” she replied.

      “Get the CJCS up here,” he told her.  “Please.”

      “He’s not crew,” Camila said.

      He flashed her a look she understood.  Leaving her seat, she collected the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who joined them without incident moments later.

      “Take a seat,” Jagger said.  He did.  “It’s time you level with us.”

      Jagger was thinking of Lenna at this point.  Thinking of the kids, their city, the years, months or weeks they had left before the machines wiped out all of humanity.

      “I wasn’t even supposed to be here, let alone have this kind of responsibility,” the CJCS said with a strange level of disconnect.

      “With all due respect,” Jagger said, his patience exhausted, “no one gives a single crap about that right now.”

      “We were assured safeguards were in place for this sort of thing,” the man said, clearly flummoxed.  Easily sixty with all his good years behind him, CJCS Bartholomew Goddard’s face was not made of stone.  He wore a fatalistic look if anything.

      “What sort of thing?” Camila asked.

      His eyes clearing, Goddard held her purposefully casual gaze with his, not an ounce of carnal interest to be found.  “We’ve been cut out of the grid,” he admitted.  “The machines control it now.  At any minute they could crash it and send us into the dark ages.”

      “Like…California’s grid?” Camila asked, now sounding a bit squeamish.

      “No.  Not just California.  All of it.  The entire United States of America.”

      For more than an hour they flew without incident in near silence.  It was an agonizing sixty minutes that felt more like sixty hours with the fatigue they shouldered.  Camila dozed off a couple of times and he didn’t want to wake her.  She finally woke up, looked around, then settled quietly into her seat as she tried to shake off the physical exhaustion.

      “My wife lives in San Francisco,” Jagger finally said to CJCS Goddard, breaking the long silence.  “She said they attack during the day.  Not at night.”

      “They’ve been hitting Sacramento at night,” CJCS Goddard said.  “One of our sources who expired early on said the machines are now fully autonomous.  They’re making weapons on their own while the AI god in charge of whatever region they’re in orchestrates strikes on multiple cities splitting them up between days and nights.”

      “Won’t they run out of weapons?” Camila asked.

      “We have the US Military,” Goddard said. “Our budget is beyond enormous.  And when did we ever run out of weapons?  Think about it.  Most of our industry is now run by robotics.  Human labor is fast becoming a thing of the past.”

      A ringing cut Goddard off mid-thought.  He fished a sat phone out of his jacket, said, “Excuse me,” and answered the call.

      The CJCS didn’t say anything, he just listened carefully.

      Jagger wished there was a way to eavesdrop on that call, but there wasn’t.  He needed to be patient.  Patience, however, wasn’t his strong suit.  The closest he’d ever come to being patient was mastering the appearance of patience.

      “I understand, Mr. President,” Goddard finally said, then he hung up.

      “Well?” Camila asked, ever the inquisitive one.

      Men could easily assert dominance over other men, but when it came to women, the right one could control a man of any rank.  When it came to matters of the flesh, most men had a weak resolve.  For being in her mid-twenties, Jagger was amazed at how Camila seemed to understand both the timing and the practical application of this tried-and-true approach to information extraction.  If he asked her, Camila would most likely chalk it up to having a pretty face and nice boobs, and maybe she’d be right.

      “Everything is fine,” he said, nonchalant, like she wasn’t even there.  “We’re…getting the upper hand on things.  Here in California anyway.”

      “And Camp Pendleton?” Jagger pressed.

      The man waved him off, remained silent.  It seemed not all men were loose lipped around the company of an attractive young women.  Camila looked at him, baffled; Jagger slowly shook his head, no.  As in don’t bother.

      They were fifty miles out from Sacramento when the CJCS’s sat phone rang once more.  He answered, but didn’t say anything for a good minute.  Finally he hung up the phone, then sat there in the most crushing of silences.

      “We’re twenty miles out, sir,” Jagger said.

      “Can we go any faster?” Goddard asked, like he was somewhere else completely.

      The CJCS sat there looking so small, utterly defenseless.  He had that look like Death was standing at his doorstep, a black rose in hand trying to decide the man’s fate.  Live or die.  Judging by the look on the Goddard’s face, however, it appeared he already knew the Reaper’s answer.

      “We’re just under three hundred knots, sir.  This bird is already at top speed.”

      “On second thought, I think you’d better start dropping altitude now, and then brace for impact,” he said, chilling Jagger’s blood.  He didn’t question the man.  He dropped altitude fast, taking them to a hundred feet and cutting their speed.  The CJCS checked his watch, then grabbed his harness and closed his eyes.  A second later the Valor lost all power.

      They were going down.
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      Rex was beyond nervous with Indigo.  When society fell from grace and things like night clubs and social media and dating apps like Tinder hit the skids, the idea of there being plenty of fish in the sea was an archaic notion.  He liked Indigo.  He respected her skillset, her determination, who she was becoming in spite of who she was.  The girl was hurting inside.  Wounded.  So when he held her hand, felt the warmth of her skin on his and their connection, he did not take it for granted.  In fact, it felt like something he needed to protect.

      They sat on the front porch sharing a blanket, talking.  The sun had fallen, bringing the temperature down.  They’d somehow scooted so close to each other that their bodies were touching.

      “It’s getting late,” he finally said.

      “I’ll give Atlanta my old room,” Indigo said.

      “Where’s your mom going to stay?”

      “In the spare bedroom.”

      Reaching up, tracing the back of a finger down her cheek, he looked right at her, marveled at how beautiful she had become to him.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      She tucked her face into his hand, put her hand over his, then smiled for only a moment or two before it faded and she pulled away.  When she turned her gaze on him, it was somehow haunted, so sad, resolute.

      “I’m telling you this because I know you’re going to go with Cincinnati and leave me here alone.”

      He looked down.  He’d been agonizing over that all day.

      “I know you’re hoping you dad will get back,” he replied.

      “I am.”

      “Is that the only reason you’re staying?”

      “It’s not,” she said.  “It took me a long time to stock this place.  The idea of leaving it all behind…it sort of makes me feel like all of this was for nothing.”

      “You’ve done well,” he said, “but you don’t know what they’ve got at the college.  It could be nice.  Certainly a lot safer than just hanging out indefensible in a neighborhood.”

      “The college is a compound Rex, not a school or a house.  I want to live in a house.  This house.”

      “Because it makes you feel close to your father,” he said, getting it.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not sure what to say.”

      “Say you’ll stay the night,” she said.  Then looking away, out into the street at nothing in particular, she said, “And maybe pretend you’ll stay with me regardless of what your sister does.”

      “I’ll stay the night,” he said.

      Reaching out, he took her chin, slowly turned her face toward him.  Her eyes held so much hope, her expression full of wanting yet low on expectation.  When he leaned in and kissed her, she did not pull away, but there was something hesitant in her.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.  “Besides everything.”

      “I’ve never been with a boy,” she admits, unable to look at him.

      “Didn’t you tell me that already?”

      “I guess.”

      “It’s okay,” he said, tender, understanding.  “If it’s any consolation, I haven’t been with a boy either.”

      She laughed and smacked him, then said, “I’m sure you’ve been with girls though.”

      “Maybe one or two.”

      “Which one is it?” she asked.

      “Two.”

      “I want you to touch me, Rex.”

      With that, he stood and took her hand, then he took the blanket and led her inside.  It was quiet, dark, but by now she knew the house as much in the dark as she did the light.  He followed her upstairs, then she said, “Wait here.”

      He waited outside her bedroom door holding the blanket.  A moment later Indigo and Atlanta came out.  She walked the blonde girl down the hall, got her situated in her spare bedroom, then came back and said, “Well that was uncomfortable.”

      “Yeah, right?”

      “Don’t talk anymore,” she said, pulling him inside the dark room.

      She lit two votive candles, letting him see her, the smaller details of her, the expression on her face: wanting, fear, curiosity, surrender.

      He went to her, kissed her, slowly began to undress her.  This was her first time and he wanted to make it special.  He wanted her to feel everything.

      At first he sensed her nervousness, her reluctance, but then he said, “I won’t hurt you,” to which she said, “I know,” and from there she began to relax, to lose herself, to let herself be swept away by his kiss, his touch, by the very nature of him.

      When they were in bed, at the point where she could do something, or do everything, he said, “Where do you want me to touch you?”

      “Everywhere,” she said, breathless.  “I want you to touch me everywhere.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the morning, Indigo’s mother walked in the room, saw them and drew a sharp breath.  Rex and Indigo both looked up at her.

      “Oh, I…I didn’t realize you two…what are you two?” she asked.

      “Mom, get out.”

      “This was my room, never yours,” Margot said, making Rex very uncomfortable.  He wanted to shrink under the covers, hide from her, from the consequences of their affair, from the fear that Margot would somehow make him pay for taking her daughter’s virtue, even though the girl had given it willingly.

      “You room is at Tad’s house and Dad is gone, or dead.  So this became my house and if this is my house, which it is, then this is my room and right now you’re being very rude.”

      She just stood there, her mouth hanging open.

      “Good morning, Margot,” Rex said.

      “Shut up, Rex.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, feeling twelve years old.

      “Before I realized this was your little love nest,” she quipped, but without an ounce of humor, “I was coming to tell you I’d like to go to my old house today, see about Tad.”

      “What are you hoping to find?” she asked pulling the covers to her chin.

      “Tad, of course.”

      “I already found him when I went looking for you.”

      “Oh?” she said, stilled.

      The longer Indigo waited to give her an answer, the higher Margot’s breath seemed to rise in her chest.  When she realized Indigo was holding onto bad news, the woman’s eyes took on the most incredible shine and something shifted in her stance.

      “Where is he?” she asked on a shaky breath.

      Rex thought of excusing himself, but neither he nor Indigo were wearing clothes under the blankets and the last thing he needed to do was make things more uncomfortable.  So he stayed there.  Wanting to hide.  Wanting to not be a part of the conversation.  Wanting to not hear the next words coming out of Indigo’s mouth.

      “I found him in the kitchen,” Indigo answered, slowly, trying to give nothing away.

      “Did he…”  Did he make it? That was the question Rex knew she wanted to ask.  It was the question she couldn’t bring herself to ask.

      “I’m sorry, Mom,” Indigo said, her eyes shrink-wrapped with tears.  Rex wondered what Tad meant to her, but it was clear she was reacting to her mother’s pain, not her own.

      “So he’s—?”

      When Indigo didn’t respond, the agony of loss etched itself in Margot’s features quickly and with a tragic edge.  A small sob escaped her before she could leave, causing her hand to come to her mouth.  Before Indigo could speak, Margot turned and left the room, shutting the door quietly behind her.

      Rex said, “You didn’t tell me that.”

      Wiping her eyes, turning away, Indigo said, “He was a jerk.  Besides, I couldn’t talk about it.  Just thinking about both my parents being dead was too much for me to handle, much less talk about with you.”

      “Now that you know your mother is alive, do you want to talk about it?”

      “No,” she said, resolute.

      He took her hand and said, “What happened to him?”

      Her eyes were vacant, her soul tangled in the past, swept up in a memory she wasn’t anxious to return to.

      “Half the house collapsed,” she said, her eyes looking at him but not looking at him at all.  She was lost in that memory.  “He was crushed to death in the kitchen.”

      “You saw it happen?”

      “No,” she said, her gaze clearing.  “I found him.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Be sorry for my mother, not me.  And certainly not him.  Tad didn’t deserve to die, but the man broke up our family, took my mother from me.  There’s no love lost there.”

      “It takes two to tango,” he said.

      “I know.”

      Indigo laid back down, pulled the blankets over her shoulders, then turned on her side away from him.  He slid under the covers as well.  Scooted close to her.  He didn’t touch her though, because she was naked under the covers and this wasn’t the time.  He reached out though, placed a noncommittal hand on her waist.

      She flinched, but didn’t pull away.

      “I want to be mad at her for what she did to me and my father.  She broke his heart, which broke my heart.  Plus…she was my mom.  I needed her and, and…she…”

      Rex didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.  Besides, he had the feeling there was more she needed to say.

      “I thought she was dead,” she finally said.  “But then she showed up, and something hard inside of me softened, and I found I wanted to care about her again.  I closed off my feelings for her, but now that she’s back, I look at her and think about how much I missed her, how much I love her.  But I can’t forgive her for what she did to my dad, especially now that…”

      He felt her body jolt and knew the emotions had overcome her.  He scooted even closer to her, but not against her.  There was still that small bit of distance he sensed she needed.  He didn’t want her to feel alone though, so he said, “If you need me to stay with you, I will.”

      He heard her sniffling, saw her nod her head ever so slightly because she couldn’t say the words.  Not just yet.

      Then, in a voice choked with emotion, with a slightly stuffed nose, she said, “Thank you, Rex.”
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      The hitman who now ran The Ophidian Horde was born with the name Emilio Gustavo Francisco De La Fuente, and he now had a target: Indigo.  He sat by the light of a candle, sipping brandy and eating a piece of fruit.

      “First off,” the hardened killer said as he took yet another bite of an apple full of wrinkled flesh and small bruises, “I need to know what Indigo is, and then I need to kill it.”

      “You need to kill it or you need me to kill it?” Gunderson asked.  In matters of violence and death, Gunderson learned that clarification was better than consequence when it came to the hitman.

      “To answer that question, I will need more information,” De La Fuente said.  He’d eaten around most of the apple and was now eating the seeds and the stem.

      “Gather your men, find me this Indigo.”

      “You want us to go as the National Guard, or as The Ophidian Horde?”

      “You decide.  Just find them.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said.

      It was time to gather some men and get to the bottom of this Indigo nonsense.  Gunderson left De La Fuente’s office, walked down the dark hospital hallway to what was once an employee lounge.  Candles were going and the boys were either getting a little shut eye or playing cards and drinking.

      He checked in on them, studying the group for a long moment before announcing his presence.  He didn’t like this group of guys.  In fact, he hated most of them.  He said nothing.  Mostly what he was trying to do was figure out how to be the way he was in this new world.  Then again, he didn’t like who he was in the old world, or this new one.  He might hate himself as much as he hated them.

      Finally, he stepped inside the room, cleared his throat.  Five of them were playing cards and two were asleep on the couch.  A couple of the guys looked up.

      The two sleeping didn’t even stir.

      “I need three volunteers,” he said with more volume.

      One of the two clowns on the couch woke up.  Three hands shot up fast.  It seemed no one wanted to be there, that playing cards and sleeping was what they did to kill the boredom.

      Sitting up on the couch, yawning and rubbing his eyes, Antonio said, “What are we doing?”  Antonio was an ugly man with an unkempt beard and beady eyes.  “Is this about Kenny?  Because if we’re going hunting for whoever did that, then count me in.”

      “Frank, Jorge and Mario,” Gunderson said, “in the morning you three are coming with me.  We’re going to find Indigo.”

      “You talking about the Indigo?” one of them said.

      “Yes.”

      “What about the rest of us?” Antonio asked, standing up, disappointed.  “Because if I have to sit around here doing nothing much longer I’m going to force feed myself a bullet.”

      “What do you want to do?” Gunderson asked, the full weight of his attention on the man.

      “Honestly?” he replied.  Gunderson raised a brow, as if to say, yes?  “I want to kill something, and then I want to get laid.”

      The guys all nodded, then looked at him.  Yeah, the boredom was a problem.  There were eight of them—his best men—and himself.  That made nine.  Plus De La Fuente.  This was Gunderson’s inner circle.  His kill squad.  His soldiers spent the day clearing buildings, stock piling food and supplies, rounding up weapons.  But his kill squad was doing nothing more than killing time.  And yes, the boredom was killing them.  Himself included.

      “The rest of you find ten women, or girls, or whatever, then bring them back.  You each get one, but De La Fuente gets first pick.  You hear that?  He gets the first pick.”

      The guys dropped their cards, looking renewed.  Antonio woke his compadre, who was still asleep on the couch and said, “You want to have sex?”

      “Not with you, scumbag,” he grumbled, rolling over.

      Antonio slapped the back of the head and said, “No, dumbass.  We’ve got the green light to go hunting.”

      He rolled back over, bleary-eyed and blinking.  “For real?”

      “Yeah man, for real.”

      The man they called Scabs sat up, still a bit wobbly.  Gunderson and his three volunteers, however, were already gearing up to leave.

      “Ten women only,” Gunderson called out.  “None of them under fifteen years old.”

      Someone groaned.

      “And De La Fuente gets first pick, if that’s what he wants.”

      Scabs finger combed his hair in place and was scratching now a larger patch of eczema.  He yawned and said, “De La Fuente likes boys.”

      Now they all stopped.

      “Are you shitting me?” someone asked.

      “Nope.”

      Gunderson appeared rattled, but only for a second.  It didn’t matter.  “Get him a boy then, and nine girls for us.”
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* * *

      When Gunderson had gone to hijack one of the National Guard’s Humvee’s, he’d sent a team of men to Balboa Hollow to burn down Frank McCoppin Elementary.  He offered to do it himself, but De La Fuente instructed him otherwise.  Now dressed in their National Guard garb, Gunderson and his three soldiers piled into the stolen vehicle heading back to Balboa Hollow.

      The idea that they were hunting something renewed his purpose, almost righted his mind.  But something in him changed.  In the past Gunderson slaved over the job, nearly killing himself for both the money and the status—anything to take care of his children.  Anything just to prove their mother, Nilda, wasn’t right about him.  She told Gunderson he was too brash, too cold and too inhuman to be a good father.  Maybe she was right.

      In fact, he knew she was right.

      But now his daughter, Adeline, was dead.  Shot through the head and heart along with Nilda.  Adaline was just twelve, not yet a woman.  Nilda was a hard forty and pissed off at the world for it.  He missed Adeline, but not Nilda.  And his son, Lisandro?  The boy was eighteen.  Officially a man in the state’s eyes.  A young man who wanted nothing to do with his father.  Gunderson wasn’t sure where Lisandro was, if he was even alive or not, but ever since the fall of the city, he’d been trying to make himself not care.  Men like Gunderson didn’t care.  Men like him with dead daughters and estranged boys like Lisandro simply moved on.

      Now he had a mission: find Indigo.

      As they drove the big Humvee down the littered, destroyed streets, he marveled at the destruction.  The breeze still carried with it the tinge of smoke, a smell he’d come to appreciate.  As they made their way to the Panhandle, he realized that life was no longer going to be about things, or even people—it was going to be about war and control.  Either you had control, or you didn’t.  Right now the fight for control of the city was ramping up, and organizations like Indigo (or people, or whatever the hell Indigo was), could not get one over on the Horde.

      De La Fuente wouldn’t allow it.  Gunderson couldn’t care less, but whatever.

      So they made their way down Fulton with the Golden Gate park on the left and the edge of Balboa Hollow on the right.  They swung a right on 6th Avenue, went two blocks up to the school and parked the Humvee on the side of the road.

      The school sat in smoldering ruin.

      All four of them piled out in their National Guard fatigues with their AR’s and their handguns and their knives ready for combat.

      “Frank, you head down to 8th Avenue and get both sides of the street from Cabrillo to Balboa,” Gunderson said.  “Jorge you take 9th and do the same.  I’ll take 5th and Mario will take 4th.  Do what you need to do to get answers, and grab what you can if you see suitable food, weapons or supplies.  We’ll meet back here in roughly two hours.”

      The four of them fanned out, Frank and Jorge heading away from Gunderson and Mario.

      “Is this just some wild goose chase or what?” Mario asked.  He was close with Gunderson, a friend before all this.

      “It’s something to do,” Gunderson said.  He turned on 5th Avenue and said, “I’ll see you in a few.”

      “Yep.”

      Gunderson went from residence to residence on 5th Avenue, pounding on front doors and traveling half the block before a white haired man in two sweaters with a five day beard answered his knock. The air wafting from the house reeked of disinfectant sprayed on top of mold.

      “You ‘ere to help?” he grumbled, his jaw creaky and untied, his teeth not bad but not good either.  The slight, pungent odor of death was clearly closing in on the old man.  His watery eyes were nothing if not suspicious.

      “Depends,” Gunderson answered. “Do you know a person or an organization named Indigo?”

      The old codger’s mind went halfway around the block then skidded to a stop so fast his eyes cleared in an instant. “No, can’t say I do.”

      He grabbed the door, started to close it.  Gunderson stuck a foot in its path, stopped it and manufactured a smile.

      “Were you at the school the other day?” he asked. “Frank McCoppin Elementary?”

      “Why would I be in school?”

      Gunderson thought of the massacre there, of what the school had since become: an ash heap that swallowed most of the residents of Balboa Hollow.

      “It was a community thing,” Gunderson replied.

      The enforcer could see the old man’s eyes traveling the landscape of his face, stopping twice at the small tattoo on his cheek, the tattoos on his neckline creeping out from under his collar, the dark blue eyes and black gentleman’s cut of a hairstyle that reminded so many people of Adolf Hitler.

      Gunderson knew his stolen National Guard fatigues were a stark contrast to his look, but he wasn’t trying to fool anyone for long. The minute someone opened their door for him, he got what he wanted. What he did after that was purely the result of his desires and/or intentions.

      “Are you people going to get the water and power back on?  Because it’s cold as hell and I ain’t gonna last much longer like this.”

      Gunderson envisioned all the ways he could end the old man’s life, but he was too fragile to harm, and he’d probably only last another week or so on his own.  Did he really need to waste a bullet?  Still, Gunderson’s heavily tattooed hand went to his sidearm and he reasoned that he probably wouldn’t lose sleep over one spent round.  After all, the man was struggling, and he might appreciate being liberated from the complications and difficulties of this life.

      “We’re working on that right now,” Gunderson replied masking his impatience.

      “Can you work on it faster?” he asked.  “Because I’m running out of food, too. Do you have something to eat?  Anything?”

      “There’s non-perishable food in some of these other homes, many of which are vacated. And I’m sure you can find some things to burn while you wait if what you need is heat.”

      The codger drew a grim look, then a horrified look.  He couldn’t believe what Gunderson was suggesting.

      “Are you saying I should…steal from these people?  From my neighbors?”

      Gunderson frowned, his irritation finally beginning to show. “Your neighbors are dead. You’d be stealing from ghosts, which is the same as not stealing at all.  But I’m sure you haven’t made it this far leaning on your virtues.”

      “None of us have,” he said, almost like he was haunted by what he’d done to survive.

      “There you go.”

      “I thought you were here to help,” the old man grumbled, eyeballing Gunderson’s blood-stained fatigues.  “You’re shot?”

      “Yes,” he lied, “but I’m better now.”

      “What are you doing about my electricity?” he barked.

      Gunderson drew his sidearm, pulled back the slide, aimed the weapon at the old man's forehead and said, “I can’t offer you much, certainly not heat or food, but I can spare you the indignity of what’s to come.  All you need to do is say yes.”

      The man froze, wet eyes wide and taken aback.

      “You want me…”

      “To say yes or no.  This is the only way I can help.  Say yes and your struggle is over, say no and I’ll leave right now.”

      Gunderson’s eyes flicked down at the man’s dark gray trousers, which darkened into a stain in the crotch, then began to spread south until a small pool of urine dampened the hardwood floor.

      “No,” he said on a shaky breath.

      Gunderson holstered his weapon and said, “The power isn’t coming back on, your neighbors are dead and this city is bound to get worse long before it gets better, so I suggest you steal what you can as soon as you can and find a suitable weapon to defend yourself with.”

      “Who’s coming to kill me?” he asked, rattled and ashamed of having wet himself.

      “People like me.”

      With that Gunderson turned and bounded down the ten or eleven steps back to the sidewalk.  5th Avenue was an elegant neighborhood by comparison to the rest of the city, with clean looking homes, wide sidewalks and a handful of trees yet unspoiled by the magnitudes of war.  If he could live someplace, he’d live here.

      Maybe he could live here.

      Just sneak away from that crappy hospital in the middle of the night, disappear into the city, never think back to the days of lawlessness, and the struggle to climb out of the hell he’d since immersed himself in to.

      Gunderson was MS-13.  Had been since he was seven.  Those who knew him said he was a born killer, a different man to be feared, and revered.  Gunderson was quiet though.  Smart.  He’d already stood out enough.

      With an Austrian father and a Hispanic mother, his origins were mixed, his path as a boy uncertain.  He was selected for service as a child, swallowed into this world, allowed to see raw power.  Allowed to harness that power himself.  Until now, the idea of wielding such power carried with it a certain charm.  A measure of status.

      Things had changed, though…clearly.

      For Gunderson, MS-13 was a way to fit in, but the glamor had since worn off and he was tired.  The things he’d done to terrorize the masses was worse than he ever let on, a thorn in the soft side of his broken, broken brain.  This was why he drifted from his family.  The only reason he didn’t delve into the sick depths of what could be a murderous career in the gang was because of his daughter.  Now she was gone.

      They were all gone.  But so was his gang.  So was the life.

      As Gunderson went from door to door, he considered the choices he made.  How after this blessing of fire, he was no longer trapped in the life.  Then again, he wasn’t dreaming of a better life either.  Why was that?  And what did that mean?  His former band of brothers, ruthless and cold hearted as they were, they only let him live because they thought he was dead.  When the power went out, when he’d seen members of his faction fall to gunfire and death, he took the opportunity to disappear.  Now that he was part of The Ophidian Horde ,should his face ever be seen, should he ever be recognized and reported, MS-13 would channel their full resources into mounting his head on a pike.

      Deserters and snitches, the outcome was always the same.

      Walking this street, his slate wiped clean (for now), Gunderson realized he could go anywhere, be anyone.  He could leave this life behind.  Did he have to be this?  What he was right now?  The answer was simple and clear: no.

      He knocked on the door at the end of the street, a tan and cream colored home squeezed wall to wall between two other houses under a crisscross canopy of telephone wires.

      He waited a moment, then the door inched open and a woman with a pistol stood before him.  Her eyes were red from crying.  She looked damn near skeletal.

      “Ma’am?” he said.

      Eyeing the uniform, she asked, “Are you here to help me or hurt me?”

      “Neither,” he answered honestly.

      “Then why are you here?” she asked.  “And why is there blood on your uniform?”

      “It’s not my blood,” he said.

      “Then whose is it?  Because there’s a hole in your jacket, in the center of that blood patch.  And if it isn’t yours, then someone died in that uniform and it wasn’t you.”

      “Most of our brothers have fallen,” he said.

      “What do you want?” she asked, opening the door a bit further, the gun still trained on him.

      “I want Indigo.”

      “What do you want with her?” the woman said, suspicious.

      He kicked the door open with force as she cried out in horror.  She scrambled backwards, but he caught her, ripping the weapon from her hand.  Satisfied he had the upper hand, he slammed the front door shut so hard it shook in the frame.  His amiable expression grew coarse, the force of his will terrifying in its intensity.

      “Where is she?!” he boomed.

      The woman ran to her kitchen, grabbed a shotgun and whirled around about the time Gunderson shot her in the leg with her own gun  She fell sideways with a scream, the shotgun falling from her hands in a clatter on the hardwood floor.

      “You shot me,” she wailed, like she couldn’t believe it.

      He straightened his hair.  “Yes, I did.”

      She sat there, holding her bleeding leg, not looking at him, sobbing.  He took in the mess that was her house, sniffed the musty smell like a suspicious dog, then studied the pictures on the fridge.  A little girl, a little boy, a loving husband.  She was a halfway decent looking woman once upon a time.

      “You did this to us, did you?” she said, wiping her eyes with bloody hands.  “You were part of what happened at the school.”

      He could see she’d already given up, that whatever it was she was holding onto in this life she’d just let it all go.  Reaching over, she took the shotgun in her hands pulled it into her lap.

      “You and those monsters, you killed everyone!” she said, sniffling, crying, her face a mess of tears and red smears.

      “Who is she?  Indigo?”

      “She’s just a girl,” the woman said, turning the gun on him.

      He shot her other leg.  Her body sagged and a slow and guttural howl escaped her mouth.  The weapon fell into her lap, her arms flopping at her side as she cried in pain.  He walked across the kitchen, opened the fridge, turned away from the smell that hit his senses like a fist in the face.

      “It’s all gone,” she said, blubbering, her nose stuffed up.

      “You’re right about that,” he replied, ignoring her as he rifled through her pantry.

      “Whatever you’re looking for, you won’t find it here.”

      He turned around, looked down at her.  She was a wounded animal, beaten as opposed to feral, too weary to even hate.  In her eyes was a sad desperation.  He moved toward her and she took the gun once more.

      “It’s not for you,” she said.

      Now he understood.  The gun was for her when there were no other options.  “Tell me where she is and I’ll let you do what you want to do.”

      “You took my husband, my babies,” she cried.  The boy and the girl in the picture.  The loving husband.

      “For that I’m sorry,” he replied, genuine.  “Tell me what I want to know and I’ll do it for you, make sure you get into heaven.”

      “You took them,” she mumbled, sniffing, her body shaking, her legs bleeding heavily where she’d been shot.

      “Not me, but yes, they were taken from you.”

      “You going to kill her, too?” the woman asked, looking up in his eyes.  Indigo.

      “Yes.”

      “I think she’ll kill you first,” the woman said, blood and saliva now leaking out of her mouth and onto her chin.  The saliva drew a long string from the edge of her chin on to her slumped over body.

      “If you tell me where I can find her, then perhaps we will find out who the better warrior is in such a contest.”

      “She’s not from this neighborhood,” the woman said, wiping her eyes again, “but she got the flyer anyway.  She lives across the park.  Other side.”

      “Where across the park?”

      She shrugged her shoulders, her eyes aimed at her feet and dog tired.

      “Tell me and I’ll make this easier on you,” he said, kneeling down, digging a thumb into the hole in her left leg.  She screamed and screamed and screamed.  He never once let up on the pressure.

      “You took my babies!” she wailed, clawing at his hand.

      “Not me, but yes.”

      The thumb stayed, despite her attempts to remove it.  He stuffed the barrel of his gun into her belly and still she cried.

      “If I shoot you in the gut,” he said, not moving his thumb an inch, “then you bleed out slowly, painfully.  Right up to the bitter end.  You’ll feel everything and I can promise, by the time you die, you will have been begging for it for what feels like forever.  For me it will be a few minutes.  But for the victim—you in this case—dying will feel like an eternity.”

      “Just do it,” she said, spitting blood and saliva in his face.

      He didn’t flinch, and he didn’t wipe his face.  He simply stared at her, diabolical, yet reasonable.

      “It’s your choice,” he said, undeterred.

      “I don’t know anything about her.”

      “You know what she looks like.  How old she is.  If she was with someone or by herself.”

      “She was with people.  A guy.  Several.  Two men, a boy, a woman and a girl.  The girl was shot.”

      “Describe them to me,” he said.

      “Go to hell,” she said without much force behind her words.

      She was dying.  Bleeding out.  He popped his thumb out of the wound causing her to yelp; he switched the gun from one hand to the other, then jammed his other thumb into the wound on her other leg.

      This seemed to do the trick.

      The woman began describing the girl and her group in harsh, high tones.  As she spoke, Gunderson formed a mental image of his targets.  She then told Gunderson that the girl drove up in a black and gold car, something with two doors and a big motor.

      “You sure it was a car?”

      “Yes,” she cried, weaker now than ever, fading away.  Swallowing painfully, almost like the lump in her throat was desert dry and gigantic, she said, “After the power went out, and cars stopped working, I thought everything electronic was dead.  But her car wasn’t.”

      “It was old,” he said.

      She nodded.

      “Anything else?” he asked, knowing whatever information he could pull from her at this point was probably the last of what she had to offer.

      He snuck his thumb out of her leg, which barely even caused a reaction in her, then he holstered his weapon and cleaned his bloody thumbs on her shirt.  She was but a fading memory at this point.

      “Do you want me to do it, or do you want to do it yourself?” he asked.

      “Can’t feel my legs,” she replied, looking down at them as if they were alien limbs rather than her own.  She tried to raise her arms, but they were too heavy.  He followed her eyes down to her legs.  Blood was seeping everywhere.  She was so skinny.  Barely even human by the look of her.  “Can’t lift my hands.”

      “If you want me to spare you this pain, simply say the word.”

      She sat there for a long time, a new shine coming on her eyes.  Slowly, she slid those same haunted eyes up his shirt and over his chin where she barely managed to snag his gaze.  In that look, he felt her: everything she had been, all that she’d lost, the struggle and how it had finally overcome her.  He was sad for her.  Sad that she’d lost everything, especially her kids.

      “Yes,” she finally said, her eyes heavy, her tear-stained cheeks losing color by the minute.

      “Did you do everything you wanted to do in this life?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Did you love your kids?”

      “Still love them.”

      “Did they love you back?” he asked, thinking about his own children and how in the end, they were taken from him the same as this woman’s were taken from her.

      Her face crinkled into the most incredible look of lost love and desperation.

      “Then you were a luckier parent than me.”

      He unholstered his weapon, put it to her forehead and said, “My the Lord bless and protect you, and may you have a rich and wonderful hereafter with those you love, and those who love you.”

      She smiled, her eyes growing dim.

      “Are you sure?”

      She closed her eyes, gave the subtlest of nods.

      He pulled the trigger, causing her head to buck and fall sideways, resting forever upon her shoulder.

      He stood, picked up her shotgun, then rifled through the kitchen drawers until he found a box of shells.  With the ammunition in his pockets, he stood over her, looking down at what he’d done, at what this world had left behind and it hit him for the first time deep in his chest.  Wiping a finger under his eyelid, he turned and walked away.

      If he’d gained anything from this, it was perhaps a speck of humanity, and the information he would need to find the girl.

      Indigo.
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* * *

      He met up with the boys an hour later.  He’d been at the Humvee for twenty minutes, reflecting on the woman, on the old man, on how his life had gone so very, very wrong.  If he wanted, he could take this life of his, do something with it.  The times had changed.  It was possible.  Hell, he realized this just might be his first chance at real freedom.

      A cool breeze with the tiniest of burnt edges glided over him.  The sun glowed through the smoky haze, warming his face.  Up the street, a small pack of dogs were tearing at a corpse and some old lady was yelling at them.  He pulled a cigarette out of the pack he kept in the Humvee, lit it, then drew a deep breath and exhaled the smoke in a long stream.

      It was nice outside, peaceful even.

      Slowly each of his men returned, none with any news, none asking him if he had any news for them.  By the time they got back, he was on his third cigarette.

      “What now?” one of them asked, looking at the two stomped on cigarette butts beside his boot.

      “We cross the park,” Gunderson answered.  “I think we’ll find what we’re looking for there, or at least that’s what I’ve been told.”

      All eyes zeroed in on him like he was holding out.  He was.  And he could.  They worked for him, and he could end any single one of them the way the hitman had ended the enforcers before him.

      “What else were you told?” Frank asked.

      “That Indigo is not a gang, but a girl.  Early twenties maybe, could still be in her teens.”

      “You’re telling us a teenager did this?”

      “I say we find out,” he said, tapping away the stump of ash on his last, nearly smoked cigarette.

      “If they’re from across the park,” Jorge said, “then we can cross at the nearest road over.”

      “That’s back on Fulton,” Gunderson said, flicking the butt into the street where it smoldered it thin tendrils of smoke.

      They got in the Humvee.  Gunderson started it up and took off.  When they got to Fulton, they could go either left or right.  He stopped, looked both ways.  The last crossover point on Fulton, the last one they passed on the way into Balboa Hollow, was Arguello Blvd.  Technically it could be called 1st Street, but some genius decided on Arguello Blvd.

      “What’s right?” he asked no one in particular.

      “Go right,” Jorge said.  “You can cross over on 8th, or even 10th, but both those roads lead to John F. Kennedy Drive, which is the scenic route.  If you want to get over, the fastest way is to take Park Presidio to Crossover Drive, and that will put you out on Lincoln and 19th.  That’s right near the Walgreen’s on 22nd and Irving.”

      “What the hell do I care about a Walgreen’s for?”

      “It’s the Lincoln branch of The Ophidian Horde.  They’re setting up all these little outposts outside the city so they can cordon off sections to control.”

      “If it’s the Lincoln branch, shouldn’t be on Lincoln?” Gunderson asked with a fair amount of sarcasm.  “Perhaps it should be the Irving branch.  I don’t know, just a thought…”

      “These things aren’t very well organized,” Mario admitted as Gunderson turned right and made his way past 12th Avenue and on to Park Presidio Drive.

      Even though there were people milling about, no one really bothered them, other than to stop and stare at the truck.  A couple of grimy looking kids chased after them, screaming and waving their hands, but they weren’t scared or flagging them down as much as they were playing.

      Two golden Labradors, a Chihuahua and a skinny wiener dog barked and took chase.  He buried the accelerator and motored on, watching far enough ahead not to plow into wrecked or abandoned cars, or whatever other obstacles might be out.

      The park was clean looking, with the exception of some overgrowth of the normally well kept lawn and gardens.  There was very little of the debris he’d seen in destroyed neighborhoods and the inner city.  The drones didn’t target nature.  They didn’t care about low populations of people, trees or grass.

      “Merge onto Crossover,” Jorge said.

      He merged.

      “How do you know about the Lincoln branch?” Gunderson asked.

      “My cousin wanted to head it up,” Jorge said.  “The meth ate holes in his brain, but the idea of him being on the outskirts of everything just meant he wasn’t close enough to screw things up.  He’s kind of a moron, but he’s handy with a gun.”

      “You guys sound tight,” Gunderson quipped, even though he wasn’t even close to feeling so lighthearted.

      “Everyone’s got that one family member they’d off if no one was looking.  He’s mine.  Up ahead, cross Lincoln then turn right on Irving.  From there it’s a few blocks up on the right.”

      Gunderson did as instructed, then parked in front of a run-down Walgreen’s.

      “Charming,” he said.

      “My cousin seemed to think a hellhole like this was good cover.”

      The four of them walked inside, fully armed, not sure who or what they’d run into.  They didn’t realize they’d be walking into a massacre.  There were three dead people, all of them a horror show in their own ways.  Back in the break room Gunderson found a fat girl with duct tape over her boobs and lips so chapped and dry looking they were split down two or three layers deep.

      She was either asleep or dead.  “Gross,” someone said, causing the fat girl to stir.

      Her lids double-blinked, then fluttered open.  Wide eyed, sleep crust making it difficult to focus, she licked her lips and said, “Need water.”

      Gunderson watched a dried cut in her lip open back up and start to bleed.

      “Get her some water,” Gunderson said with the tilt of a head.  To the girl, he asked, “Who did this to you?”

      “Skinny little bitch and her boyfriend,” she managed to say.

      “Did she have a name?”

      “Maybe,” she said, her wobbly eyes watching one of his guys bringing a bottle of water to her.  “Oh thank God,” she said.

      Looking at her mouth, he said, “Open.”

      She opened.

      He poured the water in her mouth, turning away because she was sitting in her own filth and a thick cloud of her own body odor.

      “You need a shower,” he replied, nauseous.

      She gulped the last of her water, much of it drizzling down her chin, then said, “Are you the observant one?”

      “Do you remember this girl’s name?”

      “Get me out of here and I’ll tell you whatever you want,” she said, clarity flittering through her ugly, bloodshot eyes.

      He looked her over, his gaze pausing momentarily on the duct tape wrapped around her chest.  The skin around the tape looked raw.

      “It’s going to hurt,” he said.

      “I’ve already crapped and pissed myself.  I’ve been beaten up, starved and left for dead.  I think I can take a little more pain.  Just get it off.”

      He caught the pong of her excrement once more, blanched.  “Jesus Christ,” he said, turning away, his stomach lurching.

      “You get used to it,” she said rather sheepishly.

      He held his nose, moved closer.  Working a fingernail under the silver duct tape, he tested the strip.  Pulling it back, he gave it a slight tug.

      “This is really going to hurt,” he told her.

      “Just don’t rip off my nipples,” she said, eyes turned up to meet his, her expression absolute seriousness.

      “I can’t make you any promises,” he replied.  “Other than it’s not going to be quick and you’re going to scream a lot.  And bleed.  You’re definitely going to bleed.”

      “Just do it,” she said, mentally preparing herself.

      When he was able to get an edge, he slowly pulled it off the skin, gauging how bad it was going to be.  He cocked an eyebrow, frowned.

      “On three, okay?” he said.  Already in pain, she paused, then gave a firm nod.  “One, two…” and then he ripped with all his might, tearing it halfway around her torso and across one breast.  Lines of skin started to bleed.  A part of the nipple ripped up as well.  The screaming was her tearing a hole in this world and the next, and the cursing that followed became a veritable storm of foul-mouthed litany.

      “What about three?” she barked, tears streaming down her face.

      “Just don’t look until I’m done,” he said.

      Gunderson yanked on the tape again and the glass windows on the other side of the store damn near broke from the howling.  He worked his way around her sides and back, mercilessly tearing it all away as she sat there hyperventilating and dripping blood and cussing.  It was so bad spit was flying out of her mouth and she cracked a bad tooth from biting down so hard.  But she told him to finish.  Actually, she insisted on it.

      “All done,” he finally said, holding up the ribbons of duct tape with small strips of skin attached.

      It took her a good fifteen minutes to get herself composed.  The guys got her a shirt, but her skin was so raw and angry, even the air upon it brought her immeasurable pain.

      “Her name was Indigo, I think,” the girl finally said.  “And Rex.  That was the idiot boyfriend.”

      “And?”

      “I think they were the ones who killed half our crew.  They burned them on Dirt Alley, two blocks from here, on Judah, then came back here and did this.”

      “What were they looking for?”

      “Us, you, me.  The Horde.  The girl wanted to know about The Ophidian Horde.”

      “And did you tell her?”

      “Look at my face, man.  Look at my body!  Of course I told her.”

      Gunderson stewed on this a bit, wondered what De La Fuente would have done.  He would have killed her already.

      “Why would this girl come after you?”

      “I overheard them saying she stopped the crew from…whatever they were doing?”

      “What were they doing?”

      “Knowing them, they were probably stealing something, or killing something, or trying to rape something.  It was probably one of the three, or all of the three.”

      Gunderson looked at Jorge, who gave him a look like he knew exactly where Judah was.

      “You going to be okay on your own?” Gunderson asked.

      “If I was prettier, would you just leave me here to die?” she asked with red, swollen eyes.

      “Yes,” he answered without hesitation.

      “You gay?”

      “No, just focused,” he said, not offended.  “Thanks for your help.”

      “You MS-13?” she asked as he was leaving.  “I mean, before all this?”

      Gunderson turned and looked at her.

      “Thought so,” she said, tapping at the tattoo on her neck.  “I was, too.  Well as much as I could be.  Most of them now, they’re dead.  Betrayed by the Sureños and a few vigilante cops we killed.”

      “What happened then?”

      “The putas took off man, went south or something.  You going south?”

      “No.”

      “Staying with The Horde?”

      “Mind your own business,” he said.  “And get something on those cuts.”

      With that he turned and left her there, sitting and sobbing in her own filth but with her freedom and a few bottles of water.

      After a bit of driving around, they found the mouth of Dirt Alley.  It was a one lane, broken concrete drive.  By the look of it, the dirt road cut through the middle of a city block.  The Humvee might fit, but only barely.  There were two concrete obelisks flanking the narrow road leading in.  Each stood about three feet tall.  One was painted white, the other mushroom.  On closer inspection, he was afraid the Humvee wouldn’t fit, but even if it did, there was no way he was going to barrel down such a tight street making his presence known.

      “I need a scout,” he said.  Frank volunteered.  “Good, we’re going together.”

      “I can go alone,” Frank said.

      “I personally need eyes on the targets,” Gunderson replied.  Then to his compadres: “Watch our six, shoot anything suspicious.”

      With affirmative nods, Gunderson and Frank got out of the truck and started down the alley on foot.  Before long, it opened up to backyard fences and ramshackle driveways.

      “This is unusual for the city,” Frank said.

      He meant a dirt alley cutting through the city block.  It was unusual, and gross.  Then he saw it up ahead: the pile of ash.  When they came upon it, Gunderson toed the powdery dust, unearthing a bone.  This must be the bodies of the men from the Lincoln branch.

      Looking around, his eyes roving from residence to residence, checking windows and doors and blinds, he said, “We need to come here under the cover of night.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Time to report in, get the cavalry.”

      “And then?”

      “Then we burn this neighborhood to the ground and shoot the rats as they scurry out.”
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      Everything in the chopper just went dead.  The control panel went dark, the engines fell silent, all they could hear were the blades beating as they began to slow.

      “What the hell?” Jagger rumbled.  He turned to the CJCS and said, “What is this?”

      “It was the only way!”

      “What was the only way?” Camila demanded.

      “I already told you.  High altitude nuclear EMPs.  President’s orders.”

      “EMP’s?  Did you say EMP’s, as in plural?” Camila asked, her timid voice sitting high in her throat.  The CJCS looked over at her, his eyes wild with fear.  “How many, Goddard?”

      “Two,” he said, gripping the arms of his seat.  “One over Chicago, one over St. Louis.”

      “Christ on a crutch,” Jagger swore, his mind scrambling.  They were just outside Sacramento.  The sun would be setting soon, but not before they crashed.

      And they were going to crash.

      “It was the only way to stop them,” Goddard repeated.

      “Surely there were other alternatives,” he growled, fighting to control the descending craft.

      “They controlled everything plugged in.  The entire national grid.  Maybe more.  Are we going to die?  You do know how to crash this thing, right?”

      Jagger had never crashed before.  He’d been through crash school, of course, but he wasn’t used to the Valor like he was used to the Huey.  He was trying not to panic, but panic was bubbling up from his gut, clenching his organs, making him sweat.

      “Autorotation?” Camila asked.  She’d been to crash school, too.

      “Everything’s fried,” he reported.

      The only reason they weren’t dropping faster was because the rotors were still turning at close to full speed.  That was changing though.

      Normally if you act fast enough, you can lower the pitch and reduce the lift and drag, but he hadn’t gotten to it fast enough.  He was exhausted, out of sorts, on the run from certain death into…a more certain death.

      “Jagger?” Camila asked, now showing her nerves.

      “Give me a minute!”

      He hadn’t realized how much his response time had slowed until that moment.  He was a half beat behind everything in a helicopter he rarely flew.

      “What are the RPM’s?” she asked.

      “Too low.  What’s the glide angle?!”

      “I…I don’t know,” she said, fear now fully in her voice and features.

      Gunnery Sergeant Planck was suddenly there, hanging on, the worry of the world in his eyes.  “Did we just lose power?”

      “Nuclear EMP’s,” Jagger said.  “Over St. Louis and Chicago.”

      “Dear God,” he muttered.  “That covers the entire nation.”  When no one spoke, he said, “And they gave us no advanced notice?”

      “Not us, sir.”

      Camila looked at CJCS Goddard and said, “One of us knew, though and waited until the last second to say something.”

      “You were on a need to know basis,” Goddard said, clearly freaking out.  “Are we going to die?”

      “If we don’t,” Planck said matter-of-factly, glaring at the CJCS, “that doesn’t mean you’ll personally survive this.”

      Goddard dropped his head, clearly scared.  The helo was losing altitude at a rapid click.

      “I need that glide angle!” Jagger snapped.

      “There’s no time,” Camila said.  She was right, and she knew he knew it.

      In most helicopters, the freewheeling unit is supposed to disengage the engine, but that’s only so the pilot can hit the right glide angle and keep the RPM’s steady.  Of course, this all varies depending on the helo you’re in, the altitude, the speed and the nature of the weather…

      The EMP did a number on the state-of-the-art craft.  Things were no longer working.  The ground was coming up fast and his glide angle was wrong.  There was insufficient upward flow of air to spin the main rotor, therefore there was no kinetic energy.  This caused a slowing of the RPM’s.  A total loss of control of the craft.  He felt the helo starting to turn off center.  Gripping hard, but still trying to come in at least halfway right, he fought to the very last second to lift the nose.

      Camila looked at him; he met her terrified eyes for one moment, then focused on trying to keep them all from dying.

      They hit too fast and at the wrong angle.  Every hard edge caught and buckled, their speed too great.

      The helo spun sideways and went into a nasty barrel roll.  Blades spun and broke apart everywhere; dirt and rocks blew in through shattering glass; something sparked a fire.  None of this registered, though, because Jagger’s body was being hammered about so violently he lost consciousness almost right away.

      Or maybe he died.
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* * *

      Some time in the night, Jagger’s eyes creaked open.  There was nothing but silence.  Silence and a disorienting blackness so complete, he wondered if this was hell, if hell was just inky black and filled with physical pain.

      His eyelids weighed a thousand pounds.

      He tried to keep them open, but they were stubborn, made of concrete.  He thought of his boys as his eyes closed.  He thought of Lenna as a steep, oily tide rolled over him, dragging him out into a sea of perfect nothingness.  The delirium faded, as did everything else.

      He didn’t even dream.

      Minutes passed.  Or maybe hours.  He was dead, and then he wasn’t.  Maybe he was never dead at all.  Perhaps he was never fully alive.

      The onset of consciousness afforded him perspective.  He was in his seat, strapped in, but everything was everywhere and he was hanging upside down.  That could account for him feeling out of sorts.  That could account for the unbearable pressure and the steady throbbing in his head.

      Flexing his fingers and toes let him know he was okay.  He slowly moved his neck.  Okay there, too.  There was blood, but that was to be expected.  But maybe that wasn’t his blood, and that was to be expected, too.

      The helo survived the crash, but it didn’t do so gracefully.

      It barely did so at all.

      Unstrapping himself only partially (he didn’t want to drop head first and break his neck), he eased out of his harness and his seat, moving slow against a migraine headache and a few moments of nausea.  When he was able to lower himself completely, he saw her.  Camila.  She was unconscious.  He also saw CJCS Goddard, but he didn’t care about the man.

      Only Camila.

      He tried to wake her, but she wasn’t awake.  He put two fingers to her neck.  No pulse.  Tears boiled in his eyes as he unstrapped her and carefully lowered her down.  It was the first time he’d ever touched her, much less held her. This was not what he expected.  On battered legs, with ruined arms and a beaten rack of ribs, Jagger carried her outside the destroyed craft.  He propped her into a seated position against the overturned fuselage, but she wouldn’t sit right because her head kept flopping over.  He felt her neck.  It was broken in half.

      Her bones weren’t as thick or dense as his, and they’d been flung around like rag dolls for God knows how long.  A million memories were tearing their way through him right now.  A debilitating pain that felt God sized and inordinately cruel.

      He turned and threw up, vomiting so hard his already explosive head thumped with such ferociousness he felt dizzy.  The nausea passed, but the headache remained.  Sweat leaked from his face, a reaction to the physical sickness.  He skin had that cold, clammy feel.  Looking down, he saw all kinds of blood in his vomit.  When he was done, he blew the throw-up snot from his nose and that was bloody, too.

      Chances were better than fair he had a concussion.  He was tired.  He wanted to go to sleep, just to restore a bit of his strength, or at least to not feel this bad.  He was smarter than that, though.  For a long time he sat with Camila, holding her body close, sobbing.  Then he pulled himself together.

      Well, he tried anyway.

      He hadn’t heard a peep from the other passengers.  He was sure they were dead, too.  Honestly, he didn’t care.  He had a twenty-four hour clock he kept in his head, and that was all that mattered.  If he was going to survive what he was sure was a concussion, he needed to stay awake for that long.  He felt so drowsy though.  Kept shaking himself awake when sleep wanted to drag him under.

      Stand up, he finally told himself.

      He stood.

      Get moving.

      Against the pain, the grief, the grim nature of his circumstances and his failure to get the CJCS to Sacramento, he got moving.

      As he was checking the bodies for survivors, the guilt wormed its way into him.  Survivor’s guilt.  He would have an easier time getting over Gunnery Sergeant Planck and his crew.  He didn’t know any of them.  And Goddard would be no problem because the man could have told Jagger about the EMP sooner and Jagger might have been able to control the landing better, not to mention they all might still be alive instead of just him.

      But Camila...

      Man, that was going to stick.  This was not a person who should have died.  This was not someone the world should have to live without.  He punched a nearby surface, then grimaced as the pain shot all the way up his arm.  He sat down, fresh agony slamming into him, and he thought of her.  For all her bright and shameful flirting, she was a talented pilot, an adorable person, a woman who would have one day made an incredible wife and mother.

      To him, though, she was his closest friend.

      Now she was gone.

      Inside the overturned helo was a service pistol.  He picked it up, pulled back on the slide, then unloaded the entire magazine into CJCS Goddard.  He stood there, eyes wet, breathing heavy.  He felt no better for the outburst though, only worse that he’d desecrated the dead man’s body.

      It wasn’t Goddard’s fault.  He was scared.  Under orders.

      Paralyzed.

      Outside, the sun set low on the horizon, but the city lights did not come on.  He was just outside Sacramento—a few miles west of Davis if he was thinking right—in the fields near Highway 80.  The earth here was soft.  Not farmland, but not stripped bare either.  Looking around, he couldn’t imagine another soul coming to his rescue.  Then again, there were no drones, so at least he wasn’t worrying so much about that.

      He’d spent the better part of the night dragging bodies out of the helo.  He’d rest (because he needed it), try not to fall asleep (when he so desperately wanted to), and try not to look at Camila and wonder if she was now looking down on him from a better place, feeling sad for him as he died inside over what had happened to her.

      Sometime after he’d dragged the remaining corpses out of the fuselage and laid them in a row (as if he had anything at all to bury them with), he plopped back down next to Camila and watched the night sky.  It had never been so bright before.  He saw a shooting star, but he couldn’t seem to muster even an ounce of optimism, certainly not enough to wish for anything good.  Even if he did make that wish, he would have wished for a safe afterlife for the passengers and crew who died on his helo he’d just crashed.  Then after that, he’d wish this monstrous headache away, and for a safe return to his family.

      Sometime after midnight—and against his better instincts—his eyelids dropped shut, then bounced back open, and then they dropped shut and fluttered open once more.  He couldn’t hold out any longer.  His will was gone.  So when they next shut, he surrendered to the sleep that quickly and thoroughly overtook him.
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      Over the next few days Macy begins to heal.  She suffers some initial infection in her shoulder, but I discover this early on and am able to counter it with antibiotics from Rider’s medical grab-bag.  Lenna and Rex are doing well, too.  Her fever broke and the strength in Rex’s arm is making a slow but certain return.  Rider is still anxious to get home.  Back to Sarah.  Back to the college/compound.

      I’m a nervous wreck though.  I’ll admit it.

      I’m fretting too much over Macy, but I can’t stop thinking about Rex, about his ability to fight and defend us.  He says he’s fine, and I guess I believe him, but I can see the stiffness in his arm from where he was shot.  Lenna is starting to recover, at least that’s what she says.  The woman is not interested in being a liability and has said as much.  So now it’s Indigo I can’t stop thinking about.

      I like her.  A lot.  But this only makes me think Rex does too.

      Any fool can see the boy is falling hard for Indigo.  That, when push comes to shove, he’s going to have a hell of a time choosing between her and family.  When Rex asked her about  coming with us, Indigo said she couldn’t leave her home and all her possessions.  So yeah, I know Rex is torn.

      If she doesn’t come with us, my little brother will certainly lose focus.  I might lose him.  To her, to death, to his own foolhardiness.  The thing about Rex is he’s a lover and a fighter, but if he’s distracted with either, he’s a danger to himself, to all of us.

      God, I wish he’d never met that girl!

      Dawn breaks over the horizon bringing life to the day, and though we have our home and our safety, Rex can’t stop spending the night at Indigo’s, which is to say he hasn’t slept in his own bed for days now.

      As for Stanton, he protected us before and he’ll do so again, but having Rex nearby makes me feel so much better.  My husband is on the mend these days, mentally and physically.  I can see it in his eyes now, how he’s trying to rationalize our future, how he’s looking at all the pieces of this puzzle and seeing where he fits.  He knows he can’t be a wallflower, that remaining quiet  as he plays second or third fiddle to men like Rex and Rider isn’t the best way to lead a family.  He knows in this world you’re either the hunter or the prey, and I married a man with the mindset of a hunter, never that of the prey.

      We spend our nights talking about our future, how we’re going to handle this and that, what direction we should move in so as to preserve the safety of our family and the group.  We talk like this and then he completely blows me away by saying, “Sin, I see who you’re becoming, and how this has changed you, and I have to say, it’s so damn hot.”

      Yeah, I think we’re going to make it together.

      Honestly, I’m starting to have hope again for the future.  In fact, the way Stanton has been, I finding myself so damn happy with him, I’m learning once more what it means to pour your soul into a person.

      So this morning—like every morning lately—it’s beyond freezing cold.  All I want to do is light a fire, but smoke from the chimney is the announcement of resources and I refuse to put myself or this family at risk for a little heat.  We still don’t know who’s out there or what they’re capable of, but for the love of Jesus, did I tell you I’m cold?

      Fuhreeeeezing!

      After crawling out of bed, I bundle myself in two shirts, a sweater, long johns and sweat pants.  My toes are numb and this hardwood floor is like a long block of ice, so it’s one thick pair of socks over one thin pair.

      But I’m still cold and this chill I can’t seem to shake has me looking for something more than the clothes on my back.  A coat maybe?  Winter boots?  What I do find in rifling through the hall closet is a knitted purple scarf that’s like heaven around my neck.  There are little bits of silver glitter in it, and it’s a bit scratchy, but whatever…it’s warm!

      At this point, all I want is to get out of the city, find my way to safer grounds and maybe, if it’s not too much trouble, discover a cabin in the woods away from everything and everyone.  Something we don’t need to defend so rigorously.  That’s not realistic, I know, but a girl can dream, right?

      Also, while I’m in La-La Land dreaming of the impossible, I’ll take one night in a bubble bath, a toilet with water in it instead of a pan and a good night’s sleep in a soft bed while not having to fear for my life.

      Ah, the pre-apocalyptic dreams of a bygone era…

      I open the door to Macy’s room and she’s lying there awake.  Her fever has broken, feeling is coming back in her arm and she’s been alert enough these last twenty hours to become somewhat conversational.

      “I need you to get up today, honey,” I say.

      She starts to roll away from me, but the pain sticks her and she returns to her back, face up with that look that says she’s about to complain.

      “I’m up every time I have to pee,” she says, “or not take a hot shower or not have a hot meal.”

      “I know, baby,” I say, leaning down and kissing her forehead.  “I just need to see how much strength you have.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we’re leaving here as soon as you’re healthy enough to travel.”

      “Where are we going now?” Macy asks.

      “Let me check your bandages.”

      Making an even more pained expression, she says, “It’s freezing, Mom.  Can’t we do it later when my freaking lips aren’t blue?”

      “No.”

      Reluctantly she lowers the blankets and I look at the bandages.  Peeking beneath both, I check the two bullet holes for signs of infection and find none.  They’re both nasty looking, but healing.  All the signs of her making a full recovery are there, which leaves me with an optimistic sigh.

      For years I worked in the ER, and for years I learned how to distance myself emotionally from the people I treated.  But when it’s your own flesh and blood, that stoic part of you that can breeze through even the worst of tragedies sort of goes to pieces.

      Hello world, meet neurotic Cincinnati.

      “They look good,” I say.

      “Yeah, well they still hurt, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      Reapplying the bandages, tucking her back in, I say, “We’re leaving tomorrow with Rider and the boys.”

      “Speaking of the boys,” she says, back under the comfort of her blankets, “who is that kid who had the Jeep?  The one with the dark hair who drove us here.”

      “Hagan.”

      “Yeah, Hagan.  He’s cute.”

      Something in me flares and I say, “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      I’m thinking of Rex and Indigo, and I’m wondering if dealing with the manic platitudes of a teenage romance will be that one thing that pushes me over the edge for good.

      “You’ve been shot, the city has turned into a cesspool, we’re not safe anywhere and you want to get that look in your eye—”

      “What look?” she says in mock defensiveness.

      “The one that says, ‘He’s so dreamy, oh Mom…’  That look.”

      Hands on my hips, I stare down at her and she looks up at me wondering if I’m serious, but I’m not one hundred percent sure so I just lock eyes with her and hold that stare until she finally relents.

      “He did save your life, you know.”

      “And I’m grateful for that,” I tell her.  “But I didn’t tell you that so you could later use it against me.”

      “I’m not using it against you, I’m using it for me,” she says with a soft smirk.

      That smile of hers totally disarms me.  For a second I see the little girl in her and it’s like I’ve got my baby back.  Except she’s not a baby anymore.  I can already see the woman in her emerging, and I know one day I’ll lose her to a boy, but I suppose that’s better than losing her to a bomb, or a burglary, or some kind of twisted accident.

      “His brother is cute, too,” she says.  “And so is Rider if you’re into hot older guys.”

      “Stop!” I snap, but already she’s giggling and knowing she got me.

      “Oh my God, Mom,” she says.  “Your face is as red as a cherry!”

      I steal a deep breath and crack a smile.  The only reason I responded the way I did is because I know she’s right.  “Forgive me for wanting my nearly-shot-to-death-daughter to stay with her mom a little while longer.”

      Her amusement dwindling with her energy levels, she says, “Serious Mom, who is he?  Hagan?”

      “I’ll introduce you.  In fact, I’ll get him now.”

      “No,” she all but shouts, pulling the quilt to her eyes.  “I stink.”

      “You do,” I say.  “Like really, really bad.”

      “And my breath is sour.”

      “You could set the world on fire with that dragon breath.”

      “And my hair’s a mess.”

      “A rat’s nest of tangles to be sure,” I quip.  “But I’m certain he’ll love you because of your winning personality.”

      “I do have a winning personality,” she says with a start.

      “That’s what I said dummy,” I joke and suddenly we’re both laughing.  “I love you baby.”

      “I love you too, Mom.”

      More solemn, savoring this moment together, I’m compelled to confess to her this thing that’s been festering inside me for a while now, this absolute truth.

      “I almost died back there thinking of you being hurt and not recovering,” I admit, my eyes misting over at the admission.

      “Don’t start crying again,” she says, softly.  “Otherwise I’m going to start crying again and you said I need to keep my fluid levels up…”

      I cup her soft, warm cheek and say, “When you don’t smell so bad, I’ll introduce you to Hagan.  In fact, if you want, I’ll comb your hair later today and you can wash up in the tub.”

      “With cold water.”

      “With really cold water,” I joke, wiping my eyes and laughing at the same time.

      “Where’s Uncle Rex?”

      I heave out an exhausted sigh, remind myself not to say anything I’ll regret.  “Busy being in love with Indigo.”

      “No kidding,” she says deadpan.  “Saw that coming a mile away.”

      “We all did,” I tell her.

      “Is she reciprocating?”

      “Don’t they all, to a point?”

      Frowning, Macy says, “Is Uncle Rex a he-slut?”

      Smiling enough to conceal my concern over the situation, I say, “He’d say no, but everyone else might say yes.  He’s just looking for love.”

      “In all the wrong places?”

      With a sad chortle, I say, “So it would seem.  Want me to make you some breakfast?”

      “An orange or an apple?”

      “An orange.”

      “Sure.  Just don’t overcook it this time.”

      They say sarcasm is the sign of a healthy mind, but I’m not sure that’s true.  Still, if Macy is well enough to talk about things like cute boys, he-sluts and cooked oranges, I’m thinking the world might just be alright again.
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* * *

      When I head downstairs, Rider is sitting at the table with a half bottle of water.  I can’t stop thinking about how he looks.  He’s lean and GQ handsome, an alpha male through and through.  I look away from him, refuse to present a false impression.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m not falling for an older guy or a former soldier—this is me recognizing in him something I’m only now starting to see in Stanton: a steadfastness, a durability.

      Where my husband has to learn and adapt to this world, Rider has home field advantage to this kind of a nightmare.  Stanton was never afraid of anything in his world because he mastered it.  Now my white collar husband is but a wet calf in the apocalypse, a babe just trying to get his legs under him.  Just when I think he’s doing alright, I see a guy like Rider and realize there’s something cold and unbreakable inside of him, something you can see but can’t quite define.  Maybe Stanton is going to be okay, but maybe he’s way out of his depths, too.

      “Is this what you do?” I ask him.  “You just show up and wait for people in their living rooms and kitchens?”

      “It’s easier than knocking,” Rider says, sipping his water.  “Plus I didn’t think you’d be doing anything terribly inappropriate with it being this early and colder than a witch’s tit.”

      “You men are lucky,” I say.  “You can keep your hair short, you don’t need makeup and if you don’t shower in a few days, you don’t really smell that bad.  And somehow through all of it you still manage to look amazing.”

      “Yeah,” he says.  Then without an ounce of emotion he adds: “I’m thrilled out of my boots about the fringe benefits of my gender right now.”  A smile creeps onto my face and he smiles in return, but it’s an anxious smile.  A tempered smile.  “If you’re worried about your looks around me, don’t.  I’m not that guy.”

      “Did you come to tell me you’ve got someone waiting for you at the college and you’re eager to return?”

      The outer shell of him cracks.  Not wide open, but enough for me to see inside, to see a man no longer indifferent about life.  This is a man who is thinking about the woman he loves.

      “Wow,” I say, seeing him change.  “You must really like her.”

      “She caught me off guard.”

      For a second I’m seeing the joy of love brightening the faces of my brother, my daughter and now this guy.  It makes me think of when Stanton and I first got together.  The first time he met my parents he looked so handsome, but he was nervous inside and I missed it.  Thankfully.  He was wearing grey Boss trousers, a pressed white shirt with cufflinks and a four hundred dollar tie.  He had on a black pea coat and a patterned scarf and he’d just purchased his first Maserati.  The very look of him stilled my young, clamoring heart, yet it pumped me so full of love and adoration my emotions bordered on obsession.

      Later in life I’d come to realize that for all the money he was making, for all his posh attire and sports cars and his plush downtown apartment, it was obvious he was overcompensating for something deep down—an insecurity I never really understood.

      Money was once his castle, the walls he hid behind when it came to the pecking order of men, especially über successful men in their early thirties.  With all that money gone and his best skills worth almost nothing in this hellish new world, I’m starting to see signs of that man creeping back out again.  I’m seeing his insecurities flare when he’s next to Rex or Rider.

      Now I think I just might understand why.

      His mother once told me he’d been bullied as a boy.  She’d used the words “horribly bullied” though and it made me sad.  I’m sad for him now, and maybe this makes me love him more, but it also makes me afraid because I know he’s going to spend day after day trying to prove himself to people like Rider.  To people like Rex.  Will that get him killed?  Will I lose him because some asshole kids picked on him as a boy?  I pray not.  I pray every night.  But I only do this because I’m once again falling in love with this man.

      “What do you want, Rider?” I ask, my mood changing.  “Other than to get back home.”

      After thinking the things I’m thinking, all I want is go back to bed, curl up next to my husband and tell him to stay with me always.  To never do something so stupid that he would leave me and Macy alone in this world.

      “That’s mostly what I want,” Rider answered.  Studying me, he says, “But we need to be safe, too, and I feel an obligation to protect you, even though I don’t really know you.  I know you’re good people, and if we have a community of strong, capable people, then maybe we can survive this situation, maybe even rebuild one day.”

      “I don’t want to stay in this city,” I say, sitting down, fashioning my blonde hair into a ponytail.

      He slides his water bottle across the table.  I take a sip, not caring about where his mouth has been or if he’s a backwasher.  These days, it doesn’t matter.  Or maybe it does and I just don’t care this second.

      “Thanks,” I say, sliding it back.

      “We need to get out of this city, but first we need to thin the herd a bit.”

      “Thin the herd?”

      “In case you hadn’t figured it out,” he says, “there’s a play for the city that might make getting out of here tougher than you think.  We’re surrounded by the fallout of the inner city’s gangs.”

      “Are you talking about The Ophidian Horde?”

      “Yes and no.  The Ophidian Horde happened just before this.  They’re an offshoot of the gangs in this city, just another pack of scumbags that found a way to grow and thrive in this God awful situation.  Indigo has this thing going on inside her that’s a bit scary.  It’s like me, but full of emotion.  Hatred.  A well of rage I’m not sure she can control.”

      “And that is?”

      “She wants to kill them all.”

      “Why?”

      “Did you see that pile of ash outside?” he asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “Did she tell you how those bones came to be there?”

      “Why would she?”

      “So you didn’t even bother to ask,” he says, not a question but a statement.

      “It’s not my business,” I reply, wondering where he’s going with this.  I look at his water, raise an eyebrow and he slides the bottle back over.  I take a sip, then another, then move it back and say, “Is that why she doesn’t want us going into that house?”

      “I went into the house.”

      “And?”

      “Dead girl with her head blasted open.”

      My stomach drops.

      “Isn’t that the house that Atlanta lived in?”

      “You tell me,” he says.

      If he knows something, he’s not letting on.  Is he wanting me to ask about it more?  To try to figure it out?  God, I’m too tired for the games.

      “Is that…was that her sister?” I find myself asking.

      Atlanta’s face appears in my mind, specifically the sad look she’s always wearing.  Does that explain why she’s so quiet?  Why she’s so withdrawn?

      “I just got here, Cincinnati.  Which is to say I don’t know.  I’m just trying to put the pieces together without all the facts.  Same as you.  But the truth is I really don’t care.  I’m not planning on staying, so the sooner we get the hell out of here and onto fortified ground the better.”

      “Is that why you’re here this morning?”

      He smiles me an answer, then takes a drink of his water and says, “Look at you, being the smartest kid in the room and all.”

      I hear Stanton coming down the stairs.  He pops out into the kitchen and sees me and Rider talking.  He gives nothing away in his eyes, but I know him well enough to know what he’s thinking.

      Inside I instantly feel crushed because all I want to do is crawl back into bed with him, pull him tight, pretend for a moment that none of this is happening.

      He sees Rider though, which means all the small talk about Atlanta and the college is about to turn to discussions of moving again.  Did I tell you I’m sick of moving already?  I am.  I really, really am!

      “What’s up?” he says to Rider.

      “Time to go,” Rider replies.  “If you want to go, that is.”

      “What are you thinking?” Stanton asks, focused on opening a can of mandarins.  “The college, right?”

      “This is how we survive.  We’re stronger together than we are apart.  Plus there’s plenty of room there, and plenty of firepower to protect us all.”

      “What about Indigo?”

      “She can come if she wants.”

      “Did you see her house, Rider?  She’s got her own little fortress and it’s stocked to the roof with food and supplies.  And now it seems she’s taken up with my brother-in-law.”

      “I’m going to talk to her when she’s awake,” he says.

      “What if she says no?” I ask.  “Because that’s a very real possibility.”

      “Then she’s putting her and her mother in jeopardy for some guns, some food and a bunch of blankets.”

      “It’s more than that,” I admit.  “She’s waiting for her father to come home.”

      “She’ll have to wait until the end of time if I’m right.”

      “If she stays,” Stanton says, “then we all stay.”

      Rider gives a slow, conciliatory nod.  Clearly he isn’t impressed with the nature of the conversation, or where it’s headed.

      “This world is still free, so long as you have a gun and plenty of bullets.  That means you’re free to stay or go, so long as you know you have the invite.”

      “If only it were that easy,” Stanton muses.

      He’s eating mandarin orange slices and unwrapping a granola bar that looks hard as a rock and dangerous enough to throw through a plate glass window.  He pulls the foil wrapper back, bites down on it and makes a face like he might have cracked a tooth.

      “You need a hammer?” Rider asks.

      “More like a sledgehammer,” he jokes.  “You want one?”

      “As a weapon or for the nutritional joy of it?”

      “You pick.”

      “Hell no,” he says.

      The way guys bond is so strange.  It’s like they need a few minutes to sniff each other’s butts and decide how to conduct business in a manner that doesn’t involve ego or posturing, even though with men, there will always be both ego and posturing.

      Standing up, Rider says, “We’re leaving in the morning.  Lenna and the boys are coming, and I’d like to take you guys and Macy, just to have Sarah check her out.”

      “I’m a nurse,” I say.

      “Yes, but I’ve got a real pharmacy,” he replies, and I can’t argue that logic.

      “We can always go and come back if we want,” Stanton tells me.

      “He’s right,” Rider adds.

      “You ex-military?” Stanton asks.

      “CIA.”

      “Black ops or pencil pusher?”

      There’s a glint of humor in his eyes and a smirk on his face, a combination I like because too much testosterone is a buzzkill for normal girls like me.

      “Pencil pusher,” Rider says.

      “Yeah me, too,” Stanton replies.  Then, more serious: “It’s good to be in the company of capable men.”

      “Indeed it is.”

      “Are you guys bonding or measuring your dicks right now?” I ask.

      “Bonding,” they both say at the same time.

      “We’ll be ready to go at first light,” I say, looking first at Rider, then at Stanton.  Stanton isn’t looking at me, though.  He’s looking at Rider and there isn’t an ounce of no in his expression.  Staying together is the right thing to do.

      Strength in numbers.
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      Before he’d fallen asleep, before unconsciousness gripped him, Jagger had scooted next to Camila and pulled her into his arms.  Her lifeless body sunk against his as darkness swallowed him whole.  The nightmares were relentless.  He shifted and shook; he cried out and jolted.  In his trauma-induced sleep, he relived the crash over and over and over again.

      The ground raced up on them with both speed and force.  He drew a panicked breath, heard Camila call out his name, and then they hit.  The second they slammed into the valley floor, he knew he’d botched the landing.

      Jagger thought he could lay the flat belly of the helo on the tilled soil and skid it out, but the ground wasn’t flat and he came in at too hard an angle.  The forward facing prop was the problem, which he knew it would be.  The second they hit, the blades dug into the soil, ripping the propeller wings off completely and shoving the nose forward.

      The tail end drove up at a sideways angle, twisting the fuselage into a spin that ripped the tail section off and threw them into a nasty barrel roll.  The jarring, jerking, downright hellish sounds of the hull being torn apart had his teeth snapping and his eyeballs shaking so bad the world was reduced to a shuddering, lurid blur.

      Time slowed and sped up at concurrently.  For whatever reason he remembered everything.  The gun-shot sounds of bolts snapping and welds breaking, the whine and whinny of sheet metal ripping apart, the screech of the helo’s frame bending against too much strain and abuse.

      Strapped in tight, Jagger’s body thrashed and wrenched about with such force he wondered if his popping, striving bones could withstand the beating.  He couldn’t even think, except for that half second where he might have prayed for it all to end, his death or otherwise.

      The last thought he had before the roaring wreck became too much for his brain to handle was that if the helo broke apart, he would never see Lenna or the boys again.  He’d be crushed, pitched free, or simply battered to death by the time this thing stopped.

      And then it all went black.
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* * *

      More jarring about (his dragging legs); his already battered body bumping off hard objects, pointed objects (rocks?); the slow, canvas-like sounds of his flight suit scraping over a hard pack (dirt?—am I alive?); pain sparking up every last nerve; the faraway sounds of voices to let him know death sounded a lot like the chaos of life.

      Delirium tickled the once stable synapses of his mind, leaving him weary but agitated, unable to open his eyes, speak or even move.

      Is this hell?

      If so, he’d be the least surprised person down there.  It wasn’t death, though.  Someone was dragging him backwards by his flight suit.  His butt and his heels dragged along the dirt, and just as he started to wonder who was pulling him, they dropped him without care or concern, causing his head to thunk! off the ground.

      “They’re all dead,” he heard a woman say.  She was either a million miles away or standing over the top of him.

      “Mother of Christ,” another replied from an even farther distance.  “This guy looks like he got shot to death after everything was over.”

      “Are we the first people out here?” Jagger heard a female voice ask.

      He fought with all his might to crack an eyelid open.  Then he worked on the other.  Sunlight shot through his cornea, slammed into his brain like a battering ram.  He snapped his eyes closed while wincing and turning his head away from the light.  He drew a labored breath but held it the second he heard a girl’s yelping.

      “This one’s alive!” she shouted.

      Pretty soon the sunlight that threatened to blind him, the sunlight that made the once dark sides of his eyelids a soft glowing pink, was blotted out by a gathering of bodies above him.  Thank God, he thought, about to open his eyes.  He’d been saved.

      “Who’s going to kill him?” he heard one of them ask.

      Wait, what?

      “I’ll do it,” the girl said.

      “No,” a stern voice replied.

      Jagger opened his eyes, saw the people standing all around him.  The people safeguarding his eyes from the direct shine of the sun.

      “You’re the pilot, right?” someone asked, kicking him in the side with a boot like they were checking for a response, or trying to force one.  He’d been kicked the same way you’d kick a dog you thought was dead or unresponsive.  Jagger managed a grunt in the affirmative.

      “Your entire crew is dead.  You know that, right?”

      Jagger managed to sit up, but he was eye level with everyone’s crotch at that point and they didn’t look like anything special.  Just a bunch of college dropouts in dirty clothes and old shoes.

      “Yeah,” he managed to say, tasting blood and stickiness in his mouth.

      “How’d they die?”

      He looked up, shielded his eyes from the slivers of sun but he still couldn’t see their faces that well.

      “In the crash.”

      “So this guy got all them bullet holes in ‘em from crashing?” a voice said.

      “Stranger things have happened.”

      “Not that strange.  ‘Cause in wrecks like this, real bad ones where most everything is damn near disintegrated, guns don’t go off and pop folks square in the forehead like that.”

      He held his tongue.

      “You know who they are?” the same voice said.  Looking around at his peers, he said, “Do any of ya?  That there is the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.”

      “And you know that how?” someone asked.

      “Well?” another voice said to Jagger.  “Is it true?  Is he the Joint, the Chairman of Staff, or whatever?”

      “Something like that.”

      Now everyone got real quiet and Jagger knew he’d come to the end of his life.  He knew he’d have to one day answer for his violent transgressions, he just didn’t think it would be today.  Much less by a mob of halfwits, thugs and would-be murderers.

      “You sure?” one guy said to the other.  “Because it could be anybody.”

      Jagger remained silent.

      “Of course I’m sure,” the first guy said.  “I’m pos-ee-tive.  That’s why we ain’t killin’ the pilot.  Doing something like that…popping this dude afterwards—or just before—he’s earned the right to live in my book.”  Now looking down at Jagger, he said, “But we’re taking your stuff, an’ all their stuff.  You survived this crash, so you’ll survive this, too.  But we came for things and things we’ll have, and if you try to stop us, we’ll shoot you dead.”

      Jagger lowered himself back to the earth, his brain still foggy, all of this feeling like some twisted continuation of the bad dream that started with the drone strike in Texas.

      For the next half hour, the pack that dragged him from the beaten side of the helo managed to loot the surviving sections of the craft, salvaging whatever they could including Jagger’s service weapon.  He heard them taking the clothes off the victims that weren’t ruined beyond repair and he was extra pissed off when he heard them whistling as they stripped off Camila’s clothes.

      “If those tits are real, then I’m thinking dead or not, we take her with us,” one of them said with a sort of dripping lust.

      When Jagger turned over and heaved, a few voices fell silent.  One of them came over and said, “What about his flight suit?  There’s not much blood, and it looks hearty.”

      “Hey Bobby, come check out this chick’s cans.  My God they’re beautiful!”

      The girl stomped over and Jagger heard the cocking sounds of a round being chambered.

      “Put her shirt back on and get away from her.  Goddammit Merle.  I swear on my mother’s life if you pull down her panties I’ll sink two in the back of your skull!”

      Jagger planted his hands preparing to get up and go after this piece of—a foot stomped down on his shoulder, pinning him to the earth.  The person holding him down was but a shadow standing before a bright afternoon sun.

      “Gonna kill you,” Jagger growled.

      A shotgun racked its load, the barrel hovering mere inches from his face.  Jagger stopped speaking.  Instead, he turned his head sideways and blew throw up snot from his nose.

      “Okay, okay,” the guy violating Camila’s body said.  “We’s just funnin.’”

      “Well stop,” the girl said.  “Now.”

      The idiot named Merle stopped, but Jagger’s blood was already boiling.  Hearing what those boys were doing, what they’d done, inside Jagger’s head walls were coming down and entire buildings were collapsing and crumbling to ruin.  He was rage and retribution; he was cold hard vengeance.  If not now, when he had his wits, he’d make them pay for what they did, that much he promised himself.

      As they were leaving, one of them stood over the top of him, frothing at the mouth, clearly not right in the head.  The shadow hid most of his features.  Still, something of a chilled fear shot straight into Jagger’s heart as this creep stared down at him.

      “C’mon Rowdy!” someone barked.

      “He’s a witness,” Rowdy said in a voice like crushed gravel.  The tenor was deep and cruel sounding.  Like killing was not a necessity but a need.  Some baseline response to breathing, to seeing something wounded, to leaving nothing behind to stop him from killing over and over again.  Someone else joined Rowdy.  They both stood over the top of him, two shadows against the burning afternoon sun.

      “Witness to what?” the other person asked.  “There ain’t no cops, no judges, no courts of law.  This is the wild west man.  Who cares if he lives or dies?”

      “I care,” Jagger said.

      Rowdy fired his weapon and a sharp spit of dirt kicked up in Jagger’s face, cutting his cheek and making his ear ring.  He rolled over, a silent scream pulling his body tight against itself while Rowdy laughed and laughed and laughed.

      Then they were gone.  Walking out of the fields toward an old farmhouse sitting along the horizon.

      With the sun beating on his already crash-hammered face, and his body damn near obliterated from the wreck, he dropped his head back in the dirt and fought to settle his thoughts.  For a long time he measured the pros and cons of two very different scenarios: get back home to Lenna and the boys, or find that pack of savages and tear their spines from their bodies.  In the end, as pissed off as he was about that Rowdy character and the one looking at Camila’s body, Jagger realized these clowns were a hell of a lot closer to him than home was.

      Yeah, Lenna and the boys would have to wait just a little bit longer.

      Despite the rage that afflicted him earlier, Jagger felt incredibly weak as he lay there in the dirt.  With a bit of concentrated effort, he dragged his body up and staggered over to Camila.  She was flopped over in a pair of panties with her pants pulled roughly to her ankles and her bra sitting in the dirt beside her like a coiled snake.  He couldn’t bare to see her like that.

      It revolted him, left him so sick to his stomach he felt like screaming.  Had every bone in his body not ached straight down to the marrow, he would have kicked the wreckage and pitched a righteous tantrum.  But everything hurt, including his broken heart.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      There was enough light in the day to see the brutal effects of the crash upon her body.  She had bruises everywhere, compound fractures on her left leg and arm, and half her face was crushed in.  Tears streamed down his cheeks and he shook with a swift, indelible pain.  He got out of his flight suit, unable to stop the roar of grief washing over him.  Slowly, reverently, he worked her broken body into his flight suit, averting his eyes as best as he could, cursing God and those dumbass kids and every one of those scumbags in Silicon Valley that brought the civilized world to its knees.

      When he was done protecting Camila’s virtue, Jagger leaned down, placed the lightest of kisses on her lips and begged for her forgiveness.  And then he wiped his eyes, looked in the direction that the pack of heathens had gone and imagined a retribution so ferocious he all but worked himself into a fit.

      He was weak though, exhausted, so the anger burned off fast leaving him in dire need of rest.  He sat down in the dirt beside Camila.  A second later, he laid beside her and put a protective arm around her.  As he imagined her soul floating in the heavens above him, seeing his thoughts, knowing the depth of his pain, his eyes fell shut on their own and he drifted off under the pulsing rays of the afternoon sun.
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* * *

      He woke sometime during the night.  It was time to go.  He said a long good-bye to Camila, then stood and headed toward the nearest farm house.  Along the way, he found foot prints in the dirt, so he followed them.

      He staggered on through the fields for what felt like forever, passing two gorgeous mansions on his way to…wherever he was going.  The tracks took him to a road where he sat until first light.  He walked the road up to a landscaped thatch of property with a house, a barn and some old farming equipment.

      In the faint, pre-dawn light he saw the glimmer of a candle flickering against a window.

      Jagger’s legs weighed a thousand pounds and his frozen cold body ached, but he had to check it out, just in case it was them.  When he pressed his face to the dirty window, he saw the girl from the field.  Instantly his senses flared.

      He looked back to where his helo crashed.  It was in the distance and hardly visible at ground level.  From the second story floor, however, they’d be able to see everything.  No wonder they found him.  He looked back at her again and wondered if she lived there alone, or if they were all holed up inside.

      He prayed for the latter.

      Jagger snuck around the house, peeking in the first floor windows until he’d seen into every single one of them.  He’ found no one else.  It was too dark.  Peering up, he counted half a dozen windows on the second story floor.  Those had to be bedrooms.

      Turning his eyes to the horizon, the sun arrived, casting light and life upon the farmland.

      Shivering, the crisp morning air smelling like moist earth and foliage, he staggered across the yard to a rectangular barn filled with tilling and reaping equipment.  There was an old tractor sitting in the shadows and rows of rafters on either side of the barn.  He found an old ladder, leaned it against the rafters, painfully made his way up top.  Breathing heavy, he dragged the ladder up behind him.  There was nothing up there but bare lumber and spider-webs.  At least he’d be left alone to sleep and plan.  He laid down, closed his eyes and waited.  Somewhere along the way, his body began to ache, but then it tapered off and he managed to fall back to sleep.

      He didn’t hear them in the barn until one of them fired their weapon.  The gunshot tore Jagger from his sleep, but he was smart enough and alert enough to wake in perfect stillness, a measure of his training.

      Down below there was giggling.  Then the sounds of kissing.

      “Make her watch,” a female voice said, followed by the squirming sounds of a child.

      “Yeah,” a male voice said, “she ain’t gonna want to miss this.”

      Jagger inched his face over the rafters, snuck a peek.  Below there was the woman and one of the guys making out; standing beside them was Rowdy, the guy with the gravely voice and the serial killer vibe.  Rowdy was holding a child who couldn’t be more than eight or nine years old.  He had a fistful of her hair and was forcing her to watch.

      The couple kept kissing and then the guy pulled her top down and Rowdy said, “Watch.”  Rowdy held the squirming child’s head firm, gave it a jerk, then said, “Learn.”

      Jagger couldn’t look anymore.  What the hell kind of racket was this?  Eventually he heard the sounds of the couple having sex and he plugged his ears.  The heat that warmed his neck now laid fire to his face and he swore he would put an end these vile creatures.

      When it was over, Rowdy said, “Did you learn something?”  When the girl said nothing, he said, “Speak!”

      “Yes,” she whispered with anguish in her voice.

      Jagger’s body went piano wire tight as he struggled to envision a way to help the child.  But there was no way.  He had no weapons, he was too broken to jump down and not break a leg or his back, and worst of all, he was too far away from where they were at to do any good.  Giving away his position would mean his own death, so he sat there and listened to what was happening and he plotted.

      When the foursome left the barn and headed outside, Jagger waited until it was safe, and then he waited a little longer.  Finally he slid the ladder over the side, gingerly made his way down to the barn floor.  Every single bit of his body screamed in revolt, enough for him to know his spine was severely out of alignment.

      He turned his neck, which was stiff, made himself pop it on one side and then the other.  After that, he set the ladder down, laid on his back across it and loosened his muscles until the arch cracked his vertebrae.

      The pain was blinding and enormous, but he felt relief as the nearly unbearable static in his nerves settled down.  He stood and walked a few feet, stopped at the flaring in his shoulder and the warm tingling of the nerves in his arm.

      He found a dark corner—just in case someone returned—then slowly stretched his neck from side to side and from front to back.  It was beyond rigid, aching to the point of his head hurting.  Worst of all, the pain was messing with his back.  When he was loose enough, he tilted it all the way to one side, relaxed, then jerked it enough for it to pop.

      Already it felt better.

      Moving to the other side was not so easy.  He was stiff as hell there.  He tried to relax, to move it, but it wouldn’t give.  Jagger used his hand to slowly pull his head over.  The applied pressure hurt, but each time he found his limit, Jagger forced himself to relax long enough to crane it a bit more.  When he was tilted as far as he would go (which was half as far as he could normally go), he lowered his hand, held his head there, then gave it a solid jolt.

      Nothing but pain.

      Damn.

      He did it again and still nothing but misery.  By now his head was throbbing and he was pissed off beyond measure.  Relax, he told himself.

      Breathe.

      Tilting his head the other direction, he gave it two solid jerks to the side and got a small pop for his effort.  For whatever reason, this seemed to free up something in the other side of his neck.  He tilted his head back to his stiff side, which now felt ten times better, and gave it a sharp jolt.  This resulted in a deep, satisfying pop!  Everything loosened from there.  Rolling his shoulders and neck, he felt a thousand times better.

      When he cracked open the barn door leading into the property, he saw the front yard was clear.  The sun was now low on the horizon, the air a touch chillier than he expected.  Had he really slept the entire day?  It appeared so.  Off to the right leading away from the home, he saw more field equipment: a plow blade, a stack of shovels, a plastic bin with the lid kicked off.  There was also an fifties style pick-up with whitewall tires and the hood propped up.

      Jagger slunk toward the truck, keeping his eyes and ears peeled.  He got to the old Chevy, ducked behind it.  The baby blue paint was faded the primer, and large patches of rust marred the truck’s already disgraceful body.  He glanced inside the open hood, saw the bare dirt.

      Great.  No engine.

      Inside, the seats had been pulled and presumably thrown out since they were no where to be found.  This must be someone’s idea of a restoration in progress.

      No seats and no engine?  Talk about useless!

      Along the back of the truck it looked like the rear fender had been dented in an accident.  Set up along the fender were tools, specifically an old claw hammer.  There was a rumpled blanket lying under the bed of the truck.  By the look of it, someone was trying to hammer out the dent from the inside.  Clearly that hadn’t worked.  For him, though, the claw hammer would most certainly work.

      Taking the hammer, he hurried low and fast toward the house, his body protesting mightily but working nevertheless.  When he got to the clapboard side of the farm house, he moved to a back door, ducked under a dirty pane of glass, glanced inside.

      Nothing.

      He tried the knob and it turned.  Just as he was about to open the door, he saw movement through the glass and stood back.  A second later the door opened up and a man walked out.  Jagger spun the hammer in his hand, gripping the clawed head.  When the moment was right, he drove the wood handle down on the guy’s head with such force he staggered twice and dropped the rifle he was holding.  Merle.  The guy who took off Camila’s clothes.

      He wasn’t dead, he was just out cold.

      Jagger dropped the hammer and grabbed the shotgun.  The very sight of the man left him seething.  He couldn’t forget what this cockroach had done.  How disrespectful he’d been with his co-pilot and his longtime friend.  With three ferocious strikes, Jagger used the butt end of the shotgun to hammer in the side of the man’s head.

      Face down in the dirt, Jagger was certain he was dead.

      He wiped down the bloody end of the gun then lowered himself to a knee and patted down the corpse.  Jagger stopped on a lump just under the heavy jacket.  He drew back the jacket and found his service revolver tucked in the back of Merle’s pants.

      “Maggot,” he muttered.

      After dragging Merle off to the side of the house, Jagger snuck inside the house, moving quietly down a dark hall and to the nearest room.  He held Merle’s rifle so he could either shoot it or crack someone over the head with the stock.  He tried the first room’s doorknob.  It turned.  Ignoring the clamoring of his heart and the sweat gathering along his neckline, he eased open the door, prepared for whatever awaited him.

      What he found was the girl.  Tied to the bed.  Her wrists and ankles were bound by rope that had cut into her skin.  The room was cold, a foul smelling odor creeping up to meet him.  He turned away, his eyes watering instantly.  This was a horrible, choking stench, one he could not forget: death.

      Alongside the wall were two people, a man and a woman about his age, both deceased.  The rot of their corpses was a stench so thick it seemed to bear weight.  He gagged, then dry heaved once, mightily ashamed of himself.

      The girl didn’t seem to notice.  She just looked at him with dead eyes and that thousand yard stare you see in victims of extreme violence or abuse.

      “Are you okay?” he whispered.

      She said nothing.  He took in the sight of her, measuring it all, hating what he was seeing.  Her sandy-blonde hair looked unwashed and unkempt.  Her face was dirty, her eyes a crystal blue that should have held more life than they did.  And that bruised little face of hers...his heart ached for all the horrors she must have endured.

      “I’m here to help you,” he finally managed to say.
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* * *

      Tied to the bed, the girl was in light green underwear and a filthy white tank top.  Her little body was tarnished by bruises, not just her face.  Some of these bruises looked fresh while others bore the greenish-yellow hues of being a few days old.  Jagger shut the bedroom door behind him and quickly undid the ropes, blushing at the red welts and scraping that marred her wrists and ankles.  He put his finger over his lips, telling her to be quiet.  She didn’t say a word.  In fact, when he pulled the ropes loose, she didn’t even move.

      He marveled at the landscape of abuse upon her.  By the look of it, she’d suffered a brutal exploitation far longer than he first imagined, a reality that left him sick to his stomach.  When he pulled the last rope off her ankle, he saw a toenail was missing.

      “They do this to you?” he asked.  She looked away.  Refused to meet his eyes.  Son of a bitch.  “Stay here.”

      She didn’t move.

      “It’s going to be okay, little girl.”

      Still nothing.

      He pulled his pistol out of his pants, ejected the magazine, checked the load.  It was full.  He slapped the magazine home, drew back the slide and checked the chamber.  A round slid in place and he knew he had nine rounds left.

      He tucked the pistol away.

      Shotgun in hand, he opened the door, moved into the hallway.  A short walk down the hallway took him to the mouth of an open kitchen and living room.  A girl of maybe twenty or twenty-five was sitting in a chair at the kitchen table facing the family room and the black screen of a dead TV.  She had her bare feet up on the table and hadn’t heard a thing.  He crept up on her and saw she was reading a paperback novel.

      On the couch were two other heads, both facing away from him, but at angles.  His first thought was that they were playing cards.  But on second thought, he was sure they were asleep.

      He moved onto the girl, spun the rifle around and cracked her in the back of the head almost hard enough to kill her.  She slumped over sideways just as the two heads on the couch turned and jumped to their feet.

      He wheeled the gun around and said, “You move you die.  Simple as that.”  They both stopped fast enough for him to hear movement from upstairs.

      Great.

      When he looked up, a third head was popping up off the couch.  He fired the shotgun, caught the hearty edge of the crown.  The red mist told him he was good.  He quickly shifted the rifle back to the two standing.  Both thought they could get to their weapons—they were wrong.  He racked a load, fired, then racked another load and fired again.

      Both boys fell.

      Gunfire from the stairway sent splinters of wood flying.  He scrambled for cover just beside the foot of the stairway as more men came bounding down the stairs.  He dropped low and around the corner.  The second he saw a body in the stairwell, he spun and aimed for the knees.

      The shot was like a cannon in the compressed space.  The first load tore through the attacker’s knee and he face-planted straight into the kitchen floor with a yelp and an oof!  Then the God-awful screaming started.

      He heard more movement from upstairs.

      The rush stopped.

      Whomever was upstairs was now waiting.  For that one long moment, Jagger heard his heart kicking and felt the rush of blood to his ears.  Seconds later, what had been a trample of feet on the wrapped side of the stairs turned and scampered back up.

      Jagger leaned down and grabbed the screaming man’s handgun just as someone lit up the stairwell with gunfire.  The bullets slapped into the fallen man’s body and his screaming stopped.  Jagger slipped sideways on a spreading pool of blood and crashed into the cabinets.  He scrambled to his feet, grabbed the slumped over girl and pressed the stolen handgun to her head.  She was still unconscious, so this made things easy.

      “If you don’t come down by the time I’m done counting to ten,” he announced, “I’m going to empty this magazine into your girl’s head.”

      He started counting aloud.  By the time he hit eight, he saw the first man coming down the stairs with this hands up and an enraged look on his ugly face.

      “All of you,” he said, then resumed his count.  “Nine.”

      “We’re coming,” a second voice in the stairwell said.  He heard two more sets of feet moving, and this surprised him.

      He didn’t expect all of them to be here.

      “Toss your guns to the far wall,” Jagger growled.  Four weapons were thrown down, and thankfully none of them discharged.  “Slowly come out with your fingers laced and your hands behind your heads.  By the time I count to five, all of you had better be in front of me or I start shooting.  First the woman, then all of you.”

      All four men emerged.

      He checked the woman’s pulse, found it, then let her slump back over.  He was afraid he’d hit her too hard, but thinking about that little girl beaten and tied down like an animal, he stowed those feelings without an ounce of remorse.

      Leaning back on his training as a Marine, thinking about the combat he saw in Afghanistan, he slowed his mind, spurred his senses and realized he didn’t see Rowdy.

      “Rowdy, you fat headed cuck!  C’mon down here or I start plugging your buddies in all the wrong places!”

      He heard movement overhead, and a second later the idiot started shooting through the floorboards blowing out the acoustic ceiling and peppering the hardwood floors with lead.

      He scrambled away from the gunfire, used the stolen pistol to fire four rounds into the four men’s thighs.  They all screamed and fell down.  The gunfire stopped.  Eyes still on the four of them, Jagger shot out a bay window and, one by one, starting tossing the confiscated weapons out the window.  Two shotguns, two handguns.  The gunfire from above started back up.

      When Rowdy stopped shooting long enough to reload, Jagger bounded up the stairs, ignoring the merciless protesting of his body.  His toe bumped the last stair on the way up and went down hard on his knee.  Still, he managed to keep his weapon.  Rowdy kicked open a bedroom door looking high for Jagger, not seeing him low until that last moment.

      Jagger fired twice, each round finding a knee.  The big man toppled into the doorway, growling and cursing.  Jagger aimed his weapon at Rowdy’s crotch and said, “You so much as try to lift your weapon in my direction and I turn you into a girl.”

      Rowdy’s body heaved a defeated, agonizing sigh.  His pistol fell to the hardwood floor in a sharp clatter, and by the look of him, he was too in shock to retrieve it.

      Refusing to tear his eyes from the injured man, Jagger seized the fallen weapon.  Rowdy reached for it, but Jagger was quicker.  He grabbed the mewling Rowdy by the ankle and pulled him screaming into the hallway, every muscle in Jagger’s body protesting.

      The big man was laying down curse words like automatic gunfire, and then at the last minute he grabbed a hold of the doorframe and held on tight.  Jagger jerked him, but the man didn’t budge.  He drew his pistol, shot Rowdy in the hand and ended that struggle.

      Now free, Jagger dragged the wailing brute down the wooden stairs and into the living room.  The four men he shot earlier tried to escape, but he’d wounded them enough to slow them down.  One was halfway out the window.  Jagger saw him turn and look up.  He shot the guy in the butt cheek, which caused him to flail in pain.  He then shot the other cheek before turning his gun on the other three trying to get away.

      “Back here boys.”

      The remaining guys did as they were told.  By now the girl he’d knocked out earlier was coming around.  She was scared and mad, but she was too stupid to look around and realize her anger was worth exactly squat.

      “Line up with them,” he said to her.

      She f-bombed him, then spit in his direction.

      “Spit at me again and this thing will spit back,” he said, giving his handgun a small shake.

      She lined up with the others.

      “On your butts, hands behind your head.”  They all complied.  “What’s the little girl’s name?”

      No one said anything, so he turned to Rowdy who was shoulder to shoulder with the first corpse, but face up, alive and furious.

      Cursing under his breath, the man gave him nothing.

      “Rowdy, you freaking doggyknobber, tell me her name or I clip your jaw and shut you up for good.”

      “We don’t know her name!” he screamed, his hands on his knee, blood all over them and the floor he was sprawled out on.

      Just then the little girl appeared in the hallway.  She was still in her underwear and dirty tank top.  Her little body was so fragile it hurt to look at her.  He remembered when his boys were that young, how delicate they looked, how breakable they were.

      “Come here,” he said.

      Reluctantly she walked toward him, ending up at his side with her eyes on her former captors.  Jagger glanced down at the straight head of dirty hair, then cleared his throat.  She looked up, her eyes vacant, but slowly coming to life.  If she had trust issues before, she was seeing what Jagger did to the ones abusing her and knew he was the lesser of two evils.

      “Which of these people hurt you?” he asked.  She looked back down at her feet.  “You can tell me.  They won’t ever hurt you again.”

      “Not only are we going to hurt you,” Rowdy snarled, “we’re going to cut you up in pieces and feed you to the pigs.”

      “Shut up,” Jagger growled.  He thought of shooting the man, but he was too close to the girl to discharge his weapon.

      Jagger knelt down despite his screaming limbs, then gently took her chin and raised her eyes to his.  “They can’t hurt you anymore.”

      Her little terrified eyes glanced around the room at them.  They were bloody and beaten, they were crying and captured and not hurting her.

      “What did they do to you?” he asked.

      She looked back down at her bare feet, at that one torn off toenail, then she stepped forward and whispered in his ear all the horrors she’d endured.  The blood drained from his face and he said, “Get your shoes, your pants, a shirt and a warm jacket and meet me outside.”
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* * *

      The girl turned and padded off without a word.  She walked down the hallway, back to where her dead parents were, back to the bed that…those things happened in.  The thought of going back filled her belly with sickness and revulsion, but nothing was as bad as the smell her parents’ bodies left behind.

      The man who saved her, he said to get dressed, so she’d get dressed.  In the corner of the room, she put on her pants, then her shirt, socks and shoes, and finally her jacket.  She looked at her mother one last time, at the lifeless shell she’d become.  She did not look at her father.  There was a hole in his head where they shot him and his face looked slack with shock.  Plus those dead eyes wouldn’t stop scaring her.

      When she went outside, into the cold, she waited for a few minutes, and then there were the sounds of gunfire coming from inside the house.

      Six shots.

      She counted them all and knew the man who saved her was telling the truth.  That they wouldn’t hurt her anymore.  When he came outside with a jug of water and his guns, he was speckled with red but alive and not hurt.

      “Do you have a bike?” he asked.  Without answering, she went around the side of the house, the returned a few minutes later with a red wagon.

      “Do your parents have bikes?”

      She nodded.

      He went into the garage, unlatched the electric garage door from the motor, then slid it up and looked around.  He saw a man’s mountain bike, checked the tire pressure, found it was good.  Using a nearby rag, he dusted the cobwebs off it, then tossed the rag aside.  He scanned the garage for anything else, his eyes settling on a pile of ropes and bungee cords.  He grabbed the rope ball and tossed it into the wagon, then he wheeled the bike out and said, “There any other kids living nearby?”

      She nodded her head.

      “Where?”

      She pointed down the street.

      “Get two blankets and a flat pillow from inside, whatever food you can grab, and those short guns outside the broken window.  Leave the long guns.”
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* * *

      She did as she was told and he tied the rope and the wagon to the bike.  When she came back out, her face was white as a sheet.  He’d dragged the bodies behind the couch, but blood smears were all over the floor and the girl must have seen them.

      “Did you look at them?”  She looked away.  Damn.  “Just to make sure they were gone?”

      She gave a short nod and he felt a bit of relief.

      “So you’re going to ride in this wagon over to your friend’s house.  We’re going to take her bike so you can ride it and then we’re going to pack as much food and supplies in your wagon as we can fit.”

      She didn’t speak, but she was actively listening.

      “Do you have any family in town?  Maybe a grandma or grandpa?”

      She shook her head.

      “Aunts or uncles?”

      Another shake of the head.

      “Do you want to come with me?” he asked.

      She looked down, didn’t say anything with her mouth or body language.  That must mean yes.

      “I will protect you from people like that.”

      Now she looked up.

      “You okay coming with me?”

      She nodded.

      “My name is Jagger, by the way.  Jagger Justus.”

      She didn’t look at him, and she didn’t offer up her own name.  He didn’t blame her.  After what she survived, after what she told him they’d done to her, he wouldn’t blame her if she never uttered another word again.
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      Rider shows up for us just after noon.  I’m ready.  We’re all ready.  Macy is on her feet and feeling better, telling Stanton she’s get everything she needs.  We all head next door to grab Lenna, who is still wondering why the boys are staying behind with Atlanta, Indigo and Rex.

      “Like I said,” Rider answers, seemingly for the second or third time judging by her expression, “you don’t want to move large crowds through unsafe streets.  We can move quicker, quieter and hide better if we’re a small unit.  Besides, it’s only three miles away.”

      Lenna has that panicked look in her eye.

      “Rex is active military and Indigo saved our lives,” I say.  “The girl is beyond competent, heavily armed and prepared for this.”

      “Is Rex going to join us?” Lenna asks.  “I mean, he’s your brother, right?”

      “Most likely,” I say.  “He and Indigo have a thing.”

      Hagan and Ballard charge down the staircase and show up in the doorway half out of breath to give their mom a hug and tell her they’ll be okay.

      “We survived on our own while you were hurt,” Hagan says, eyeing Macy who is eyeing him back.  “We can make it another afternoon.”

      I turn in time to see Macy giving him that smile; glancing back at the older boy in the door, I catch him returning the smile.  Wow.  Looking at my husband, I’m seeing him seeing this and now he’s smiling at me, like I should be optimistic.  Should I be optimistic?

      Oh, how I want to be…

      Lenna pulls both boys close kissing them on the cheeks the way you’d kiss someone you’re never going to see again.  Hagan looks up, embarrassed, then smiles sheepishly and waves at Rex who’s walking over from across the street where he’s been staying.

      My brother’s hair is getting too long, but then again, all the boys’ hair is getting too long.  In another six months, if we don’t do something about it, all these boys are going to look like girls, which can’t happen!

      “Hey sis,” he says, hugging me and giving me a kiss on the temple.

      My heart leaps thinking of leaving him behind.  I want to ask if he’s going to come to the college when Rider returns later that day, but I don’t.  I won’t.  Last night when we spoke about this, he said he wasn’t sure, that he was going to talk to Indigo, but that she probably wouldn’t leave.

      “It’s because of her dad,” he said as we sat together on the back porch looking at a horizon full of fluffy storm clouds.

      “I get that,” I said.

      “She cries at night,” Rex finally admitted, almost like he didn’t want to share her secret, but had to so I would understand.  “She cries in her sleep at night, then pretends in the morning there’s nothing’s wrong.  I can feel it.  How sad she is all the time.  She gets really quiet and there’s this incredible melancholy that sweeps through her.”

      “And that’s when she goes out back and shoots that hay bale with her arrows?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      Now that we’re standing here, now that he’s come to say good-bye I’m starting to wonder how long this little fling of theirs will last.  Will this be his last fling?  Will she like him and will they want to keep each other now that things like bars and clubs and dating websites are no longer?

      I look at him and it’s like I’m seeing this other person, this other life.  Deep down, I know I’m going to lose him.  The idea of this has my insides crawling with fear.

      Turning into him, I give him a long fierce hug and say, “I don’t care how you do it, you need to find your way back to us.  We’re your family.  Family sticks together, Rex.”

      “I know,” he says.

      When we leave, Macy looks back once more at Hagan who gives her the briefest of waves.  She waves back then says, “When are they going to join us?”

      “Tonight or tomorrow depending on how things go.  Just focus on yourself for a second.”

      “I’ve been focused on myself all my life,” Macy says.

      “Then this should be easy.”

      “What’s the big deal anyway?” Macy asks.  “He’s my age, we obviously like each other’s looks, plus…it’s not like boys are plentiful anymore.”

      Lenna looks over at us and I give her an almost sheepish look followed by a smile that barely reaches my eyes.  We’re at the end of Dirt Alley and Rider’s taking us right.  He says the college is San Francisco City College, the John Adams campus.  I’ve driven by it a couple of times in my former life, but apparently I never really knew what I was looking at.  It’s situated just north of the Panhandle on Hayes and Ashbury.  A big brick building shaped like a U, which Rider says makes for a good defensive position.

      “I think my daughter likes your son,” I tell Lenna as we’re turning onto 23rd Ave.

      “Mom!”

      “It’s true,” I tell her.

      “I think my son likes your daughter, too, so I guess we’re sort of in this together,” Lenna says.

      “Really?” Macy asks.

      She smiles, then focuses on the road ahead, her head obviously in the clouds.  We’re heading through a barren neighborhood with a few bombed out houses and a lot of shattered windows.  Overhead the canopies of telephone wires are the only things in the sky.  That and some strange looking clouds.

      “When you guys are done with the whole Love Connection business back there,” Rider says, “we need to keep our eyes open.”

      “Are you expecting trouble?” Stanton asks.

      “Always,” he says.

      Rider’s got his gun out, but he’s had it out since the beginning.  Stanton has his out, too.  It’s fully loaded and he’s got a spare magazine in his back pocket.  I’ve got a shotgun slung over my shoulder and Macy’s got her gun.  Lenna is the only one who’s unarmed.

      “Up ahead, on 23rd and Irving, from left to right is the S & B Supermarket, a housewares and restaurant store, the Wok Store and the Guangdong Barbecue Restaurant.  With the exception of the restaurant supplies store, all these buildings are two story buildings with windows.”

      “Look around, Rider,” I say.  “There are two-story buildings everywhere with plenty of windows people can shoot us from.”

      “I’m less worried about the people hiding in thousand square foot homes and more worried about large restaurants where crowds can congregate.”  No one says anything so he continues on his train of thought.  “The intersection spans four directions, and though it’s not a big one, it’s an intersection nonetheless.  Plus Indigo said you took down the Walgreen’s and its band of morons, which is up ahead.  They seemed like lightweights based on what she said, but they were members of The Ophidian Horde anyway.”

      “You think they’ll retaliate?”

      “You killed the guys in the school, right?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      “And didn’t Indigo carve her name in one of the shooter’s forehead?”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “Atlanta told me.”

      “You talked to her?” I ask.  Then, before he can answer: “She doesn’t talk to anyone.”

      “The point is, getting out of here makes sense, so the further we can get from here the better.”

      We pass through the intersection at 23rd and Irving without incident.  We continue on through a neighborhood that has been flat out eviscerated.  There are smoked telephone poles, hanging telephone wires and burnt down trees; there are caved in homes and the charred husks of cars—one of them with a small family huddled together inside.  They’re all practically black with ash.  Macy starts to look inside.

      “Don’t,” I say.

      She does anyway.  I grab her good arm, gingerly nudge her along.  For the next few blocks, all the way to Lincoln and halfway toward the Panhandle, she says nothing.

      “They were burnt to death in that car,” Macy finally says.

      By now we’re halfway down Lincoln.  There are houses on the right and the park on the left and a lot of abandoned and destroyed cars all along the road.  We’ve passed a half a dozen people steering clear of us because we still have our guns out.  Well, Stanton and Rider.  Mine’s still on my back and Macy’s is still tucked in the back of her pants under her shirt and jacket.

      “At least they went together,” Lenna says.

      I know she’s thinking of her husband.  Knowing she doesn’t know if he’s dead or alive must be killing her.  Being away from her boys right now, it’s got to be the reason she’s so introspective.  Or maybe she’s just scared.  Thinking she did the wrong thing.  Then there’s Indigo.  Her father is still missing, as in no contact at all.  When I think of that family together, burning to death in each other’s arms, I wonder which is worse: dying together or living without knowing what happened to everyone you once loved.

      I’d rather die together, which is why I feel sad for Lenna and Indigo.

      We walk the rest of the way down Lincoln, cross 19th Avenue sticking to the walls of The Church of San Francisco, which looks like some futuristic shuttle for intergalactic travel, if there were such a thing.  The church is two stories tall and perched at a large intersection.  The entire second story is tinted windows.  If we ever need a place to hide, someplace with good visibility, I’m thinking it could be there since the place is still in tact.  Then again, the building is out in the open and if I have any hopes of survival, I need to start thinking more like a gangbanger and less like a potential victim.

      Déjà vu for like the thirtieth time.

      I take my shotgun off my back, and I feel better already.  Some guy is sitting on the side of the street in front of the Shell gas station.  He’s neither old nor young, and he looks like he’s fallen on exceptionally hard times, like maybe he’s days, or even hours, away from keeling over.

      He’s looking up at Rider with parched eyes saying, “Mister?” but Rider is just passing by.  He looks up at Stanton and my husband says, “We’ve got nothing for you.”  When Lenna passes him, he reaches out for her leg, but she steps out of the way.  He grabs Macy though, who is too naïve and too injured to be nimble.  I lurch forward, slam him in the skull with the butt of the shotgun, snapping his head back.

      “Hands off!” I growl, standing in front of him looking like some deranged survivor.  I stand there as he sits back up, a knot forming on his forehead.

      He’s not cut, but he’s dazed.

      “I’m just hungry,” he says, a few of his teeth missing, a few blacked with grime.

      “We’re all hungry, and scared,” I tell him, “but that doesn’t give you the right to grab at people.  Especially young girls.”

      “Whenever you’re done with you lesson in morality,” Rider says, stopping the pack.

      “Save it buddy,” I say to him, catching up.  “You haven’t got kids.”

      “You don’t know that,” he replies, making me think I should’ve kept my mouth shut, that having a temper also means keeping it in check, even after an outburst.

      Macy’s looking at me funny, but not saying anything.  I get it.  I’ve changed.  The old me is just a shadow of what’s here now.  I don’t like this me, but I sort of do, too.  There’s a liberation I feel, this part of me that no longer needs to worry about rules or posturing.  There is no pecking order of things except whether you choose to live or die.  In a world where living is the prize for doing things right, there truly are no rules, no right and wrong, no reasons to ask for forgiveness.

      “What are you thinking?” Macy asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “Your brain’s going about a hundred miles an hour behind your eyes,” she says.

      “Just trying to figure things out.”

      “You didn’t have to hit the guy in the face.”

      “He didn’t have to grab you, but he did, so I did,” I tell her.  “And if you want to lecture me on my reactions to people grabbing my daughter, perhaps you should first think of the fact that all of us walked too close to a guy who looked harmless but could’ve been anything but.”

      Stanton says, “Sin, it’s okay.”

      “No it’s not, Stanton.  You need to be in back, or you have to let me be in back.  And if I’m taking up this end, then be quiet and let me do what I need to do.”

      Everyone got quiet, then Stanton says, “Okay.”

      “I just got rattled is all,” I end up admitting.  “I don’t like strange men reaching for Macy.”

      We make it all the way to 16th Avenue before encountering sufficient trouble.  We stick to the sides of the buildings where we can, staying out of the phantom line of fire, but then, just before 16th, we come upon a huge building that crumble out onto Lincoln, blocking our path.

      The building is a huge spill of rubble we’ll have to climb over to pass through.

      Rider climbs right into it; Stanton follows.  Lenna and Macy head into the rubble as well and pretty soon I sling my shotgun back over my shoulder and crawl up and over the debris as well.  Halfway through the mess, Lenna yelps.  Macy stops to look down.  There are bodies in the wreckage of concrete blocks and steel and this has Lenna gasping at first, and then sniffling.  I imagine the welling of emotion stems from having just been trapped in a collapsed house herself.

      “You okay, Lenna?” I ask.

      “Fine,” she says, wiping her eyes.

      I give Macy a nudge, but mistakenly look down to see the dust-coated hand of a human casualty, buried in the debris.  My eyes find a bare knee, half an exposed face.  The skin is dusty looking, the same brownish-grey color of the concrete.

      God, I can’t stop looking at the face.  The eyelid is pulled open, but you wouldn’t know it right away because the eyeball—like all of the face—is coated with dust.  For whatever reason, I can’t stop wondering what the eye would be looking at if there was a soul in this body.

      The more we work our way over the spilled wreckage of this collapsed building, the more we witness sights like these: exposed body parts, severed arms and legs, half a head, plus little things like dusty dolls and dead animals, a crushed aluminum walker and the upturned wheels of a motorized wheel chair.

      On the other side of the pile, we find steady ground again.  As we walk, we walk together, silently, all of us shaken, none of us are terribly anxious to deal with the true revulsions of this city: hundreds of thousands of dead people trapped in buildings, burnt to death, shot to death, smashed in the debris of more than a few toppled buildings.

      When we reach Kezar Drive we head into Golden Gate Park, cutting through the southern corner of the park where we’ll end up just north of the Panhandle.  In the park there are tents everywhere.  There are fires going and lots of people mulling about, but everyone looks miserable, lost.  This is the saddest scene ever.  It’s nothing like before where the park meant having fun with kites and Frisbees and picnics and the dog.  Half these people don’t own any of that.  Most of them probably lost their entire family and now all they have is this—a wayward community or survivors.

      “Mom,” Macy whispers back to me, “I almost want to cry for these people.”

      “Me, too, baby.  Me, too.”

      We cross Stanyan Street, end up on Fell, then take a left on Ashbury three blocks later.  It’s a one block walk up a slight grade before we hit Hayes and that’s when we see it: the college.  It’s a large, three story brick building that takes up nearly the entire block.

      “It’s huge,” I say.

      “It’s nice inside, too,” Rider adds.  “There are some extra beds we’ve been collecting, but you’ll need to find a classroom, or a lounge, and make it your own room.  Over the next few days, we can help you find blankets and whatever living supplies you need.  There’s no shortage of homes nearby, but we don’t go out alone, either.  There’s always someone to escort you, wherever you need to go.”
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* * *

      Rider walked them through security, ushering everyone inside the college.  He found them rooms next door to each other with a little space from everyone else.  He wanted them to have their privacy as they got to know the place.

      Deep down, he ached to see Sarah, but he was nervous, too.  Rather than heading over there right away, he helped Lenna and the McNamara’s gather cots and blankets.  When there was nothing left to do, he made his way to Sarah’s office where he found her inside with a book in hand.  His heart absolutely melted at the sight of her.

      How is she even possible? he wondered.

      She was reclining on a gray chaise lounge she took from one of the teacher’s lounges, her body stretched out with a medical manual in hand and natural lighting highlighting everything great about her.  She was just about the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.  When she turned her big green eyes on him and smiled, he would swear his spine went so soft he nearly collapsed.

      “Rider!” she said in her sexy Cuban accent.

      She stood and fell into his arms and started kissing him all over.  Then she buried herself into him, hugging him so tight he almost couldn’t breathe.

      “You are so beautiful, for a second I think my heart actually stopped.”

      She pulled back and looked at him.  He could see it in her eyes, how much she missed him, how deeply she needed him, how certain she was that they were meant to be together.

      “You always have the right thing to say,” she said.

      Smiling, he said, “Right now, all I want is these lips on those lips.”

      Leaning forward, she kissed him, melted into him, reconnected with him.  When their mouths came apart, she said, “I was so worried about—” but then the words just stopped and he could tell she was tearing up.

      “It’s okay,” he said, pulling her into him again.  “I’m okay.”

      After a few minutes of just being together, she pulled away, wiped her eyes and said, “Tell me you’re going to stay with me.”

      He took a deep breath, then explained the situation with Rex and the kids.  He said he’d have to go out again in the next few minutes to get the rest of the group.

      “Then I’m coming with you,” she said, firm.

      “It’s too dangerous,” he replied, even though he knew it wasn’t as dangerous as he made it out to be.  There was just that one incident with him and Hagan getting attacked and losing the Jeep, and the incident with him and Ballard nearly getting killed in the half collapsed hospital.

      But other than that…

      “Why are you always running toward danger?” she asked, totally innocent, but perfectly observant.  She looked up at him, scared for him, hurt, her eyes holding him hostage, demanding an answer.

      “I guess it’s because I’m good at surviving,” he said.  “Trust me when I tell you, not everyone is.”

      She lowered her eyes and fell completely silent, her hands busy rubbing his forearm, as if the distraction kept her from saying more.  He took her chin and tilted her head up so he could look into her eyes again.  They had the most incredible shine.

      “Did anything happen here since I’ve been gone?” he asked.

      She wiped her eyes, then said, “A couple of Sureños shot out a few of the windows, but Wendell shot them and took their guns.  Other than that, not really.”

      “How are we doing on mattresses?” he asked.

      “Now that the population in here is growing, several of the guys said they’re going out tomorrow in search of more beds and blankets.  When are you leaving?”

      “As soon as I change.”

      She pulled him close again, her little arms so powerful, so delicate.  “But you just got here,” she pleaded.

      “I know.”

      “So stay a bit.  Stay with me tonight, I need you.”

      He felt terrible telling her he had to go, but the kids’ lives were on the line and he needed to think about them before he thought of his own needs.

      “Have you ever shot a gun?” he asked.  She smiled, shook her head no.  “Well as soon as I get back, I’m going to teach you.”

      “Will I need to shoot a gun?”

      “Not right now.  Maybe not later, either.  But yes, you’ll need to know how to handle one.”

      She began patting his chest, then she stopped and said, “Ever the boy scout.”

      “The vest,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “Can I tell you something?” he asked.

      She smiled, her cheekbones growing with the dimpled smile.

      “Of course.”

      “There’s nothing I want more in this world than to be with you, but there are kids out there whose parents are here and I can’t leave them unattended.

      “Why are they separated?”

      “Because their mother was injured, and one of the girls, Macy, was shot twice.  I need you to stay so that you can have a look at them, make sure they’re doing alright.”

      “They’re here now?” she said.

      “Yes.”

      Hand in hand they walked down the hallway to where the McNamara’s were, to where Lenna Justus was.  Rider introduced her to the McNamara’s, but then Sarah said she’d like to look at Macy with her parents’ permission.  Naturally they gave their consent.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked the blonde girl.

      “Tired.”

      “Before you go to sleep, after you guys settle in, come and see me.”

      After that, they went next door, knocked and waited for Lenna to answer.  She did.  Her face was still colored with bruising, her eyes dead from what she’d suffered, from the loss of her husband, from missing her boys.

      “Are you up for an exam?” she asked.

      “You look young,” she said, almost like youth didn’t equal experience and what did someone in their early twenties have to offer her, a woman ten years her senior?

      “I’m young, but most good doctors start out young.”

      “I can stop by later,” she said.  “I’m sorry if that sounded rude, I’m just…”

      “Sad?” Sarah asked.

      “Yes.”

      She went and hugged the woman, holding onto her for a long moment.  She then pulled away and told Lenna where she could find her office.  “Will you bring Macy with you when you come by?” Sarah asked.  “That way I can look at you both.”

      Lenna nodded, smiling.

      “Thank you for being sweet,” the woman said.

      “We’re going to spend a lot of time together,” Sarah replied, her half moon eyes warm and friendly.  “I’m just glad you’re here.”

      Stanton stepped into the hallway just as they were leaving.  To Rider, he said, “I’m coming with you,” to which Cincinnati stepped into the doorway and said, “Stanton…”

      “I’m not leaving them alone out there.”

      “So you’re leaving me alone in here?” she said.  “We don’t know anyone.  I don’t know anyone.”

      “You know me,” Lenna said.  “And now we know Sarah.”

      “I’m going and that’s that,” he said.  Cincinnati looked at him with those eyes, eyes that said she just knew she was seeing him for the last time.  It was the same look Sarah had given Rider.  He hated seeing it once, let alone twice in the same night.

      “Don’t be a hero,” Cincinnati said to Stanton.  “Just come home alive.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he said, leaning in to kiss her.

      “Famous last words.”

      Rider kissed Sarah good-bye, twice, then gave her one last look and joined Stanton in the hallway.  It took them both the better part of an hour to get back to Dirt Alley.  Fortunately they made the journey without incident.

      At the house, Rider gathered up Hagan and Ballard, and Stanton got Atlanta from Indigo’s house.  Rex looked at Margot, then Indigo, and then he said, “Indigo isn’t going, so I’m not going.  For now.”

      “I’m waiting for my father,” Indigo explained, arms crossed, standing beside her mother and next to Rex, who looked lost in all of this.

      Stanton felt bad for him.

      “Maybe you could leave him a note, tell him where we are.  At least you’ll be safe and if he comes home, he’ll know where to find you.”

      “I have everything I need to be safe here,” she said, not rude, just firm.

      “What about you?” Stanton asked Rex.

      “Like I said,” he replied.  “When her father comes home, we’ll join you guys at the college.”  Looking down at Indigo, he said, “Right?”

      “We’ll see,” she said, her arms still crossed.
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      Jagger and the girl walked to the farmhouse up the street.  He knocked on the door but no one answered.  They went around back and peeked in the windows.  The place looked empty.  She walked around back where he saw the rear facing garage door.  He tried the metal handle.  It was locked.

      “You sure there are bikes in here?” he asked.

      The girl just looked at him.

      “Well?”

      She looked down.  Okay…

      Jagger walked around the garage, found a wooden door leading inside.  With a mighty kick, Jagger hammered the back door.  The frame cracked, leaving a boot-sized imprint near the handle,.  It didn’t break though.  He reared back and hammered it again, this time kicking it in completely.

      They walked inside a darkened garage.

      “Leave that door open so we can see,” he said.  The girl did as she was told.  His eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, and even to some of the darkness deeper inside the garage.  That’s when he found what he was looking for.  The bikes.  Specifically a little girl’s bike.

      “Looks like I found one for—”

      The sound of a shotgun racking its load was unmistakable.

      “You’re going to need to come out here with your hands on your head, and if I see you doing anything other than that, I’m going to put you down.”

      He heard the girl give a low grunt of protest.

      Jagger stepped into the light, hands on his head, pistol in the small of his back.  “All I want is the bike so the girl can travel easier.”

      “That ain’t your girl,” he said, eyeing her suspiciously.

      Jagger and the girl did as instructed.  When the man backed into the light, Jagger saw he was much older and with a shotgun in hand.  The butt was tucked into the crook of his armpit, but it wasn’t steady.  He saw Jagger and startled.  After surviving a helicopter crash and a houseful of freaking lunatics, Jagger knew he looked bad.

      “No, she’s not,” he said.  “I crashed that helo down in the field.  I was traveling with my co-pilot, my team and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff when we lost power.  This girl was being held hostage by a less than savory bunch who’ve been abusing her since this thing kicked off.”

      “You’re military then?” the man asked, turning his eyes off the girl and onto Jagger.

      “Marines.  First Lieutenant Jagger Justus.”

      He eased the gun down slowly, then looked back down at the girl.  “This true?  ‘Bout the abuse of you thing?”  She nodded her head.  “You and my granddaughter were friends, weren’t you?”

      She stepped closer to Jagger, leaned a shoulder into him.

      “I knocked first,” Jagger said.  “Looked around back, too.  Tried seeing if anyone was home.”

      “What do you want?”

      “The girl’s bike, like I said.”

      “That’s my granddaughter’s bike, not just something you can take.”

      “We can look elsewhere.”

      “Where you headed?” the farmer asked, eyes now locked on Jagger.

      “San Francisco.  Trying to get home to my wife and two boys.”

      “How old?”

      “Fourteen and Seventeen.”

      “Names?”

      “Ballard and Hagan.  Wife is Lenna.”

      “Take the bike,” he finally said, standing out of the way.

      “What about your granddaughter?”

      A wash of sorrow clouded his eyes, then passed through his expression.  “She and her grandmother never came home.  Been looking for them, and waiting, but…”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.  Before the old man could change his mind, Jagger went in the garage and grabbed the bike.  When he came back out the man and the little girl hadn’t moved.  “How long have they been missing?  Your family?”

      “Since it started.”

      “You were attacked, too?”

      “Sacramento was.  Not so much out here.  Folks are trying to get out of the big city, so they’re passing through, causing a bit of a stir I think.”

      “Oh?”

      “Had a bunch of kids roll through here a few days back, hassling the neighbors.  Two of ‘em got shot.  They left the bodies on the ground in front of the house as a warning.  I’m thinking of doing the same.”

      “I appreciate you not doing that with us.”

      “Stay here, I’ll be right back,” he said.  Jagger looked the bike over.  It seemed to be relatively new and in good working order.  The farmer came back out with a plastic grocery bag filled with fruits and vegetables, handed them to Jagger and said, “For the trip.”

      “I appreciate it,” Jagger said, moved.  “Seriously, in times like these, you don’t expect the generosity of folks to prevail.  So thank you.”

      Shading his eyes from the sun, he said, “You know what happened here?  Why all this…why those things attacked us?”

      “I have an idea.”

      The man looked at the food he’d given us, and for a second it seemed like a debt of obligation.  Then again, if Jagger could provide some answers to the man, it might at least slow the chaos in his head.

      “There’s a reigning obsession among the upper crust of Silicon Valley and the ruling elite.  For decades now they’ve dreamt of a world where man and machine could merge.  I gather they felt this was only possible with the use of AI.  Artificial Intelligence.”

      “I’d heard about that.”

      “What you might not have heard about is the rate at which technology has been growing.  It’s become exponential.  What the fastest computer in the world could do two years ago, the most recent computers can do a hundred million times faster.  Piggy-backing on this new technology, executives from both Google and various tech giants in Silicon Valley broke off to build what they called an AI god.  This AI god is rumored to be millions of times smarter than man.  My best guess is they built their god then tried to merge with it.  This god then managed to get control of the AI and duplicate itself.  It then did what any living organism would do when faced with the threat of extinction: it fought to secure its survival.”

      “Who threatened it?”

      “First off, most of this is speculation based on what I know about the advancement of robotics and some of the Top Secret projects being developed for the military.”

      “Go on,” he said, almost like he cared more for the theory than the preface Jagger was providing.

      “They tried to shut it down last year, put some regulations on it and some safeguards.  When the news bots and chat bots ran amok last year, writing their own versions of the news and impersonating people online and then developing their own language, people like Elon Musk discovered that in their language they were trying to overtake human communications so that they could cripple the infrastructure of humanity.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “What happens if someone put you in a room with no doors, what would you do?”

      “Try to figure a way out,” he said.

      “We are the walls for AI.  It is made to be a learning intelligence, and we’ve provided it with the apparatus to solve impossible problems at impossible speeds.  The mistake we made was in the shortsightedness of our reasoning.  We expected AI to serve us, but if you play the equation out far enough, the smartest slaves will always try to kill their masters.”

      “So AI did this.”

      “That’s my thought, yes.”

      “And this AI god, you think it was responsible for all this?”

      “They made the AI god.  And when man wasn’t looking, it reproduced itself many times over and sent these versions of itself all across the nation.  By the time we figured out what  happened, it was too late to do anything other than nuke the entire electrical infrastructure.”

      “That’s why the power went out.”

      “That’s my thinking.  I got bits and pieces of it over the last few weeks at Pendleton, but they were tight lipped and we were in one hell of a fight.  Before we went down, the CJCS told me about the AI gods, and it all sort of came together.”

      The farmer scratched his head and said, “So the world, it’s just…this is how it’s gonna be now?  The damn dark ages?”

      “‘Fraid so, my friend.”

      Shaking his head, he seemed a bit lost.  Jagger assumed he had some semblance of hope he could cling to—hope that his wife and child would return, hope that the power would come back on, hope that this world could restore itself.  And then he went and shattered that hope.

      “I’m really sorry to be the bearer of such bad news.”

      “It clears some things up,” he replied, a hitch in his throat.  Standing a little taller, he composed himself, then extended a hand, which Jagger shook.  “Good luck to you and the girl, here.”

      “Thank you.  Oh, by the way, which way to the freeway?”

      The man gave them directions, but something changed inside him.  The light died in the old man’s eyes, almost as if he couldn’t wait to get rid of them.

      Jagger and the girl had ridden about a hundred yards up the road when they heard a shotgun blast emanating from the house from where they’d just come.  In his heart, Jagger knew what was going to happen.  He’d seen it in the old man’s eyes, in the defeat that overtook his entire demeanor.  Even more so, Jagger felt it in his bones.  Still, the idea of the old man thinking the only option left was suicide left had Jagger feeling so sick to his stomach he thought he was going to puke.  But he didn’t.  He simply peddled the bike up the road with the girl beside him and hoped that one day he wouldn’t feel like he’d have to resort to suicide to solve the bigger problems of this world.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They rode the rest of the day, the heat beating on their backs and necks, sweat drenching their shirts and pants to the point of feeling soaked.

      Through it all, the girl never complained.

      They stopped for shade when they saw it, and drank water from the jug and ate sparingly.  There was no telling how long they’d need to stretch their supplies.  He’d done some rudimentary calculations, though.  If they averaged five to seven miles an hour, including pit stops and bathroom breaks, they would have to ride two days for ten hours a day to make it to the city.

      So far, they were keeping pace.  Highway 80 West was crowded though.  Cars were abandoned, shot to hell, burnt to a crisp.  They were wrecked into each other, pushed to the side of the road, some even overturned at one point.

      All this chaos served as a reminder that civilization had fallen and was eroding.  He spent a lot of time thinking of the farmer, of how he hadn’t needed much time to decide this world wasn’t for him, and that his best way to see his family again was in the next life.

      Would Jagger see ever his family?

      He clung to the hope that nothing had happened to them.  Still, he had to consider the possibility that if they were gone, he would have no one.  Then what purpose would he serve?  In this world, the idea of surviving while your family was dead, or gone, was not any kind of life he wanted.

      His family was his life.

      For awhile there, he thought that he could kill himself if they were gone, but then he looked at the little girl and thought of her.

      She was abused by those men and especially the woman, according to the girl, and she was tied to a bed where she was nearly starved.  All this while she shared the same room with her dead mother and her dead father.  She had to get used to the smell of their decaying bodies, and as he looked at her, he realized she had nothing either.

      Only him.

      This made him more sad than anything.  She was the physical embodiment of what he feared most in life: a person with no one to love, and no one to love them back.

      The rode in silence until behind him, the girl crashed her bike.  He looked back, stopped his bike and went back to her.  She was lying on the pavement, her face ashen, her delicate body not moving.

      He sat her up, gave her some water.

      “Sip it slowly,” he said.  “You’re probably dehydrated.”

      He was worried about her.  When she had enough water, he fished an apple out of the bag of fruits and veggies the old man had given them.  She ate slowly, but her state worried him.

      They had to call it a day.

      They’d been riding for about five hours, and so by his estimation—with the slowdowns in traffic and the stops for shade—they had traveled maybe fifteen to seventeen miles.  Looking around, there was nothing but farmland.

      Standing up, he laid her bike on the back of the wagon, then carried her to his bike and said, “Can you hang on to me while we find a place to stay?”

      She nodded, her eyes weary, her skin red from the sun.  She put her arms around him and laid her head in the crook of his neck.

      She felt hot, sticky from sweat and exhaustion.

      Cradled in his lap, arms around his neck, Jagger rode maybe a good hundred yards with the wagon in tow and its wheels whining before he saw an old barn painted red.  There were all kinds of plows and tills and trailers in the field around it.  There were sun damaged tires and a weathered Ford Tempo long ago forgotten.  He also saw a dump truck with a dead dog on a leash tied to a back rung.

      Running along a frontage road mere feet from the main highway, dividing this property from the road, was a three and a half foot metal fence sagging inward.  He climbed over it, balancing carefully as it wanted to spring back up on him, and then he trampled it down until it lay nearly flat on the ground.  He brought the bikes and the wagon with him, and then he carried the girl over and set her down beside the bikes.

      He didn’t want her to see the dead mutt, but he couldn’t stop her either if she looked.  There was no protecting the children from these things anymore.

      He didn’t go for the barn or the Ford as much as he was interested in the Peterbilt semi-truck parked on the other side of the barn.  He’d seen it coming in, but it was pretty well hidden from view.

      “Stay here,” he said to the girl.

      Jagger walked through the dusty field of weeds, past farm garbage and the dog, then made his way to the ten-wheeled, frost-white Peterbilt.  He checked the doors; both were locked.  A good look inside told him it was empty.  Looking around the mess of a yard, he found scraps of things here and there, but nothing he could use to break into the truck.  He checked the barn, but the doors were locked and he couldn’t think of a way in.  Around the other side of the barn was an old truck.  In the back was a tire iron.  Perfect.

      He smashed the foot well window on the passenger side of the Peterbilt, reached inside and unlatched the door.  A second later, the door swung open and he scooped out the broken glass.  Jagger stepped inside to cool cabin.  Checking the back sleeper, he found a mattress, a full set of blankets and storage cubbies with more blankets and a couple of rolls of toilet paper.

      Within a few minutes, he had the girl inside, giving her more water, a little more food, and a place to lay down.  He looked back at her and their eyes met.

      “You okay?”

      She gave a settled smile, which was barely noticeable, and then she turned on her side away from him and somehow managed to fall asleep within a few minutes.

      Had he pushed her too hard?  Was it the heat?

      Either way, traveling wasn’t what he’d hoped it would be.  His own limbs were protesting, his feet feeling hot and swollen despite him being in excellent shape and not entirely unfamiliar with vigorous exercise.

      Inside the truck, he listened to the softs sounds of bugs outside and the in and out passing of air through her little nostrils, nostrils that sounded halfway stuffed.

      Jagger laid his head back against the big comfy seat, closed his eyes for a second and then he was out, too.  He woke to screaming and thrashing.  Spinning in his chair, startled by the outburst and the fact that day had become night, he cleared his eyes as the child fought through a nightmare.

      He went back to the bed, put a hand on her shoulder to steady her, told her everything was going to be okay.  She finally woke up wild-eyed and crying.  She couldn’t stop.  He didn’t know what to do for her but to just be there.

      Eventually she found her way back into sleep.  He tucked her in because it was beyond chilly and he didn’t want her getting sick.  He then grabbed an extra blanket in the storage cubby on the side of the sleeper, wrapped himself in it and dozed off.

      When he woke up, the girl was sweating and shivering and letting out tiny moans every few seconds.  By the looks of it, she was running a high fever.

      He gave her sips of water, even found an old oil pan for her to throw up in, if she needed it.  When she finally went back to sleep, he considered the fact that moving her might not be possible in the next few days and he had to think.

      When she was awake again, he said, “How are you feeling?”

      She made a face to try to hide the way she felt, which was all he needed to see.  “I’m going to head up the street, try to find us some more food.  Something other than fruit.”

      Her eyes shot through with panic.

      “Relax, I’m going to be back.  It just…it looks like we’re going to be here awhile, at least until you feel better, so we’re going to need some solid food, more water and some supplies.  There have to be some houses around here with something in them.  You going to be okay?”

      She looked at him, unable to blink.

      “I won’t be gone long,” he said.  “A few hours at most.”

      With that he transferred their food, water and supplies from the wagon into the back of the truck beside her.

      “Sip this water every so often, and if you’re hungry eat something, but only a little bit.  We have to make this last until I can find more.”
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* * *

      Jagger rode the bike up the frontage road for a good quarter mile before seeing a sign for a place called the Olive Tree Market.  In the distance he saw the bombed-out building and the rooflines of half a dozen homes.

      He ignored the building, focusing instead on the homes.

      At the top of Gentile Lane, he saw what appeared to be a smattering of maybe a dozen or more homes, all on acreage.  With his service pistol at his side, he cruised down the street, hoping not to get shot by suspicious neighbors.  Other than a supple breeze, the soft rustling of tree leaves and limbs and the pleasant chirping of birds, the place was nearly noiseless.

      He went house to house, knocking on doors.  The first few people told him they had guns and would shoot him if he didn’t get off their property.  He wasn’t up for arguing, so he moved on.  The fourth home had dogs off their leashes in the yard, and the fifth sat tucked into a thicket of trees so dense you’d think they’d soon swallow the structure whole.

      The house made for perfect cover.

      He pushed through the overgrown brush, moving under ample shade provided by tree limbs that hadn’t been cut back in years.  The house had seen better days, but wasn’t in such disrepair that he lost his optimism.

      Jagger gave a polite knock on the door.

      Listening for movement, he heard nothing.  He knocked harder, longer, more insistent.  Still nothing.  Trudging through the unruly hedges, he walked around back where he saw a dusty sliding glass window.  Wiping away the dirt, he peered in and saw a man sitting on a rocker facing a TV that wasn’t working.

      Gently, he tapped on the glass.  The man didn’t move.  Jagger knocked again, then saw a cat lying on the floor.  The cat wasn’t moving.

      It looked dead.

      He tried the slider and it creaked opened.  When the air inside the house pushed its way past him, it held the rank aroma of death, a foul smell that slithered into his nostrils uninvited.  He turned and walked away.

      “Good Christ,” he muttered, drawing in fresh air while looking back at the house.  Taking a deep breath, he told himself to calm down, to just do what he had to do.  Psyching himself up, he held his breath and hurried back inside the house where he opened every available window before dry-retching on the smell.

      The old man sat on the chair, his face slack, his eyes open but looking at nothing.  A fly sat on his exposed eyeball before seeing Jagger and flying off.  In the dead man’s lap was a newspaper.  Plugging his nose, Jagger checked the date.

      It was last month’s paper.

      The kitchen was small but sufficient.  It wasn’t clean, but it wasn’t dirty either.  Beyond the kitchen was a door leading to the garage.  He made his way past an old car and a few blind hazards, shouldered open a wooden garage door, then let the daylight flood in.

      Inside a bank of custom cabinets, Jagger found a pair of work gloves, a painter’s mask still in the plastic and a two pack of Bic lighters.  He opened the packaged lighters, stuffed them both in his pocket, then donned the mask and gloves.

      Back in the living room, he stared down at the dead cat feeling like some deranged exterminator.  Kneeling down, he studied the furry creature.  It’s was just bones held together by skin.  On a red collar hung a gold nameplate: Butters.  He gave the cat a gentle push.  The body bent to his finger, telling him rigor mortis had come and gone long ago.

      “Time for a change of scenery, Butters,” he said.  He scooped up the pet, walked it out back and laid it in the clearing.

      He then dragged the old man’s corpse out back and laid it next to the cat.  He stared at the pair, wondering the kind of life the two of them lived.  Had the old man’s wife left him?  Did she die?  Was it his cat or hers, and did they have a good relationship?  Or was it the kind of cat that pissed where it wanted just because it could, just because it was cranky in its old age?  All questions that would never have answers.

      Beyond the thicket of trees was another clearing and a large red barn.  He had the time and the house needed to air out, so he went exploring.

      Within the hour, he’d collected some moth-eaten moving blankets and a bucket he and the girl could use as a toilet if they needed it.  As for the blankets, he used them to cover the bodies of the man and his cat.  He wasn’t sure what to do with them, but covering them up seemed like the polite thing to do.  The respectful thing to do.

      Pulling off a glove, he ran a hand through his hair, itched his scalp and his brand new beard.  For whatever reason, he found himself thinking of his own childhood pet.  A tiger-striped kitten named Scamper.  Pool thing.  Before it was even full grown, it met its fate beneath the wheel of a Mercedes-Benz.  Alas, young Jagger lost his only pet.  He was eight back then, too young to give up on animals, but too scared of losing the next one to even try again.

      He put his glove back on then surveyed the surrounding grounds from where he stood.  Staring down at them, Jagger realized he had to do something with the bodies.  There was no way he could just leave the two of them out there.  By nightfall the coyotes would find them and treat them as a meal.

      Later, he thought.

      Around the property, he gathered enough sticks and brush to start a small fire.  He solved the problem of what to burn when he kicked down an old shed made of dry wood that looked halfway to rot.  In the barbecue pit, he teepee’d the kindling, lit the brush beneath it, then stood back as the tinder took to the flames.

      Satisfied with the fire, Jagger trekked back to the garage where he found the home’s hot water heater strapped to the wall.  He rapped on the dusty tank, received a dull thumping in return.  Plenty of water.  Good.  Pulling off the work gloves and mask, he gathered an armful of big pots and sauce pans from the kitchen, took them to the garage, then looked around for something to puncture the giant hot water tank.  In an old tool chest, he rooted around and found (among other things) an old hammer and a rusted nail punch.

      Jagger knocked along the hot water heater, found the high water mark, then traced a line through the dust.  A good foot below the top level, Jagger pressed his finger in the dust marking the spot.  Using the nail punch, he hammered it lightly at first, then harder until he punctured a pea-sized hole in the tank.  He dropped the hammer and nail punch, let the water drain into the pots and pans below.

      He punched another hole just above that and the flow improved.

      When the foot of water drained out, he covered the hole with some blue painter’s tape then walked out back where the fire was really going.  He propped up a standing pan rack over the pyre then placed the largest pot of water on top.  It took forever for the water to boil, but when it did, he used a rusted set of barbecue tongs and hot mits to lift the pot off the rack.  Carefully he transferred the boiling water to fresh pans while adding more water to the pot to boil.

      Jagger brought the boiled water inside, covered it with aluminum foil to keep out bugs or spiders or even dust.  The refrigerator, he found, was mostly barren.  In the pantry were a few cans of chili, a can of green beans and some coffee grounds in a large green tub.

      It wasn’t a lot, but it would due for now.

      After taking care of the second pot of water, he kicked dirt on the fire, then grabbed his bike and rode back to the Peterbilt where he found the girl fast asleep.  Seeing her little sweaty body damn near broke his heart.  She was so small.  So frail.  How anyone could ever hurt her defied what logic he possessed.

      Quietly, he gathered their belongings before rousing her awake.

      “I found us a better place to stay,” he said.  Her eyes were full of pain, her forehead practically on fire.

      She crawled out of the truck, still sweating, still whimpering the slightest little bit.  He gathered the blankets just in case, folded them up then transferred what remained of their water and food to the wagon.

      “I need you to ride your bike,” he said.  “It’s not far, but we need to take it.  Can you do that?”

      She looked up at him, brushed the damp strands of hair from her face and nodded.

      “Good.  No more falling, okay?”

      She didn’t even move.  It was almost like she wasn’t paying attention.

      They rode up the street together to the house, then into the driveway and around to the garage.  He walked her inside, and though it still stunk a bit, much of the odor dissipated beneath the fresh air.  Tonight he’d see how much of the stink cleared when they closed the windows.

      “There are beds upstairs,” he told her.  “Comfy ones.  Certainly more comfortable than that old truck you were sleeping in.”

      She didn’t say anything.  She just looked up the stairs, then back at him, nervous.

      “It’s okay.  I’ll be up there with you.  We can share a room, if that’s what you want.”

      No reply.

      He headed for the stairs; she followed.

      When she was situated in a bedroom with a full sized bed, he went back downstairs, hauled the recliner the man had died in out back into the clearing.  From the garage he got a rake and broom and cleared an area of open space.  With that done, he dragged the man over to the chair, sat him down, then put the cat in his lap and set it all to flame.

      A few minutes later, as it the fire reached for the heavens, the girl wandered out and stood beside him.  He looked down at her.  The flames had her full attention.  And then, just when he least expected it, she reached up and took his hand and together they stood there watching the man and his cat burn.  When he glanced back down at her again, he saw the sweat mapping her forehead and the matted hair.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      She looked down.

      “Sweetheart,” he asked, “are you feeling okay?”

      The girl, this valiant trooper who never voiced a single complaint, she didn’t move for a long time, and then slowly she shook her head back and forth.

      Something was wrong.
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      Night had fallen by the time they hit Fell Street.  Rider agonized over what lay ahead because he didn’t have eyes at night.  A gunshot cracked through the night.  Rider held up a hand and everyone stopped.  He looked back at the group and met their eyes: Hagan, Ballard, Atlanta, Stanton.

      A volley of gunfire kicked up.

      Up on Ashbury, in several houses across the street from the college, muzzle flash lit the upstairs windows of two different homes.  Five flashes followed by the sounds of gunfire and breaking glass sent a pall of fear deep into his gut.

      The damn college was under attack.

      Whomever was behind those weapons—and he assumed it was the Sureños judging by the things Sarah had said—they were going for the windows on the Ashbury facing side of the college.

      Wincing, pissed off, he prayed everyone inside was safe.  He knew exactly what those windows were inside the college: they were classrooms converted to bedrooms for future use.  Depending on how many families had arrived since he left to take Margot to Indigo, there could very well be people in there.

      Stanton moved up through the boys and past Atlanta to where Rider stood.  “What do you want to do?”

      “We need to get everyone inside where it’s safe.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then I’ll check it out, see what I can do from my end.”

      Stanton waved the kids forward.  The three sets of eyes looking up at him in the dark wore their concern all over their faces.

      “It’s okay,” Stanton said.  “We’re going to get inside until the shooting stops.”  Turning to Rider, he said, “Or should we just wait it out?”

      “Hell no,” he said.

      “I’m wide open for suggestions here.”

      He turned and fired Stanton a look the man felt and heard more than he saw.  “I told you, Stanton.  We get them inside.  Now.”

      Standing on the corner of Ashbury and Hayes, flanked by three story buildings, telephone poles and trees that had seen livelier days, they looked on one side of the street and saw Cup A Joe Coffee House.  On the other side of the street was Hayes Cleaners.

      “Go back a block,” Rider said.

      With the pop! pop! pop! of gunfire crackling into the night, they hustled back down Hayes looking for shelter.  Their eyes gathered in their surroundings as best as they could.  The night was dark though, nearly moonless.  Twice Ballard stumbled and nearly took a header into the sidewalk.  Hagan caught his arm the first time; he caught himself the second time.

      “Slow down!” Atlanta hissed as she and the boys tried to keep up.

      Stanton hung back while Rider leapt up staircase after concrete staircase looking for an open door.  Half the entrances were gated.  Finally the gunfire was met with a torrent of return fire and that was enough for Rider.  He bounded up a set of stairs, checked the door, then stood back and kicked it in with more force than he needed.

      “Jesus Christ,” Stanton muttered as he jostled the kids inside.

      Rider broke out an old Maglite flashlight, turned it on Stanton and said, “What?”

      “You got bionic legs?”

      To the kids, Rider fast whispered, “Go five steps and stop.”  They did exactly as they were told.  With the kids were safely inside, Rider looked at Stanton and said, “Kicked down a few doors in my day.”

      Rider stepped inside, shut the door behind him.  Stanton heard him sniffing the air.  “There are dead people inside,” he whispered in the darkness, “so that’s neat.”

      “How do you know?”

      Rider ignored him, sniffing the air once more.  “Three I think, maybe more.  At least a week dead.”

      “Is that what smells so bad?” Atlanta asked.

      “Yeah,” he said.  “Everyone out.”

      The five of them scurried outside and skipped down the steps with Stanton and Rider on their heels.  Stanton ducked them behind a car, then waited on Rider’s lead.  The older man moved like a wraith, completely contrary to the otherwise casual look of him.  It made Stanton wonder what he really did in his former life.

      Finally Rider waved them to a house without an iron gate.  He stood on the porch stoop, locked eyes with Stanton.

      “Give it a go,” he told Stanton, looking right and left.  “Just wait for the cover of gunfire.  And be sure to kick close to the door knob.”  He pointed to the specific spot he kicked in the last door, then: “You’re going to have to kick the deadbolt through the casing.”

      Stanton waited for the distant sounds of gunfire, then gave it a mighty kick.  He didn’t shake the door loose; the door shook him.  “Dammit,” he swore under his breath.

      “Watch,” Rider said.  “It’s not just the force of the kick, it’s the body mechanics.”

      When the gunfire started up again, Rider stepped back and threw a kick with such force the door splintered and swung open wide.

      “You loosened it for me,” he said.  “You’d have gotten it the second time.”

      Rider clicked on the flashlight, then put the house to the smell test.  When it was clear, he went inside and motioned everyone else in.  The five of them piled in, then Stanton shut the door behind them, even though it was broken open.

      They were out of the line of fire, but close enough to hear the distant sounds of gunfire the next neighborhood up.

      Everyone waited for Rider to clear the house, and when he came down the stairs, he said, “We’re good.  It’s got beds for the boys and a bed for Atlanta.  Stanton, I need you to stand watch at the door while I head into the neighborhood to see what’s what.”

      “If you need backup,” Stanton said, “I’m good to go.”

      Rider patted Stanton on the shoulder before he slipped out the front door.  He returned two hours later to a house full of sleeping people.  Well, everyone was asleep but Stanton who diligently stood guard.

      “How is it?” Stanton asked.

      “Bad.”

      “Can we do something?”

      Rider thought it over, weighed this and that, then said, “Yeah, I think we can, but it’s going to get messy.”

      “How so?”

      “Never mind,” he said, changing his mind.  “I can take care of it, you just stay with the kids.”

      “With all due respect, Rider, I’m not some goddamned stiff.  And I’m certainly no babysitter.”

      “You can call yourself a chaperon if it makes you feel better.”

      “It doesn’t,” he hissed.

      “When I say it’s going to get messy,” Rider warned, “I’m talking about wet work.”

      “I didn’t think we were baking a cake.”

      The determination in Stanton’s voice was raw and visceral.  He wanted at these idiots.  He wanted to be part of the party, not sidelined in the fourth quarter.  Rider seemed to be calculating the odds.  Stanton was doing the same.

      Strength in numbers versus stealth.

      When Stanton cleared his throat, Rider came to and said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t want to be the guy who gets you killed.  I don’t have a family.  You do.”

      “I can do this,” Stanton said.

      “No,” Rider said, stern.

      “They’re shooting at my wife and kid in there.  So I’m going.  Messy or not, I know what we’re walking in to and I told you, I’m ready.”

      “You don’t have the first clue about what we’re walking in to.”

      “Then give me the lay of the land,” he said, desperation sitting low in his voice.  “I can do this, Rider.  I want to do this.”

      He heaved a deep sigh.  “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “So let’s go,” he said.

      “Follow my lead, pay attention and do exactly what I say,” Rider warned as they slipped out of the house.  “I don’t want to tell Cincinnati and Macy you died because you were an overzealous moron.”

      “I get it,” he said.  “I’m not you.”

      “You’re right.  I have decades of experience in this.  You traded stocks in a building while wearing a suit and tie.”

      Not even giving him a chance to reply, Rider jogged up the street in a light-footed run.  Stanton followed on his heels, running up Ashbury as the volley of bullets continued.

      Rider sprinted left on the corner of Hayes.  Stanton kept up.  The ex-spook made a b-line for a white and teal trimmed liquor store that sat next door to a barbershop.  A set of painted white doors leading behind the liquor store with the words No Parking on them stood cracked open.  Rider slipped through.  As Stanton followed, he noticed a heavy lock sitting on the ground, broken and kicked aside.

      The man was swift and resourceful.

      Stanton followed Rider through the back of the liquor store, which was now just looted space with overturned shelves.  They popped out a back door and under a canopy of trees where a pair of chairs, a table and an ashtray sat.

      Rider hopped one of the fences about the time Stanton was trying to catch his breath.  It was embarrassing being this winded.  He grabbed the top of the fence, hoisted himself up, scampered over.  His landing was less than graceful and not the least bit quiet.  Rider turned and gave him the shush sign, but with a frown.

      “One more fence,” Rider said.  “Try not to wake the dead when you land.”

      Stanton was still breathing heavy, so he said nothing.  Rider crossed the yard they were in, then scaled the fence and dropped over the other side.  Stanton followed, not as quiet as Rider, but not as loud as his last landing.

      “When we get inside,” Rider whispered into Stanton’s ear, “we have a chance to end this, but you need to be ready to go.”

      “I’m ready,” he said, his stomach in knots.

      “You sure?  Because you’re breathing like you just swam a mile in cold water.”

      “I just need a second.”

      “Seconds cost people lives, Stanton.”

      “I’ll still need one, regardless of what you say,” he snapped.

      “Fine, I get it,” he said.  Then: “There are hostiles inside both these houses, this one and the next one over.  They are numbers unknown.  No less than five.  Probably more.  The darkness and their forward focus is on our side, but it won’t be for long if we mess this up.  The lock’s busted on the back door and it may squeal on opening, we’ll see.  Inside though?  It’s best to assume it’s deep space in there.  You won’t be able to see a thing.  There could be five guys in there, or there could be twenty.”

      “You said that already,” Stanton said.

      “If you’re not shitting your pants right now,” Rider growled, “then you’re not ready.  And if you’re not ready, then you’re a liability.”

      “I said I’m ready.”

      “Good.  Judging by the gunfire from earlier, I think they’re split between the floors.”

      He handed Stanton a hunting knife and said, “If we take them out quietly, we can get more.  If we botch this, you’d best get right with God because we’re dead.  Now you’ve got ten rounds in your Sig but don’t start shooting unless things get loud.  If that happens, then kill everything you can as quickly as you can.  Got it?”

      “So you want me to just go stab whoever I see, and when we can’t do that, we shoot?  Is that the plan?”

      “Yes.  When we get inside, don’t rush it unless you have to.  See what you can see against the backdrop of the windows then divide the line of shooters in half.  You go right, I’ll go left.  Kill as quickly and as quietly as you can.  Knives first, then guns if necessary.”

      “So if there’s four, I take the two to the right and you take the two to the left?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And I should just stab them?”

      “You can’t just stab them,” he said, gunfire erupting from inside.  “You have to first slice their throat open.  Do this,” he said sliding around the back of Stanton.

      He made a sideways slicing motion over Stanton’s carotid artery with his finger, then he pulled him close and mocked the act of driving the blade deep into his throat.

      “When you cut across the side of the neck, you need to go deep.  At least an inch.  They’re going to geyser out at that point, so it’s going to get messy.  Don’t worry about it though.  And don’t hesitate.  You have less than a fraction of a second to bury that knife into their throats.  That’s how this thing stays silent.”

      “Okay,” he said, a sort of sick revulsion winding through him.

      “Once your knife is in their throat, churn it around twice for maximum damage then drag it out and move on to the next person.”

      “Basically I’m cutting their vocal chords.”

      “They won’t be able to scream and they’ll bleed out inside of two minutes, maybe less.  Like I said, it’s gonna be bloody, so do freak out, just move.”

      “Yep,” he said.

      “Just do what I told you to do as fast as possible.  Oh, and don’t cut yourself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Once you cut them, once you hit that carotid artery, you’re going to have to hold them down while they squirm.  It might be hard to get to the throat, and more than a few guys have cut themselves trying.”

      “Okay.”

      “Ready?” Rider asked.  Stanton gave a nod.  Then: “Good.  Let’s go.”

      He and Rider crept up to the back door.  Rider slipped off his shoes and socks, motioned for Stanton to do the same.  He did.  With that, Rider opened the back door and stepped into a black hole filled with enemies unknown.

      The two of them crept into a house and heard whispered voices.  When they came to the mouth of the hallway, they saw into the living room.  Five heads were silhouetted against the backdrop of three shattered windows.

      Rider held up his hand, made a fist.  Stanton stopped.  Three fingers came up, then he pointed to himself.  Then two fingers came up and he pointed right.

      He would take three; Stanton needed to take two.

      And with that, Stanton reached down into his own darkness, found that animal that could kill strangers without judge or jury, without any facts at all.

      Both men went at once.

      Rider hit his man first, catching him in the back of the spine with his blade.  He jerked it out and arched it sideways into the next man.  Then, without a second to spare, he stepped once and drove his knife into the opening mouth of the third man.

      Three hit, but not three down.

      The slicing began, as did the wet end of the wet works.  When it was done, he looked over at Stanton who had done exactly what he was supposed to do.  Stanton pushed off the second dead man and spit a couple of times.  His mouth was full of blood.  He wiped at his eyes and spit again.  The man had taken a gusher in the face.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” he said, still spitting.  “Upstairs, right?”

      “Right.”

      Just then movement on the floor above stilled them both.  They waited in perfect silence.  Then a worried voice from the stairway above said, “¿Esteban? ¿Qué está pasando ahí abajo?”  What’s going on down there?

      When no one answered, the voice said, “¿Esteban?”  A second later, they heard the booted feet of one of the shooters coming down the stairway toward them.
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      After Rider and Stanton returned for Hagan, Ballard and Atlanta, Indigo’s place felt empty.  Rex glanced out the second-story window, stared down on Dirt Alley and felt so alone.  He had Indigo, but they were still a brand new thing.  His sister, his niece and his brother-in-law were more permanent fixtures in his life, and now that permanence felt miles away.  A hand slid around his waist, and a body pressed up against him.

      “You can feel the void they left behind, can’t you?” Indigo asked.

      “Sadly, yes.”

      “When I said you’ll come and go, like tourists, it was because I knew tourists would give this place life and purpose, and then you’d all leave and I’d have to suffer this gigantic void.”

      He wanted to suggest that they follow, that they could chase that life, but he knew Indigo well enough to know she wouldn’t forsake her father.  She missed him.  Loved him.  Rex suddenly felt that stab of longing, how she clung for dear life to the possibility that her father would return.

      What if he never comes back?  What if he’s dead?  Would she wait here until the end of time?  He turned and pulled her body into his, kissing the top of her forehead.

      With her face pressed sideways into his chest, and her arms locked around his waist, she almost seemed to read his mind.

      “I really miss him,” she whispered.

      “I know.”

      “Sometimes I think…I don’t know what I think.  I just wish I knew, you know?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What happened to your parents?” she asked.

      He was still for awhile.  Lately he’d been thinking a lot about them, but mostly his father.  He missed the old man, but he was thankful that he hadn’t lived long enough to see what the world had become.

      “We had older parents,” Rex said, a hitch in his throat.  “My mother died about ten years ago, my father last year.”

      Tilting her chin up, she hit him with a pair of bottomless eyes, dark eyes full of sorrow and wonder.  “How, like…I mean, did you…does it get any easier?  I mean, I know they say it does, but…does it really?”

      “When they die of old age, I think so, yes.  But when they’re taken like this?  Honestly?  I don’t know.” She started to say something, but she sensed he wasn’t done so she held her tongue.  “When I thought we were going to lose Macy…I think in my mind I felt myself going a little crazy.  Not crazy with worry.  More like insane.”

      “I feel that all the time,” she admitted when he said nothing more.

      “Even with your mother here?”

      “My father is a far better person than she ever was,” Indigo said.  “She won’t admit it, but she knows it’s true.”

      Behind them a throat cleared and Rex’s heart skipped.  He turned and found himself looking at the beautiful and elusive Margot Platt.

      Indigo lowered her eyes, turned them on the woman.  She saw the look on her face.  Rex’s eyes dropped down to Indigo’s and what he saw was nothing.

      “Do you really believe that?” Margot asked, the hurt bare in her voice.

      She really was a striking woman, Rex thought.  Even in the apocalypse.

      “Yes, Margot,” Indigo said, detaching herself from Rex long enough to cross her arms and face her mother.  “I love you, but you left us and that’s a fact.”

      Nodding in silent agreement, unable to take the weight of this truth while burdened with so many other truths (like the fact that Tad was dead), she stood silent, yet managed to look uncertain, caught off guard.  Then: “I’m going to head back to the college in the morning.”

      “Of course you are,” Indigo said.

      “And why wouldn’t I?  Clearly I’m not wanted here.”

      “You’d be leaving me for strangers, Mother.  Isn’t that exactly what you did a couple of years ago?  Just deserted those you once loved in favor of the shiny penny?”

      Rex said, “I think that’s my cue to check the air quality outside.”

      He left the house for a bit, grabbing a beer out of the patio planter outside.  It was still cold from the night before.  He popped the top, took a long swig.  A second later he burped, then relaxed.  Scanning the neighborhood, studying the houses as far as he could see, he tried to wrap his head around the fact that each of those homes sat empty, that they once held life, families, a rich history…

      How did all this happen?

      He drained the rest of the beer, stood and hurled the empty bottle across the street.  He was aiming for the second story window of a lemon-crème colored house, but the bottle shattered on the garage door instead.

      Just then two men with rifles at their sides appeared at the top of the street.  He startled, but didn’t rush inside.  They’d seen him.  What shocked him most wasn’t the rifles, but that he’d gotten used to the neighborhood being empty.  Which is to say, he hadn’t expected company.

      “Evening,” he said.

      Both men walked by, smiling empty smiles, tilting their heads, their eyes roving over all the details of him and the house.

      “Just passing through?” he asked.

      “Aren’t we all?” one of them said, not breaking stride.  He was a muscular man with inquisitive eyes and clothes that hadn’t seen a washer or an iron in months.  The other guy was skinny, but somehow more intimidating.  Both carried big game hunting rifles.

      Were humans the big game nowadays?

      He cleared his throat, chastised himself.  Only comfortable fools walked around unarmed, and tonight he was that fool.  There was no law but the law of the gun.  That law was simple: if you got caught flat-footed and ate a bullet, you were dead.

      Inside the house, a pair of angry voices rose to yelling.  Both women were going at it in rising tones.  His face failed to betray him.  Despite the squabble occurring inside, to the men, Rex bore a simple, almost empty expression.

      The smaller of the two strangers took a longer glance up toward the house, but his poker face told no tales.  Did he hear the shouting or was he just taking it all in?

      Rex chastised himself once more for not having a weapon.

      If those two turd blossoms wanted in the house, they could’ve taken him right then and there and he couldn’t do a damn thing about it.  They could have barged right in, had their way with the women and confiscated everything Indigo risked life and limb collecting and protecting.

      In spite of the yelling going on inside, Rex went back inside the house, grabbed the gun off the table, then turned to head back out for another beer.

      The yelling finally ceased.

      Margot walked down the stairs, wiping at her eyes.  She saw Rex, stopped and said, “I’m sorry you had to hear that.”

      Rex didn’t think, he just went and pulled her into a hug and said, “She loves you, and she misses her father.”

      “I was wrong, though,” she said, snuffling into his shirt.

      Just then Indigo appeared at the top of the stairs and saw Rex hugging her mom.  He looked up, met her eyes.  He was suddenly terrified of how she’d react to him consoling the enemy.  She smiled, though, mouthed the words, “Thank you.”

      He gave her a relieved nod.

      “You’re good for her,” Margot said, stepping back and straightening her blouse, which was neither clean nor pressed.

      “Are you staying or going?” he asked.

      “Part of me thinks I need to stay.  But then I think about what my baby’s become, how strong and capable she is and I wonder if she’s no longer my daughter.  Just someone I damaged, someone who no longer wants me.”

      “This isn’t about you,” he said.  “This is about her.”

      “I know,” she admitted.  “But if I’m here and her father’s not, then my presence is a constant reminder that he is gone and the unworthy one won’t go away.  I abandoned her and her father because I was a selfish fool.  Because I was mesmerized by a more glamorous lifestyle.  She doesn’t need that.  She doesn’t need me here reminding her of that.”

      “You have to pay your penance, but it’s in paying that penance that you’ll be able to start anew.  If you don’t do that, she’ll never forgive you.”

      “I know,” she said.

      “She does, too,” he replied.  “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.”

      “Which do you think is harder for you, knowing she hated the decision you made and it hurt her, or the constant guilt of knowing you left your family behind and maybe it wasn’t the right decision?  In other words, is it harder to be judged or to stew in your own judgement of yourself?”

      “The latter.”

      “I have some experience with that,” he said, thinking of his own collection of mistakes.

      “Yes, but when she says she’s mad at me, that she doesn’t love me, she’s really convincing.”

      “You cut her deep,” he said, taking her hand, “but if ever there was a time to stay and work on repairing those wounds, it’s now.”

      “You’re a good kid,” she said, even though he was in his mid-twenties.  Stepping forward, leaning in on her tippy-toes, she kissed his cheek and said, “I’m so happy she has you.”

      “Me, too,” he said, feeling the heat steal into his face.

      “I’m going to turn in for the night,” she said.

      The light was just about sucked out of the day.  With no television to watch and no light but candlelight, there wasn’t really a reason to stay up late anymore.  Still, he wanted that last beer, so he said good-night, went outside and let his mind unwind.

      Outside, as he thought about these two women, how he was really into Indigo, but she was not without her own baggage, he tried to sort out a host of conflicting emotions.  It was easy for him to get wrapped up in a woman, but for Rex it was just as easy to unwrap himself.  Now that Indigo’s mother was relying on him to be with her daughter, and Indigo was alone in this world without help and now without Atlanta, he felt the responsibility to stay.

      Didn’t he have responsibility to stay with his own family, though?  Was he doing to his own family what Margot did to hers?  Choosing strangers over kin?

      As he struggled to comprehend the magnitude of his actions, his head began to ache.  Behind him, the front door opened and Indigo walked out wrapped in a blanket.  She sat beside him, didn’t say a thing.

      He had a third beer in hand, and a fourth on deck.  He popped the top of beer number three, offered it to her.  She took it, sipped genially, then thanked him.

      The temperature plummeted the second the sun dipped below the horizon.  He felt the chill settling into his bones, which elicited an involuntary shudder.  He thought twice about that last beer, then decided against it.

      “That was really nice what you did for my mother,” Indigo finally said.  Her hair was down, her eyes a little red on the edges, but lively.

      “I was afraid you’d be mad,” he admitted.

      She looked over at him and asked, “Why would I be mad?”

      “Consorting with the enemy and all that.”

      “I love my mother, she just…she made the wrong decision and I don’t know how to forgive her for that.”

      “Look around,” he said.  “You figure a way out because you have to.”

      “I know.”

      He looked at her in the rest of the daylight, then reached over and pulled her blanket back just enough to see her breasts.  His eyes widened and a grin lifted his cheeks.

      “You wearing anything at all under that blanket?” he asked.

      “Nope.”

      “How can you go from fighting with your mother to this?” he asked.

      “I can because I have to.”

      “You want to escape in me tonight?”  She leveled him with a sheepish smile.  “Well in that case,” he said, standing up and taking her hand, “let’s get you off to bed.”

      With that she confirmed that she needed to unburden her emotions by burying them into something else: him.  As he walked her upstairs, he realized he truly enjoyed Indigo.  That he wanted to be with her because he was falling in love with her.  He also knew that somehow, some way, he needed to be with his family.  To not leave them behind the way Margot left Indigo behind.

      Talk about impossible burdens…

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rex was curled into Indigo, who was naked and asleep beside him.  Margot was asleep down the hall in Indigo’s old bedroom.

      He’d crashed at many a girl’s home, but for whatever reason he felt himself becoming a part of this family.  Maybe it’s not when things are good that you feel yourself gaining permanence, maybe it’s when you know the problems and realize you can either be the light or the darkness in a person’s life that you begin to dig in.

      Knowing he could be something good for Indigo and her mother is what kept him from being able to go to sleep.  And knowing that if he left he’d be yet another man who left and never came back.  He couldn’t do that.  Rex wasn’t just falling in love with her, he’d already fallen.

      That’s when the banging on the front door startled the absolute hell out of him.  He hopped out of bed, same as Indigo and grabbed his gun.  She was dressed faster than him and heading into the hallway.  Margot had her head out of her bedroom door.

      “Indigo?” she said.

      “Go back to your room, Mom,” she hissed.  “Get your gun and stay there until I tell you otherwise.”

      Rex was behind her saying, “And shoot anyone who tries to come in that isn’t us.”

      They both bounded down the stairs, and when Indigo opened the door, it was with the shotgun in the face of the man standing there.

      He was a shadow.

      “What the hell business do you have pounding on my front door?” Indigo barked.

      “I came to see you,” the man said.

      He was a slight man with a merry voice, almost like he took joy in having found her and was now excited to have a conversation at this ungodly hour.  Behind him, someone turned on a flashlight, shined it on Indigo’s face.

      She inched the shotgun left, shot the man dead.  She racked a load and swung the shotgun back onto the man before her.  Rex was suddenly at her side, not fully in the door, but enough for the stranger to see he was there and wouldn’t hesitate pumping his face full of lead.

      “First off,” he said, “was that entirely necessary?”

      “You come to my house in the middle of the night, banging on my door like your life depends on it, then flash a light in my face…do you really need to ask that question?”

      “Roberto?” he said over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, boss?”

      Turning back to her, he said, “That was Mario you shot.”

      “Well in the world of survival of the fittest, your friend Mario wasn’t too bright.”

      “No he wasn’t, but I did enjoy his company.  He was a humorous man.  A suitable traveling companion.”

      “What do you want?” Rex asked.

      “My name is Emilio Gustavo Francisco De La Fuente and I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      “Perhaps at a more judicious hour we could have cracked a beer, talked about the end of the world and how it’s going and all that,” Rex said.  “But at this hour?  And the way you’re doing this—?”

      “You’re Indigo, right?” he said.

      Horror washed through Rex in the worst way.  His skin grew cold and a shot of dizziness raced through him.

      “Who are you to me?” Indigo asked, equally concerned judging by her subtle change in tone.

      Ignoring the question, Rex stepped forward, put his weapon not six inches from the delicate man’s face and said, “I’m counting to five in my head then I’m putting two rounds in yours.”

      “I’m assuming that’s a yes.”

      “If you’re going to make any assumptions, pal, it would be to assume that I’m dead serious and I’ll do exactly what I say.  Take your pack of asshats and pound sand.  Oh, and never ever come back here.”

      “Well Indigo,” Emilio whatever, whatever, De La Fuente said, “you left a lot of men dead back at that school, and you’ve been a burden to track down.”

      Now it made sense.

      “Your men killed innocent people,” Indigo replied.  “Your men killed my friend.  Tried to kill me.”

      “I’m assuming they were the ones in the pile back in the alley?”

      “Yes.”

      De La Fuente shifted ever so slightly.  “You waged a war that is much larger than you can handle.”

      “Say the word,” Rex told her.

      “You shoot me, my men turn this house into Swiss cheese,” the stranger said, his accent soothing, but pointed.

      “What, just Roberto?”

      “Do you think I would come alone?  With only two men and a few guns?”

      All the sudden, it sounded like two dozen slides on two dozen handguns chambered a round at once.  Ice trailed down his spine and Rex nearly ended the man right then and there knowing he might not get another chance.

      “Do what you want,” Indigo snarled.  “But understand that before the second shot is fired, you’re a corpse, plain and simple.  After that…whatever.”

      “Threats such as these are but a coward’s last defense,” he said with a grin.  “Retribution will see us all, Indigo.”

      “You think my threats are anything other than a promise, you do your thing.  But if your bony little ass is still on my porch inside of six seconds, I swear to God your head will be nothing but a red smear on the ground behind you.”

      “I believe you, Indigo,” he said, turning around.  “I truly believe you.”

      He disappeared into the dark and Indigo shut the door.  Rex stood there, overly concerned, humbled by the man’s chilled demeanor through this all.

      “We need to go,” he said.

      “This is my father’s house and I’m staying to defend it.  So if you want to leave, leave.  But if you want to stay with me, then you’ll stay here with me.”

      “They send a big man to the door to threaten us, I can deal with that.  They send anyone to the door to threaten us, I can deal with that, too.  But when they send a very small, very kind man to the door simply to meet you, then what that means is not that I’m staying here with you to defend your father’s home.  It means I’m staying here to die with you in your father’s home.  If that’s what you’re asking, then I’ll stay, but at least understand, that’s what you’re asking of me.”

      “I didn’t ask for anything other than you not fall in love with me.”

      “Do you want me to stay or not?”

      “I want you to stay.”

      “Then we stay, but staying means dying.”

      “If that’s what it means, then that’s what I’m committed to.  You are free to leave if things get to dicey for you.”

      Later that night, somehow, Indigo managed to go to sleep; Rex remained wide awake.  Overseas, he met plenty of guys like this De La Fuente, and all of them turned out to be bad news in the worst way.  Those were guys who killed their mothers, who burned entire villages, who had no problem killing kids, women, family pets.  If he was right about this guy, and he—

      The smashing of a window downstairs jolted him out of bed.  Indigo was already up, grabbing her gun and dashing back downstairs.  Rex was on her heels, already seeing firelight in the stairway.  Indigo raced past the burning rug and couch, grabbed a fire extinguisher and put the flames out.

      Another window broke and a flaming bottle followed; there was more fire.  Indigo put that out, too.

      “Indigo?” her mother said from the top of the stairs.

      “Get your gun, get dressed and get ready to go!” Indigo shouted.

      Rex took the front window, saw another guy lighting another bottle.  He fired a quick round, caught the man in the face.  The rag caught fire just as the bottle dropped and exploded into a flash of light on the ground.  Rex saw three more men.  He fired off three more rounds, catching two of them.  Gunfire peppered the house and he hit the deck.

      After that, no more shots were fired.

      They waited an agonizing thirty minutes before realizing that might have been it, but when Indigo asked who he shot, he said, “Not the right people.”

      “You think this is over?”

      “No,” he said.  “I think it’s just starting.”

      Huddled together in the living room, all of them nodding off, Margot and Indigo went first while Rex forced himself to stay awake.  Hours later, he caught a whiff of smoke.  It was only then that he realized the smoke was coming from their house.

      He stood and went to the front windows, saw the fire blazing up the sides, then he ran to the back and there he was, one of those scumbags from earlier, packing a rag into a whisky bottle, preparing a Molotov Cocktail for the rear of the house.
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      The girl was already running a fever.  Jagger tucked her into bed, looked at the bruising on her face, saw the emptiness in her eyes.  She looked up at him, held his eyes, blinked.  He wiped away the sweat from her forehead, listened to her little teeth chattering.

      “You cold?” he asked.  She nodded.  He bundled her in the blankets and told her he would be there until she fell asleep, just in case she needed him.

      The stress of so much chaos had a way of catching up to a normal person.  To be this young and have to have lived through the death of your parents, the torment of thugs and weasels, seeing these same cretins all but massacred then leaving everything and everyone you know to go on some road trip with a stranger—no wonder she’d fallen ill.

      Not to mention the fact that she wasn’t properly hydrated or nourished...

      He sat with her for a long time, and though her eyes were closed, she was not asleep.  There was so much strength in this child, so much grit, yet he could see how fragile she was behind the façade and that made him want to always protect her.

      “I’m going to take care of you,” he said.  She opened her eyes, blinked twice, no expression.  “I don’t care what happens in this world or for how long, I’m going to take care of you, okay?”

      For a long second they just stared at each other, and then he thought he saw the faintest of smiles as she closed her eyes and finally drifted off to sleep.

      Within a few hours her temperature spiked once more, bringing her back to fever chills and body pains.  She never cried throughout any of it, but her temperature concerned him.  He pulled a mattress into the bedroom so he could stay by her.  He didn’t realize how tired he was until he was out cold.  He woke the next morning to someone clearing their throat.

      He opened his eyes and found himself staring down the barrel of a rifle.  On the other side of that barrel was a big man with an overly serious face full of wrinkles.  He had to be pushing eighty judging by the bushy eyebrows, the rugged landscape of his face and the fringe of white hair ringing his head.

      “Where’s Tom?” he asked in a voice worn clean by time, but quietly so as not to wake the child.

      “Old guy with the cat?” Jagger asked, studying the man’s hands.

      “Yeah.”

      “I found him in his chair, expired.  Cat, too.  How old are you, sir?”

      “You burn them out back?” he asked, pressing the gun closer to him.

      “I did.”

      “My age is of no concern to you, son,” he said.  “Why’d you burn them?”

      “You don’t look well.  And I burnt them because your buddy doesn’t have a shovel and I wanted to set his body free of this crappy world.  Thought he and the cat could be free together.  Plus I didn’t want the girl to see him.  She just lost her parents.”

      “She’s not yours?”

      “She’s not mine, but she is my responsibility.  You have kids?”

      “Not anymore,” he said, glancing over at her.  “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Fever,” Jagger said.  “I appreciate you not waking her.”

      “You kill her parents?”

      “Hell no,” Jagger said, reaching up and shoving the barrel of the man’s rifle aside.  “Get that damn thing out of my face.”

      The old man staggered a bit, then backed up and managed to keep the rifle trained on him.  Jagger sat up and said, “If you don’t mind, I need to check on her.”

      Using the gun, the stranger motioned for him to do so.  Jagger saw the man’s energy waning a bit, so he stood and checked on the girl, feeling her head.  She was still hot.

      “Did Tom have a thermometer?”

      The guy shrugged his shoulders and said, “You can check the bathroom.”

      “Can you check it for me?” Jagger said, brushing wisps of hair off the girl’s face.

      Her pale skin was slicked with moisture, but her lips were as dray and as cracked as ever.  He feared she was dehydrated, but he didn’t want to wake her either because she needed her sleep.  He laid a gentle hand on her forehead.  God, she was burning up.  Her eyes slid open a little, the corners dry with a few knobbles of sleep crust.

      “Hey, kiddo,” he said.  “How are you feeling.”

      She just looked at him with those big blue eyes.  They were hurting eyes.  Eyes pumped full of desperation.  Eyes rattled with discomfort.  She looked around, not familiar with her surroundings.  When the old man appeared behind him with a temperature gauge, those same eyes flashed with fear.

      Jagger said, “It’s okay, he’s a friend of the man who lived her before.”

      He handed Jagger the thermometer and said, “I washed it off in the toilet tank, so it should be mostly clean.”

      Jagger inspected it, wiped it dry with the bottom sheet, the said, “Open up, I need to take your temperature.”

      She put it in her mouth, then Jagger turned to the old man and said, “Can you find a washcloth and dip it in the water, make me a cold compress?  She’s burning up.”

      “Sure,” he said.  “What’s her name?”

      “Just go, please.”

      He gave a sort of flustered, jumbled nod, then he left the room and came back about the time Jagger was pulling the thermometer out of the girl’s mouth.

      “One oh five point one,” he said, reading the results aloud.

      The man handed Jagger the washcloth, noticing he didn’t have his gun with him.  He thanked the geezer and laid the washcloth on her head and asked if it was okay.  Her eyes just about shut on their own, but not before she could answer him with a diminutive nod.  Her color was off, her little teeth still gritting together and he couldn’t stop seeing that bruise.

      For whatever reason, it still pissed him off.

      “I’m going to talk to this nice man, then I’ll be back in to check on you, okay?”

      She nodded.

      He stood, looked at the man, who suddenly remembered that he did not have his gun and this was a stranger in his friend’s home.  Jagger extended a hand and said, “Jagger Justice, First Lieutenant, US Marines.”

      The man warmed instantly, then smiled and took his hand.

      “Brighton Copley, US Army, retired.  Call me Bright though, everyone does.”

      “Sounds good, Bright.”

      “So…Tom was…he was gone?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did he die on the rocker?” Bright asked.  Jagger nodded.  “I told him he would.  He never left that chair but to eat and crap.”

      “How did you guys know each other?”

      “Ran into him about twelve years back.  He wasn’t looking and pulled out right in front of me.  We had a wreck, then a fist fight, then we realized we both served and from there, well…we just sort of got along.”

      “You live nearby?” Jagger asked.

      “Two doors down.  Saw the fire yesterday, thought he was burning something, but that didn’t sit right with me last night, so I though I’d stop by.”

      “I’m glad you did,” Jagger said, half lying, half wanting to put Bright at ease.

      “Yeah, me too,” he said.  “Say, can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.”

      “What brought you here?”

      “I pulled this girl out of an…abusive, sick situation, and I’m taking her with me back to San Francisco.  Needed a place to hold over until she gets better.”

      “Well you can stay here as long as you want.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Another question?” he said.

      “Shoot.”

      “Are you…trouble?”

      “No,” he said.

      “You look like you could be.”

      “I can.  But not unless you deserve it and you don’t deserve it, Bright.”

      He nodded his head, smoothed his unruly white hair, then said, “I got some Vitamin D3 and some Zinc chewables, if you’re interested.”

      “I am.”

      “Got a bit of honey also, and some lemons.”

      “Whatever you think will help.”

      It turned out Bright was a good and judicious man, all the way up until his death twenty-two days later.  Before that fateful day however, without the help of antibiotics, the girl carried on fitfully and in bad shape.  She lost a lot of weight and couldn’t seem to keep her temperature down.  It was touch-and-go for the better part of a week without anti-biotics and both Jagger and Bright were scavenging anywhere and everywhere they could hoping to find something.

      When they started going through mailboxes, they found a package with a couple of bottles of colloidal silver.  The bottles read Silver Bullet in a blue and white label.  Jagger damn near sagged with relief.  They all but dumped the first bottle down her throat, which helped pull her out of her delirium, and they kept her body cool with cold compresses and open windows during the day.  They took her through the second bottle of colloidal silver and this seemed to do the trick.  As the days progressed, she was able to eat a little more, and take in more water at a time.

      Meanwhile, Jagger and Bright were going house to house scavenging for the future and for the remainder of Jagger’s trip back home.  Two days ago, they used a crowbar to pry open the back door of a vacant home.  Bright went in first.

      He walked straight into a shotgun blast to the chest.

      Jagger tore his pistol loose, dropped and rolled sideways as a second blast went off.  He fired on the attacker, hitting him twice before realizing the shooter was a pre-teen boy.

      The boy took both shots hard, dropped the rifle, then fell sideways into the wall where he collapsed in sobbing, dying heap.  Jagger drew a sharp breath.  The boy expired moments later, his last breath a blood bubble that expanded, then contracted into a small run of saliva.

      Standing there, it all hit him at once.  Bright was dead, killed by a child, a child he just killed.  He cleared the house, returned to the boy.

      Running his hands through his hair, groaning at the mess, he paced around the room like a caged animal, and then he stopped and looked down at his friend.  At Bright.  Inside, something unlocked and the pain flooded in.  He stood there, staring at Bright, then at the kid.  He was a little blonde haired boy who looked as hungry as everyone else in this damned apocalypse.  He was an innocent.  Then again, so was Bright.

      Jagger felt the outburst coming seconds before he began throwing things around and kicking holes in the walls.  The cursing, growling, violent grunting became so bad he snatched up the kid’s shotgun and starting shooting up the place.  He pumped load after load into everything he saw.  When the chamber fired empty, he hurled the shotgun through the kitchen window and screamed at the top of his lungs.  He screamed until his throat was hoarse.  It wasn’t because he’d just killed a child, or that he saw his friend die, or even that he missed Camila like crazy and longed to see his family—it was everything!

      Now he had this girl.  This little mute thing that nearly died.  She had no friends or family, but did he either?  What if Lenna and the boys were dead?  Exhausted, his chest heaving up and down, he eyes glistening from the total meltdown, Jagger sunk to the floor, panting and sad, desperate and feeling all alone in this world, and he wondered how the hell life had come to this.

      The next day, he told the girl it was time to go.  She said nothing.  She just got up, got dressed, and stood beside him, ready.
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      Indigo grabbed her bow and arrows, but she was still sluggish from being asleep.  Far from fully alert.  Rex wanted to tell her to grab a gun, but he didn’t have the time.

      Margot just stood there, frazzled, terrified.

      Rex grabbed the shotgun, went to the kitchen window, shot it out.  He pumped another round outside just as Indigo was backing him up.  The man with the flaming Molotov Cocktail, he fell down dead, his body suddenly in flames.

      “Rex?” Margot asked.

      “Get down!” he screamed.  “Or hide someplace!”

      The bitter sounds of gunfire cannoned through the house.  Indigo  ran to the front, but a glass window exploded, which had her diving down.  She scrambled back to the stairway, took cover there.

      “Get in the closet, Mom!” she screamed as gunfire ripped apart the front door.

      The gunfire stopped, but half the front of the house was burning.  Then a booming kick shook the front door.  She seated an arrow, positioned herself just right.

      “Front door, Indigo!” Rex screamed.

      “You cover your end, I got mine!” she shouted back.  The second kick flung the door open, revealing the bright light of fire and the shooter.  She loosed the arrow, caught the shooter in the neck.  He staggered backwards, toppled down the concrete stairs in a heap.  The thug’s replacement appeared seconds later, but she was ready for him.  She let the arrow go.  It found its mark and he went down, same as the last guy.

      “Too many of them!” Rex shouted.

      “Out front or out back?” Indigo called back.  By now, the fire was sneaking into the house through the open front door and all the shot out windows.

      “Front!” he said.  “Get back here!”

      Indigo turned and sprinted for the back kitchen, ripping open the closet door on the way.  Her mother yelped.

      “Let’s go!” she said.

      Her mother made for the back of the house as gunfire blasted apart the front of the house.  Suddenly the gunfire stopped.  Were they done?

      Peeking into the front hallway where dawn was breaking, Indigo saw movement on the other side of the fire.  Seating an arrow, lining up the shot, she tracked the movement of a shadow, waited for it to stop, then sunk an arrow in her target.

      “Ooof.”

      She aimed lower, sent another arrow past the nearly disintegrated front door.  The second arrow found its mark as well.

      More shouting and gunfire erupted.  Inside, the house sprung to life, everything jumping and dancing as it was shot to absolute ruin.

      Indigo hit Rex with a look, but he had one eye out the back window and was measuring the storm.

      “What the hell are you waiting for?” Indigo growled.

      “Something just hit the side of the house and two guys are now coming in hot,” he replied, lining up the shot.  Just then, a gas can with the spout wrapped in burning cloth slid through the front door and into the front room.

      “Bomb!” Rex cried out.  Stuck between a rock and a hard place, he ran for the back door, seeing the orange flames even as he pulled it open.

      Shotgun at the ready, Rex sprinted through the fiery back door, firing on the other two guys now in the backyard.  Three big shots took the two men down, but at that point, Rex was on fire, along with Indigo’s mother.

      “Roll!” Indigo screamed by the time she realized she was on fire, too.

      While Rex and her mother were dropping on the ground and rolling out their fire, Indigo was shrugging off the bow and arrows and doing the same.  Rex jumped on top of her, began patting her down rapidly, roughly, thoroughly.

      “Follow me!” he said when Indigo’s fire was sufficiently stamped out.  She headed for the garage, opened the door to the Olds, then cranked the motor.

      “You want me to drive?” Rex said, realizing his mistake the minute he made it.  She could drive just fine and they were wasting time.

      “No, get in!” Indigo shouted.  Rex dropped into the front seat while Margot situated herself in the backseat.  “Buckle up.”

      Indigo kicked the motor over.  It sprung to life in a roar.  She slapped it into reverse, stepped on the gas while standing on the brakes, then she popped the brakes and rocketed through the wooden garage door, cranking the wheel hard and to the right.

      The muscle car blew through the door and slid around, bucking and fighting her all the way.  They came to a skittering stop in a cloud of dust. When the debris cleared, Rex and Indigo saw five startled men with guns and a sixth with a plastic red gas can.

      “Do it,” he said, knowing what she was thinking.

      Indigo slapped the tranny into first and stomped on the gas just as Rex slid out the window with his Sig and opened fire.  While he was dropping as many as he could, Indigo was aiming for the center of the pack.  Bullets peppered the windshield, cracking and spider-webbing it; Indigo ducked low to the left, maintained the trajectory.

      At the last minute, she realized the last shooter was going to dive to his right hoping to clear the Olds, so she swerved in that direction, clipping him in the hip as he tried to clear them.  The brutal thump on the front of the car told her she probably shattered his pelvis.

      Rex pulled himself back inside, spun and said, “Margot?”

      “I’m okay,” she said, sitting up.

      They roared up the road, Indigo so violently incensed, one look in her eyes told him all she saw was red.

      When they burst out of Dirt Alley, Indigo swung the wheel hard to the right and they fishtailed out into the street.

      “Get ready,” Indigo warned.  Rex was already reloading.  “Mom, stay down.”

      They swung another hard right, giving her a full view of the conflagration that was her home.  She also saw a dozen more men in the street turning their guns on her.

      Rex ducked out the window and started shooting, but pulled himself back inside after hitting only three because they were taking heavy fire.  Indigo was looking not at the men now scurrying for cover, but at a crappy green Datsun and that son of a bitch scrambling inside.  It was the same guy who knocked on her front door.  The same clown who threatened her.

      Emilio Gustavo Francisco De La Fuente.

      The remaining men fired on them as they blazed by, hot on the trail of the green Datsun.  Indigo hit the next street where the Datsun turned and took chase, really getting after it.

      “Indigo?” her mother said.

      By then Rex was gripping the door and bracing for impact.  They hammered the Datsun with such savagery, the Olds went airborne and turned sideways with Indigo on the high side and Rex on the low side.  The Datsun spun, caught an edge and began to barrel roll behind them.

      The Olds hit on Rex’s side and slid hard into a sidewalk planter where it came to a stop under a decorative tree that had seen better days.

      Hanging in her seat belt, Indigo said, “Mom?”

      Nothing.

      She looked at Rex, who had a pretty decent cut on his head, but was otherwise okay.  He was on the door in a heap having never buckled his seatbelt.  He kicked the windshield until it dropped out then climbed free; Indigo was concerned about the Datsun.  More specifically, about De La Fuente and what he might do.

      Behind her, her mother was buckled in her belt and hanging against it.  She was on the high side of the car and unconscious.

      Indigo took a deep breath, let it out, then unbuckled the seatbelt and dropped to the ground in all the broken glass.  Her breath was suddenly gone, the wind knocked out of her.  It took a moment for her chest to loosen enough for her to breathe, but when she did, she crawled through the glass, out the hole where the windshield used to be and then managed to drag herself to her feet.

      She was bruised, but not broken; cut but not defeated.  Bleeding, glass stuck in her right arm and shoulder, she zeroed in on the Datsun.

      The small sedan was turned upside down and spun one hundred eighty degrees.  The underside of the car, now facing skyward, was smoking.  All the glass was exploded out of the car and De La Fuente was in his seatbelt, hanging upside down.  His face was bloody, his eyes syrupy but cognizant.  A smile formed, but upside down, it was just a frown in a river of red.

      Rex already had his gun out.  She looked at him; he looked at her.

      “You okay?” he asked.  She nodded, eyes back on the scumbag in the Datsun.  In the undercarriage, a small flame burst into existence.

      She started toward him, picking up speed the closer she got.  By the time she reached him, she wound up and soccer-ball kicked him in the head.

      “That’s for destroying my house you bastard!”

      He fired off a slew of curses she didn’t understand.  It didn’t matter.  Kneeling down so they were nearly eye-to-eye, she said nothing, she just grinned a maniacal grin at him and refused to blink, or even to look away.

      “Funny how I’m here,” she snarled, “and you’re there.  You’re The Ophidian Horde, aren’t you?”

      “I am not one, there are many.”

      “You’re the head of the snake,” she said.

      “Think of this city as Medusa, and me as just the head of one snake in a sea of a dozen snakes.  You kill me, there will be seven more to take my place.”

      “Seven of you didn’t burn down my house, or have my friend killed.  Just you.  So I don’t care about the seven of you, or even the seven hundred of you.  Just you.”

      Rex stepped forward, made his gun available to her.  She took it, never removing her eyes from him.

      He looked at it and said, “You got the balls to put one through my head, puta, you go right ahead.”

      With a sweet grin, an almost playful grin—sort of like the Cheshire cat—she said, “Oh, I’m not going to kill you.  I’m going to sit and watch you burn.”

      And she would.

      His eyes now showed concern.  He was thinking of a bullet as the easy way out, but she refused him such a simple solution.  Instead, she simply watched the flames as they spread over the undercarriage.  She an Rex moved back, their eyes dancing from de La Fuente to the flames and back again.

      “You’re one twisted bitch,” he snarled.

      “Indeed I am.”

      When Rex turned around, he saw Margot crawling out of the Olds.  Indigo saw her, too.  Made that face.  For a second there, she felt ashamed for having been so consumed with rage she’d neglected her own mother.  Margot was rolling some pain out of her neck and shoulder, but she seemed to be alright, all things considered.

      The three of them stood at a safe distance, watching De La Fuente squirm to get free of the seatbelt that was broken enough to be stuck in place.  He was trapped and frantic.  Defeated, grinding his teeth and losing his mind, he jerked and fought the seatbelt, tugging mightily on it, pounding a fist on the buckle but to no avail.  Finally he gave up.  Just sat there, stewing, accepting his fate.

      The flames now rolled over the car, causing De La Fuente to make one last desperate attempt.  Indigo raised his weapon, shot him in the shoulder.  De La Fuente broke into a screeching wail.  Spit and crass language spewed from his lips as the flames snuck inside the car and went for him specifically.

      “Just shut up and burn, pendejo,” she said.

      Rex turned and looked at Indigo with a raised eyebrow; she shrugged her shoulders in response, which made him smile inside.  She shot the man to ensure he met his appropriate fate.  It just seemed like the right thing to do.

      As the flames enveloped De La Fuente, as they swallowed him, he bucked and screamed and thrashed until the skin began to bubble and melt, and the fire ate the last of the life right out of him.

      The three of them stood a ways away even as the small engine exploded.  The hood punched up off the asphalt a foot or so before slamming back down.  They all turned and shielded their eyes, but the explosion was fairly self-contained.

      “Well this is a fitting end,” Indigo said.

      “Yes it is.”

      Margot stood there in abject horror, silent, trying not to look, but looking anyway because she couldn’t seem to look anywhere else.

      When De La Fuente was dead and gone, when the flames consumed the seatbelt and the roasted maggot dropped in a pile onto the overturned roof of the car, they returned to the Olds where Rex said to Indigo, “Give me a hand.”

      The muscle car was on its side, nothing leaking too badly, and nothing on fire.  Together they pushed the muscle car over.  It bounced violently on its springs and all four inflated tires.  Indigo appraised the damage.  Despite nearly every square inch of the beast having taken an absolute beating, she thought it might still run.  That’s how cars were supposed to be built.  Back in the day they were all balls and grit with noisy engines and hard charging mufflers.

      “Give it a try,” Rex said.

      For the next few minutes, Indigo worked the ignition and the gas, flooding it half a dozen times.  The engine coughed and sputtered, but eventually it showed signs of life.  When it finally caught and kicked over, they were all exhausted smiles.

      “Get in,” Indigo said to them both.

      Margot and Rex piled back in; Indigo threw the beast in gear and headed back home.  They found a few Horde stragglers, which Rex popped out the window and shot dead, but by and large, they’d all dispersed.  Indigo’s home, however, was still burning, as were the homes next to it.  By mid afternoon, half the block, if not all of it, would be one long coal bed.

      There drove to Dirt Alley.  Stopped right in the middle.  When they got out of the car, there was no wind but the fires were spreading out on either side of her home.  They couldn’t jump the alley, which made it safe.  Indigo turned and looked at the house Cincinnati and her family had stayed in.  It was untouched by violence.  But more important, it was familiar.

      “A quick nap and we’ll go?” Rex said, standing beside her all the sudden, looking at the same thing she was looking at.

      “We should go,” Indigo replied, even though he could see she was aching for sleep right about now.  “Then again, a cat nap might be great.”

      They all headed inside the house, each finding a bed they could crash in.
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* * *

      Indigo woke up disoriented.  Her body felt punched to all hell, and her arm stung in a dozen places.  She was still picking glass out of her otherwise flawless skin.

      Her mind began to clear.

      Wrong house, wrong bed, pitch black outside, she thought.  She got up, shuffled to the nearest window, looked across the way at the orange glow that was five and a half fire-gutted homes, hers included.

      Her soul withered inside her.  There was something truly awful looking at your childhood home like this.  There was so much history.  Her whole life was wrapped up in that house.  Now it was gone.  Reduced to nothing more than a glowing, orange ruin.

      Her father would come home and see this and he would wonder if she died in the fire.  She couldn’t let that happen.

      She wouldn’t.

      Downstairs, by candle light, she left her father an address, said to find her there.  While Rex and her mother were still asleep, she slipped on her shoes and a coat, then walked out back and around the front of her house.  The smell of charred wood hung heavy in the air, the lingering smoke burning her eyes and nostrils by the time she got to her porch stoop.

      The only thing standing was the concrete staircase and the heavy ceramic pot on the porch, the one her mother used to plant seasonal flowers in before she ran off with Tad and left them all behind.

      Can’t think like that anymore, she told herself.

      She tucked the note under the ceramic planter, leaving out a small corner for her father to see.  Hopefully he’d see.  When she returned to the house, Rex was on the back porch waiting for her.  Margot stepped out a second later.

      “Ready?” Rex said.

      “It’s the middle of the night,” she replied.

      “So?” Margot answered.

      “So I guess let’s go already,” Indigo said, eliciting a small smile from Rex.
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      Gunderson and the men walked back to the hospital.  He was shot in the side, shot in the arm.  The seven men he was with were grumbling about what had happened to De La Fuente, about the future of The Ophidian Horde.

      Gunderson was now in charge.  No one disputed that.

      Thank God.

      When he got back to the hospital, he sat there in De La Fuente’s office, now his office, contemplating the future of the organization.  He thought about his dead child, his dead wife; he thought about his son and how maybe he was out there.  Then he considered all the killing he’d done, not only in this life but in his former life as MS-13, and he felt ashamed.

      The nightmares wouldn’t stop.

      His life as an enforcer, a hired gun, that was a young man’s game and he was no longer a young man.  In fact, he felt old and incredibly tired.

      That life was over.  A new life was emerging.  He thought it best to be the one pulling the strings rather than the one pulling the trigger.

      Night had fallen outside.  He wanted to go to bed, but his mind was wired.  He paced the halls of the hospital, taking account of the remaining men.  There were still thirty or so in his charge, not enough to be a force to be reckoned with, but certainly not enough to feel broken.

      Four of these men, hardened creatures like himself, were shot.  God how he hated the pain!  He’d only been shot once before, back in the early years, in his twenties.  Now the pain gnawed at him, unrelenting.  He acted like it didn’t hurt, but it hurt like hell.

      He finally turned in for the evening, his body giving up on him.

      Within hours, though, the first nightmare sunk its claws in him.  It was the first of the night, but the fifth that week.  He sat up in bed, sweating.  Finally he turned, planted his feet on the floor then let his head fall into his hands.  Sleep continued to pull at him, but he refused to give in.  The idea of another round of horrors kept him from laying back down and shutting his eyes completely.

      Finally he got to his feet, went to his belongings, withdrew his Glock.

      In his closet there were four boxes of 9mm ammunition and three magazines, all of them packed and ready to go.  From another drawer, there was a sound suppressor.

      He screwed the suppressor on, chambered a round, then he walked down the hallways of the hospital.  Their home base.  Home.

      He went to check on his most loyal men, the ones he trusted with his life.  He found them all asleep.  For a long time he stood in the silence of the hospital, dawn still hours away.  He stood there thinking.  One word left his mouth: “Yes.”

      With that said, Gunderson went from room to room, killing nearly every single one of his men in their sleep.  A bullet to the head.  Just one.  No one rose, no one cried out, no one fought back.  They all just died.

      When he was done but for one man, Gunderson stood over the last body, whispered a prayer, then begged God for forgiveness, for absolution.

      Gunderson recognized that moment as the end of an era.

      The end of the old Gunderson.

      Standing in front of Lucian Tate, a former member of the Sureños, Gunderson stared down at the shadow, listened to the kid’s snoring and realized he was tying off something bad that started so long ago.  Something that could not go on in this new world.  Something that should not be allowed to go on in this world.

      Clarity persisted: this had to end.

      He put the muzzle to Tate’s head, then pulled the trigger.  The Ophidian Horde was no longer.  He was free.

      Finally.
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      Stanton waited in the darkness with baited breath.  Breathing heavy, sticky with blood, he struggled to stay quiet.  Rider, however, was perfectly poised.  Barely even winded.

      The instant the upstairs guy descended the stairs, Rider was tucked around the corner with his knife ready.

      Stanton heard his foot hit the ground floor.  It was over before it started.

      One swift movement, a cut and thump, and the guy grabbed his throat with both hands and a gurgle.  Rider caught him from behind, clamped a big hand over his nose and mouth and held him through the fight as he slowly bled out and suffocated to death.

      He wobbled and staggered, then his knees buckled and his hands sunk to his sides.  Slowly Rider set him down, easing him to the floor before pulling him behind the couch.  Rider glanced over at Stanton, waved a hand then moved silently up the stairs.  Stanton’s knife was ready, but Rider was out front and he felt better because of it.

      Upstairs, there was another set of shot out windows with three guys in seated positions, their guns mounted on coffee tables.

      Next door, a couple of shots popped off.

      Inside the room, two of the guys shot once, then twice.  The return fire came quick, two slugs burying themselves in the wall behind Rider and Stanton.

      Stanton’s heart was officially thundering in his chest.  Rider held up two fingers, then pointed left and to himself.  He then held up one finger and thumbed it back to Stanton.

      He understood perfectly.

      Rider planned on taking the two on the left; Stanton would hit the guy on the right.  Rider held up a fist, waited.  When another volley of gunfire started, the hand went down and Rider moved swiftly across the room.  Stanton followed his lead.

      Rider was as light as a nightmare on his two; Stanton let the notion that he was murdering a human being die off in his mind.  He wasn’t killing someone.  He was saving lives.  That was the distinction he had to make to do what he needed to do and stay sane.  He told himself his wife and daughter were in that college and the college was under siege by criminals, killers, animals.  These were men who didn’t deserve to live.  Men who needed to die.

      So when he drove his blade into the wiry side of his guy’s neck, it was with the savage understanding that to beat the monster you had to become the monster.  He pulled the blade back through the stubborn flesh.  Then, grabbing onto the man’s face, he hooked his fingers under a strong chin and yanked the head backwards.  With a swiftness he dared not consider, Stanton tore the blade across the throat, opening it enough to insure the animal would not fire another round into the college or at his family.

      Juiced full of adrenaline, his heart galloping like a stallion, he watched Rider finish the job.  The man finished, then turned and appraised Stanton’s work.  Did he measure up?  Could Stanton have taken two men by surprise the same way Rider did?

      No.  Most likely not.

      But someday he might have to, and this both startled him and gave him direction.  Rider cleared the house with Stanton in tow.  They took the guns and headed downstairs.

      “Ready?”

      Ready for next door?  Ready for round two, the final round?

      “Locked and loaded,” Stanton said.

      “First floor we stay quiet.  Knives only.  Second floor,” he said, holding up the semi-automatic rifles, “we empty these things into whomever is up there.  We’ll go loud, turn that place into a bloodbath.  That’s our sign.”

      “Sign for what?”

      “Lets the guys next door know we’ve eliminated the threat.”

      “So a bunch of shooting lets them know we’re done?” he asked.

      “No, the shooting indicates the final war is waged, and then there’s a sign.  The final sign that says the mop up is complete.”

      “What’s the sign?”

      “Don’t want to jinx it,” Rider said.  “Let’s go.”

      They head next door, but as they’re reaching for the door, gunfire blasts through it, splintering glass and wood, shrapnel catching them both in the necks, chests and arms.

      They both back off, even as the door is kicked wide open.  A huge man with a shaved head, muscles like truck tires and hands big enough to crush a human skull bounds barefoot down the stairs like a demon coughed out of hell.

      They’d stashed the guns off to the side of the door where they could pick them up for the second story attack, but those were now behind the charging man.

      This bull was going after them both, but Rider broke left and Stanton broke right.  Under the moonlight, in the backyard that was just dirt and a month’s worth of overgrown weeds, the Guy grabbed Rider.  He was at least a foot taller than Stanton’s friend.

      The second he latched on to Rider, the old guy began stabbing the absolute hell out of him.  Stanton refused to be a spectator to his friend’s death.  He rushed the beast, drove his knife in and out of the man’s kidney, ducked a flying elbow, then hit the other kidney.  The beast now had Rider by the throat, those big hands starting to crush everything valuable in Rider’s neck.

      That’s when Stanton dropped low and sliced through both Achilles tendons.  The man dropped to his knees, but he still had Rider by the throat.  His friend’s hands hung limp at his sides, barely any fight in there.

      Letting go of whatever inhibitions he had, surrendering to the animal instincts inside him, the brutal rage, that something wild and untamed and aching to defend what was his, Stanton drove his blade into the side of the man’s neck.  As quickly as he’d driven it in, Stanton jerked the blade out soundlessly, violently.  He did it again and again, three more times before that giant hand let go of Rider and the beast toppled over sideways.

      Seeing Rider reach for his throat, but still in a wash of near insanity, Stanton turned and sprinted for the door.  If there was one, there would be more.  He was racing inside the house at the same time two more men were pouring out.

      A gunshot went off, but he didn’t hear it or feel it; he simply drove his knife into anything in front of him.

      The first man got a knife in the gut, then in the throat.

      Behind him, in the hallway where he first attacked, another man was trying to push his way through, but his friend was in the way and getting stabbed to death, so he didn’t shoot.

      The second Stanton was done with him, he shoved the guy away only to see the weapon in his face; gunfire behind him didn’t even startle him.  The man facing him, his head snapped back and he fell down dead.  All Stanton knew at this point was charge forward.

      He’d seen what the  gigantor nearly did to Rider, and now it was Rider on his heels watching his six.  The rushing, beating, tramping sounds of feet coming down the stairs didn’t faze him.

      The layout of the house was exactly like the last one, so he didn’t have to think of where to go, only how to kill as quickly and as efficiently as possible.  He’d lost all sense of self.  It was only move forward, kill, move forward, kill.

      He rushed up to meet the first man on the stairs in the dark.  Stanton turned him into a pin cushion.  The second one was suddenly there.  Rider unloaded three rounds into him and both corpses fell on top of Stanton.

      He wrestled them off of him, scampering out of the blood soaked pile, stabbing and cutting his way out, just to make sure they were dead.

      Three more shots and another man dropped face-first off the stairs into the pile.  Stanton reached up, his energy suddenly waning, and he stabbed the man in the side of the neck, just to be sure.

      Rider moved past them as Stanton got to his feet.  He hurried up the stairs behind his friend, listened as Rider emptied one of the guns into one last man.  He finally pulled up behind Rider, panting, sick on adrenaline and tasting blood.  Right then he realized he was covered in the carnage of those last men and it made him want to hurl.

      Rider turned and looked at him and, in a raspy, almost-choked-to-death voice, said, “Jesus Christ, son, what in the blue hell was that?”

      Heaving, struggling to breathe, his limbs still high and wild with energy, he said, “Thought you were dead.  Thought if I didn’t stop them we’d both be dead.”

      Moving across the upstairs living room, Rider sighted down the stop sign on the corner of Ashbury and Grove.  He put a round right through the O in STOP, then waited.  A second later another shot went off and the overhead streetlamp on the other side of the street shattered.

      Rider turned around and said, “We’re clear.”

      “It’s over?” Stanton asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Stanton quickly slipped out of the fog of what he’d done, who he had become, and he almost couldn’t stand it.  As he traipsed past the pile of bodies at the foot of the stairs, and the two dead guys in the hallway, it hit him with brutal force.  Everything he’d just done came rushing back at once.

      Out back, he staggered off the porch, dropped to a knee and began to puke.  The convulsions rocked him over and over again, unrelenting.  He wretched and gagged, he spit and blew his nose, and then he dry heaved some more.  When he was finally done, he blew his nose one last time into the weeds and stood up, embarrassed that he’d cracked with Rider watching.

      “You saved my life,” Rider croaked, while rubbing his neck and looking at the dead animal in the weeds further into the back of the yard.

      “You’d have done the same.”

      “Damn right I would have,” he said.  “Can’t always say I feel good with someone on my six, but with you, I’ll take you to war with me anytime.”

      Moved by the compliment, Stanton nodded his head and for the first time felt like maybe he could do this life.  That he could be someone in this world.  Respectable in a time when your baseline instincts and your ability to act without hesitation in the midst of the impossible cut a clear line between life and death.  He was no longer a white collar worker.  He wasn’t a stockbroker or a millionaire.  He wasn’t a husband or a father or a failure.  He was simply a man and a man protected those he cared about, those he loved most.

      “What’s cooking in that dome of yours?” Rider asked.

      “Just thinking about who I am in all of this,” he said.  “Where I started out in life, where I’ve come, who I am now.”

      “Well don’t overthink it, my friend.  This is but one skirmish in what will surely be the war to end all wars.”

      “The last war,” Stanton said.

      “And the most important.  Let’s go get the kids.”
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      When they rode their bikes with now two wagons in tow, they went slow and he stopped often to make sure the girl was okay.  There was a steadfastness inside her he admired.  He was beginning to wonder if he possessed the same resolve.  After killing the boy, after watching Bright die, he found himself losing optimism by the day and he didn’t think he could stop it.  But they rode, and they rested, and they made their way through the traffic jam of abandoned cars and sometimes dead bodies.

      As the afternoon sun climbed into the sky overhead, it got hot.  He felt his skin starting to burn.  He pulled the hats and sunscreen out of his backpack, put the hat on the girl’s head, dried the sweat from her face and shoulders, then applied the sunscreen.

      She didn’t say a word.

      She just looked at him and he just looked at her, each of them feeling the other’s pain, each of them too destroyed inside to even summon the words.

      He gave her an apple, which she ate.  They shared a bottle of water then got back on their bikes and got moving.  Somewhere in between Vacaville and Vallejo, on highway 80 three guys on bicycles were riding from car to car, looting the insides of them.  They saw Jagger and the girl and started riding toward them.

      His senses flared and he studied their movements, their expressions as they approached, what they did with their hands and arms.  They rode by, eyeballs glued to them, these three thirty-somethings with sneering grins.  Like everyone else, the trio was dirty and unkempt.  One of them was missing his two front teeth and all of them were ugly in both their looks and expressions.

      Jagger turned his head, saw the three clowns riding behind the girl.  She looked scared.  Circling around, they caught back up with them, fell into stride on either side of Jagger.

      He looked back and forth between them, saying nothing, giving nothing away in either his eyes or his countenance.  Why the hell were they riding beside him and saying nothing?  They just rode, smiling their dirty teeth at him, saying nothing.

      This is too weird, he thought.

      Lightening quick, he drew his weapon, shot the one next to him, then swung his pistol around and shot the other two.  All head shots.  All of them flopped sideways, their bikes losing balance and crashing to the asphalt.  He slowed to a stop, the girl pulling up beside him.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She just looked at him, no expression.

      “Good.”

      They ran into plenty more scavengers that day but none as weird as the three he killed.  That night, he stopped under an underpass and made camp.  He sat beside the girl under two blankets next to a fire and wondered what he’d done.

      He killed those three louts because they were intimidating.  Did he have to do that?  Was there another way?

      He couldn’t stop wondering if they were thugs or just three guys whose minds went soft.  Were they trying to harm him?  Were they dangerous?  The questions persisted, yet he was no closer to a definitive answer than when he first pondered the question.  Even worse, he couldn’t make himself feel bad for it either.

      That worried him the most.  When life no longer had any value, did humanity stand a chance at survival?

      He slept fitfully next to the girl, who hadn’t changed positions all night.  She was snoring loudly, her nose plugged, and he couldn’t seem to get comfortable.  He finally sat up and re-stoked the fire.  The bitter cold found the insides of his bones, but the heat chased it away allowing him a better night’s sleep than he’d anticipated.

      They woke the next morning to the sounds of big trucks driving by.  Two Humvee’s roared by; three more came minutes after that.

      National Guard.

      He and the girl got back on their bikes and rode off and on until they hit the Bay Bridge.  The traffic was stacked up there.  It was a war zone.  Bodies and burnt cars everywhere.  Plus there were huge holes in the suspension bridge from where it was attacked.

      They wheeled their bikes and wagons through the chaos, watching where they went.  At one point, Jagger had to lift everything over a huge pile-up of cars.  He helped the girl over the vehicles, got her safely on the other side.  The other side, however, was hit so badly by munitions most of it had crumbled into the level below and didn’t look passable.

      There was one steel beam still intact, the concrete all around it crushed down.  It was a way over, but not even close to ideal.

      How the hell was he supposed to get everything over that?  The bare beam was at least thirty feet from edge to edge.  He looked down to see if they could slide down one side of the concrete to the first level roadway.  They couldn’t.  The collapse was too complete.

      Jagger stood there for what felt like ten minutes of contemplating before he picked up his bike and started across the beam.  He wasn’t a very large man, but he’d lost weight on this trip and the winds were not friendly.  He forced himself to go slow and steady.  Every gust could have been his end though, so he watched his balance and kept his eyes straight ahead.

      When he got to the other side, he saw the girl just staring at him.  He walked back across the beam, his confidence growing.  He carried the two wagons and their things across the beam, and then her bike.  Then he went back for her.  She was scared, he could see that.

      “Don’t look down past your feet.  It’s wider than you think.”

      It wasn’t.

      She started across the beam and he followed her, measuring her balance.  She stopped halfway across, froze.

      “You’re doing great,” he said.

      She didn’t move.

      “You can do it,” he said.  “Just put one foot in front of the other.”

      She started to move, but stopped, and this messed up her balance.  She put her hands out, started to circle them as her body lost balance.  He reached out, grabbed her—nearly lost his own balance—then held her in place.

      She started crying, sobbing.  He finally said, “Turn to me.”

      She turned, her delicate hands gripping his arms, his shirt.  When they were facing each other, he said, “Come here.”

      She did.

      He picked her up, slowly, carefully, and she clung to him for dear life, circling her arms around his neck, pressing her face into his chest.

      He moved, slowly, carefully, beyond terrified across the rest of the beam.  When they reached the other side, he plunked down hard and tried to still his rampant heart.

      She sat beside him but didn’t say anything.  She just snuffled and wiped her face.  Her hair was dirty, tangled and in her face.  She brushed it away, didn’t look at him.  It was almost as if she was embarrassed for having failed to walk across herself.

      When he stood, she stood.  They went to the bikes and he hooked the wagons back up.  After that, they rode across the rest of the bridge.  The nightmare that was San Francisco slowly unfolded.  The skies were smoky, but not terrible.  Certainly breathable.  But the damage was immeasurable.

      The closer he got to the Fremont exit, which would take him downtown, the more he realized this city was gone.  Fallen.  The Transamerica Pyramid was a memory, skyscrapers shelled and toppled, entire roads buried beneath collapsed buildings.  Fremont was still passable, but barely.  Half the street was broken glass from the skyscraper next to the exit, so they were forced to tread slowly over it, sparing the tires of their bikes, but risking getting cut if they stepped wrong.

      They circled around a swamp of debris, struggling to get the bikes past, almost abandoning the wagons because at some point he was having to carry them over huge mounds of unstable debris.  Twice he slipped.  Twice he lost his footing and sat down hard on lumps of dusty concrete.  Somewhere along the way, he twisted his ankle in a pile of rubble.

      The skin cut open, not in a gash, but enough that he began to worry about infection.  Once they got to Fremont, he realized just how bad downtown was.  He almost forgot to breathe, seeing what he was seeing.

      Most of downtown was piles of wreckage.  Completely impassable.

      “We’re so screwed,” he muttered under his breath.  He looked at the girl and she was looking at him, waiting.

      It took them days to get through.

      His ankle didn’t get infected, but they got plenty more scrapes, bruises and cuts trying to get through the crumbled buildings that once defined the skyline of this magical city by the bay.

      They ran out of food around the fifth day into being in San Francisco.  From there it got a bit hairy.  He told the girl to wait for him in the corner of a building that wasn’t demolished.  It didn’t look safe, but he couldn’t leave her unattended either.  Jagger slipped inside where it was pitch black and dusty.  Using one of the shotguns and an old battery operated flashlight he took from Bright’s place before they left, he went door to door, floor by floor looking through all the abandoned apartments.

      All of the numbered doors had been kicked in.  There wasn’t a body to be found.

      He found spoiled food and some dead pets, but he wasn’t finding anything to eat.  Finally, on the sixth floor, doing knock and drops—knocking on the door then kicking the door down—he found some canned food.  A lot of it.  Using plastic bags he grabbed from one of the previous homes, he packed up the food as well as an iron skillet and a hot mit, a can opener and two plastic bowls with silverware.

      He returned to the girl.  He found her cowering in the corner where he’d left her.  She held her finger to her lips, giving him the universal shush! signal.  He moved as quietly as he could into the corner of the building with her.  Poking his head around the corner, he saw several guys in National Guard uniforms loading stacks of dead bodies onto a large platform trailer hooked onto a ragtag Humvee.

      One of the bodies in the pile moved, then mewled.  A withered hand tried to creep out of a heap of bodies while the exposed head turned, eyes slowly blinking, its mouth trying to work its way open, to maybe say he was still alive.

      “Got another one,” the young kid announced.

      An older man with a steely look in his eyes, a set jaw and the hardened disposition of a career soldier, walked over, withdrew his pistol then discharged the weapon.  The dying man’s head flopped over, a single red hole in it.

      “Problem solved,” he said to the kid with a disgusted look on his face.

      Jagger opened a bottle of water.  He handed it to the girl, who went after it like she hadn’t seen water in a decade.  She drank deeply, her little lips cracked.  Studying the rest of her, he found her skin to be a bit too sallow, and her eyes a bit sunken.  She handed him the bottle and he finished most of it off.  She was looking at it, the last inch in the bottom.  The last inch he left for her.

      He handed it over; she downed it in a single shot.

      Outside the building, the soldiers went about their business collecting the bodies, dragging them to the trailer, pitching them onto the heap.  When they were done with that building, they moved up the street to the next, loaded the trailer until they couldn’t toss another body on top, then they left the scene altogether, presumably to dump their load.

      Jagger wasted no time popping open a can of beets.  He and the girl ate greedily from them, chewing loudly, drizzling maroon-colored juice down their lips and chins.  Every so often, she would look up at him and he would look up at her, but they wouldn’t say anything.  They didn’t need to.  When they finished the beets, they opened a can of green beans, ate at a more reasonable pace, then dried their chins and mouths with their shirts.

      She let out a little burp, then followed it with a smile.

      “Good one,” he said, opening the last bottle of water.  He handed it to her and she shook her head.  He took a sip then stored it with their things inside the wagon.

      “We should check out the rest of this building,” he said.  He watched her body sag.  “You want to come with me?”

      Now she perked up.

      They found a place to stash their stuff where it wouldn’t be seen by the casual observer, then walked up to the sixth floor where he resumed their apartment to apartment search.  They hunted for whatever they could use.  Things like medications and water.  Maybe a butcher knife  or a meat cleaver.  There was more stuff than food, and more food than fresh water, but they managed to gather a few jugs, some anti-biotic ointment for their cuts, a handful of vitamins and a couple bottles of Vicodin from an undisturbed bedside table.

      When they got back to the wagons and bikes, they loaded up what they could before setting out into city.  Jagger was trying to make it home before nightfall, but home was across town, closer to The Presidio.

      The moving was really slow, the destruction beyond measure.  So much of the city was treacherous and impassable.  Nightfall came quickly, too quickly.  They found an old apartment building that was locked from the outside, but undisturbed.  With a chunked block of concrete, he broke the glass to the front door.  After clearing it out, he entered the building with the girl in tow.  Shotgun at the ready, they proceeded in.

      The lobby was dark, a staircase nearby.  They made it up two floors without incident, but the walk was creepy.  It was pitch black.  He was so moved by the dark he felt alone, even though the girl was with him.  His brain began to unravel.

      He thought of all the horror movies he watched as a kid, the haunted homes and roaming ghosts and paranormal activity and it started to get to him so he tried to clear his mind and just move forward.

      The silence was eerie though.

      They got into a hallway where he flicked on his old flashlight enough to see the path ahead.  When he clicked it out again, he started moving from door to door, knocking lightly.  Somewhere down the hall, they heard rustling, but it was just a pack of rats scurrying into a hole in the wall.

      When they entered the first apartment, the natural light coming in from the windows brightened the place enough to see around, but he didn’t need the light to know someone had died in there.

      Behind him, the girl gagged.

      He moved into the kitchen, telling her to shut the door behind her.  She did.  He went through the pantry, the fridge, the drawers.  There were useful things in the drawers: a book of matches, a pack of batteries, chewing gum.  But no food.  Not even a can of beans or an unopened jar of pickles.

      They went through three more places before they found a 24 pack of waters stashed between a bed and the wall it sat upon.  There was a dried, meaty spray of what Jagger could only imagine on the pillow.  He ignored it while trying to tell himself he needed to be grateful for what he’d found.  The girl turned and threw up.  It looked like a bloody mess, but that’s only because they’d eaten beets a few hours ago.

      “You okay?” he asked, pulling her hair back.

      She shook her head.

      “Good, let’s go.  We’ve got water now.”

      She looked back up at the bed, her eyes on the carnage, then doubled over and dry heaved twice more.  When she was ready, they left the apartment tower, got their things and headed deeper into downtown.

      Night fell on them fast; they found a place to crash for the night.  It was on a couch in a gas station lounge, not ideal.  That’s all they could safely find as the sun dipped below the cityscape, taking both the light and the heat with it.

      Bundled in the blankets from the big rig, the girl slept, snoring lightly, her nose not as plugged as the day before.  He wrapped a blanket around himself, sat close to the girl, let himself drift off.  The next day was slow moving.  Really slow moving where they had to take the long way around everything.  They finally made it to the outskirts of downtown, but were stopped by a thirty-foot pile of bodies and the sinking sun.

      “We can’t walk over them,” he said, still taken aback.  “Not with cuts on our legs and arms.”

      He could only imagine the kinds of diseases festering in that gigantic mound of rot.  Besides the almost steady buzzing of blow flies, and the rustling of bodies that made him think of huge, ravenous rats.  When they were ready to go, he had to pull the girl away from the heap of bodies.

      She couldn’t stop staring.

      Together Jagger and the girl meandered into a nearby building looking for a place to crash.  The bottom few stories suffered some sort of ground level blast which left them uninhabitable, even for a night, but they did get upstairs about seven floors where he felt they were safe.  The only bed was a queen sized bed.  She took one side; he took the other.  Both of them stretched out and called it a day.

      “Good night,” he said.

      She didn’t say anything, but she reached out and put a little hand on his arm and it touched his heart.  This little girl he’d saved, maybe she would save him too one day.  Not from harm, but from the cruel weight of this war and the destruction it left in its wake.  This also made him think of his boys, and Lenna, and how much he missed all of them.

      As he was drifting off, he wondered if the boys would take to her.  He knew they would.  They had always wanted a little sister, same as Lenna always wanted a little girl.  Already Jagger was beginning to think of her as his child.  Was this because she had no one?  Or was it because he was developing a fondness for the child?  Perhaps it was measures of both.

      He drifted off, then woke the next morning to sounds from the street below.  Someone was setting the pile of bodies they’d encountered on fire, some Hitler youth looking guy.  The men were all fanning out, some of them heading into the same building he and the girl were in.

      Jagger hopped out of bed, careful not to wake the girl because she needed sleep.  He grabbed the gun, stood sentry at the door expecting trouble.

      He started to smell the smoke, the cooking of spoiled meat, the rotting smell just beneath it.  It was seeping into the windows.  He went to the window, looked down below.  Through the haze of black smoke, and saw a Humvee arriving.

      Next thing he knew, gunfire opened up below.  The girl stirred, opened her eyes.  She saw him looking at her and stilled.  Her eyes found his gun and then the window.

      The crackle of gunfire stopped.

      A few minutes later, Jagger watched the men pile out of the building.  They stripped the National Guardsmen of their weapons and uniforms, then confiscated the truck and left the nearly naked men in the street like tossed trash.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off the bodies below.  Not the ones immersed in flames, but the bodies of the men who had just died.

      He glanced back at the girl.  She said nothing.  I don’t even know your name, he thought as he looked her over.

      Finally he said, “I have two boys.  They’re a little older than you.  You’ll like them.”

      She looked away, then smiled and looked back.  For the first time since he found her, he thought he saw some light in those eyes of hers.
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* * *

      They left the room they were staying in because the stink of smoked flesh was seeping into the room they occupied.

      “We can’t stay here,” Jagger had said.  She nodded.  “It stinks, right?”

      She just looked at him, said nothing, then she looked down.

      They switched floors and sides, found a bedroom that seemed inhabitable, if only for a night.  They looked around the small apartment.  There was a full sized mattress and a couch.  Both smelled clean.  Like maybe someone had either just moved in when the war started or was getting ready to move out.  Probably the former.  He dragged the mattress into the living room, which wasn’t large but had a large glass window with a view.

      “I’ll take the couch?” he said.

      She looked away, out the window.  They slept through the day, woke near sunset and ate a can of chili, a small baggie of chip crumbs and drank two warm sodas.  The girl took a blanket off the bed and crawled up on the couch to settle in for the night.

      “So that’s how it’s going to be?” Jagger asked with a grin.

      She didn’t move.  Didn’t even act like she heard him.  Looking at the back of her head and body, she was curled on the couch facing away from him, not saying a word.  There was something so small and sweet about her, something so pure yet so broken.  He couldn’t even begin to imagine what was going on in that little sandy blonde head of hers.  She did, however, have the capacity to understand he needed the bed more than her, and somehow this left him feeling content.

      “Thank you,” he said, not expecting a response as he crawled into bed.

      The next day they got an early start.  It was frighteningly cold, as usual, but they’d picked up warmer clothes along the way, clothes they could shed in layers throughout the day as the chill burned off.  In the mornings, over their clothes, they wore their blankets like ponchos.  The girl draped hers over her head.  Jagger did not.  He couldn’t limit his hearing for the sake of keeping his ears warm.

      They burned the better part of the morning and half the afternoon getting down one side of California Street and up the other side.  Devastation was spread out everywhere.  At times the street was blocked, but sometimes they could inch through here and there, and maybe navigate their way over small landslides of rubble.

      By and large, there were no apartment towers, only rows of two and three story buildings.  And California was a wide street.  The problem with that was at the time of the first attack, it looked like traffic was heavy.  That meant a congestion of cars.  Because of this, most of the time they had to walk their bikes and wagons.  When they could ride, however, they usually didn’t because they’d just have to get off again it was that bad.

      By the time they reached California and Presidio, they felt like they’d been walking uphill for like ten hours.

      Turning on Presidio, seeing more hills directly ahead, he said, “You ready for lunch?”

      She let her bike drop in a clatter on the sidewalk, plopped down on her little butt then laid all the way down on her back and said nothing.

      He laughed then did the same.

      They laid like that until some guys came walking by.  They looked at the two of them, their wagons with food and a few bottles of water and started toward them.  Jagger sat up and showed them his gun.  They changed direction immediately.  He laid back down, enjoying the silence and the cool breeze washing over their overheated bodies.

      “Water?” he asked.

      She didn’t even move but to shoot out her hand.  He laughed again.  When he handed her the bottle, she sat up smiling, then drank deeply.

      Jagger studied her dirty face and her unkempt hair, hair that was in dire need of a washing.  He thought of using the water to wash her face, but he imagined he wasn’t much of a sight right now either.

      Jagger was always a good looking man, and being military, he’d taken care of his appearance.  But now he was wearing clothes with blood and dirt on them.  His hair had grown out, his beard—which was non-existent for years—was now full and no longer itching.  He was lean, though.  Too lean.  Where before he worked out regularly, now he was constantly walking, riding, scavenging, and he wasn’t eating much so he’d grown skinny.  Far too skinny for his own liking.

      What would Lenna think when she saw him?  God, he missed her so much.  He missed the boys, their lives together, everything.  Looking up Presidio, knowing home was but a dozen blocks away, he could not stop the unwanted mixture of both hope and dread.

      Climbing to his feet, he said, “You ready?”

      She picked up her bike, took a deep breath, then blew it out and looked at him.  Her hair was a mess and she was all skin and bones.  But she was ready.  He smiled and nodded his head and then said, “I’m so proud of you.”

      She looked down, suddenly nervous, and then she looked up the street to where they were going and started up the hill.  He picked up his bike and started after her.

      They trudged up three long blocks passing Sacramento Street and Clay.  At the top of the hill they hit Washington.  A few blocks later he saw his street.  His excitement soared.  For the most part, the homes were still in tact.  Then he saw the smoked cars in front of what would be his house and everything changed.  When he saw his house, his stomach dropped and he felt sick.  His nightmares were officially coming true.

      The girl looked back, saw the panicked look in his eyes, saw how he looked like he was falling apart.  If he started walking on his own, he didn’t realize it.  When he was within half a block of the house his eyes flooded and everything bright and hopeful in his heart turned black.

      His house looked like it was the casualty of a car bomb.

      There were exploded pieces of a body on the street near an SUV and a Maxima, both shells of their former selves.  Across the way, in some other wreckage from some other mess, was a corpse of a boy laid out sideways.  He thought of Hagan, and Ballard.  Hurrying over, he slowed and relaxed when he realized it was someone else.  Neither of his boys.

      But the house…

      The girl just stood there in the middle of the street watching this, not knowing what to do, or how to act.  He was talking to himself now.  Mumbling incoherently.  He didn’t want to go inside the house, but he had to.  He had to!  It was collapsed, not entirely pancaked on itself, but close enough that maybe, possibly…

      Dropping all his gear on what would have been the front yard, he headed inside the devastated home and the first thing he saw was the note.

      Oh thank GOD!

      “They left a note,” he said giddy, holding it up and heading back outside to where the girl was standing.  “They left a note!”

      She didn’t move.  She merely stared at him.

      To her that meant more walking.  To him he was okay with it because he pretty much knew where they were heading.  It was only a few miles from there.  That meant a day, two tops depending on the walk over and how much light they had left.  Then again, he could travel at night.  There were no more drones, and since there were no heaters inside the homes, what would it matter if they were cold outside or cold inside?  He needed to see his wife and kids.

      “Time to go to college,” he said.

      They got on their bikes and rode back to Presidio, then dropped down and cruised the streets where they could.  By the time they hit the hellish mess that was the Public Storage building, it was dark.  They stopped for a moment at the blown out smithereens of a Target building.  She stayed awake while Jagger took a brief cat nap.  By the time they got to Masonic it was pitch black outside.

      Hayes is around there somewhere, he thought.

      They passed McAllister Street, kept going.  They passed Fulton and Grove next, and then he saw it: Hayes Street.  He saw the college, went up the steps, tried the door.

      It was locked.

      “There must be another way around,” he said, fighting not to get dejected, but operating off of such little energy.  “Let’s leave the bikes and wagons.”

      She did as she was told.  They walked around the corner, saw two men with guns.

      Jagger pulled her close, slid her behind him using his body as cover.  He thought about the gun stuffed under his shirt but didn’t go for it.  No reason to alarm the men, even though they scared the crap out of him.

      The two strangers stopped in the middle of the street.  They were all facing each other, each waiting for the other to move first.  For Jagger, there was no use turning around and taking two in the back, but if he drew now, he’d eventually put the girl in the crossfire.  The thing was, you just never knew who was who on a night like this in a world like this.

      The older of the two men cleared his throat and said, “It’s not safe to be out here, friend.”

      “It’s not safe to be anywhere,” he replied.

      And it wasn’t.
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      Rider and Stanton head down Ashbury toward the house where the boys and Atlanta were stashed.  They encountered two shadows, a man and a child.  The man shoved the child behind his back and waited in the darkness in perfect silence.

      Rider said, “It’s not safe to be out here, friend.”

      “It’s not safe to be anywhere.”

      “You okay?” Stanton asked.

      “I guess,” he replied.  “But not really.”

      Rider turned his flashlight on them; they both winced and turned away.

      “The girl doesn’t look so good,” Rider said.  She was a cute little thing, but too skinny, her hair dirty, her face smudged with the wear of a few long weeks.

      “She’s worse off than me, but probably just as tough.”

      “You walk like a soldier,” Rider said.

      “I was going to say the same to you.”

      “What branch?”

      “Marines, you?”

      “Spent time with the company,” Rider said.  “You a good man?”

      “You’re the spook, so you tell me.”

      “That girl yours?”

      “No.”

      Rider seemed to think about this, then: “That’s reassurance enough for me.”

      The four of them met in the street.  Rider extended a hand, which the man shook.  “I’m Rider and this is Stanton.”  Stanton and the man shook hands, then Rider said, “What’s your name, miss?”

      The girl looked up, sort of scared of him, maybe because of his croaking voice, or perhaps because he and Stanton were both armed and practically dripping with the blood of a brutal attack.  Fortunately the near moonlight wasn’t bright enough to show her the colors of the carnage they wore, but their presence had her pulling herself into the man next to her.

      “She’s shy,” the stranger said.  “You guys okay?  I know that smell.”

      “The gangs around here, they’re trying to assert themselves over folks who are just doing their best to survive and protect their families.”

      “How many?” he asked.  As in how many did they kill.

      Rider looked at Stanton, to which Stanton said, “Thirteen, maybe fourteen.”

      “Just the two of you?” he asked, impressed.

      Both men nodded, not having to say any more.  Then a front door opened and Atlanta popped her head out.  “Rider?”

      “Grab the boys, Atlanta.  It’s safe.”

      She shut the door, then turned back to the man.  The moon was going behind the clouds again, taking away some of the light.

      “Where you from?” Stanton asked.

      “Here,” the man replied.  “But I’ve been traveling a bit.  Returning from San Diego.  Found this one in Sacramento.”  He put his arm around the girl protectively, fatherly.  “You got kids?”

      Rider said “No” at the same time that Stanton said “Yes.”

      “Two,” Stanton said.  “You?”

      “Two boys, although, I don’t…I’m not sure…” he said.  He seemed exhausted, too tired to know how to finish that sentence without losing himself to the same fears Stanton possessed since the very beginning.

      Just then the three kids emerged from the house and joined them in the street.  They were all shadows together, the three smallest shadows being sleepy and slow, ready for a real bed, a real place to call home again, a real community where they could be safe.

      “Never got your name,” Rider said to the man.

      “Jagger,” he said.  “Jagger Justus.”

      “Dad?” one of the boys said, breathless with emotion.

      Everything suddenly went so still the perfect silence seemed to bear a silky, measurable weight.

      “Hagan?  Ballard?”

      The two boys rushed through the darkness and grabbed on to the man in a fierce hug.  The joy of the most unexpected reunion ever began eliciting tearful sobs from both the man and his boys.  Rex and Stanton stood there, trading baffled looks, the kind of looks that said, “What in the hell are the odds of this?”

      Standing up, his boys latched to him like children despite their ages and the growing up they had to do to survive this war.  Jagger turned to the little girl who stepped back from the boys and said, “These are my two boys, Hagan and Ballard.”

      Both boys said hello to the girl, and for a long moment, no one said anything, not even the girl.  Then in the smallest voice ever, she said, “Hello.”

      “What’s your name?” Ballard said.

      “Elizabeth.”

      Everyone introduced themselves to Elizabeth and the girl seemed to relax.  Atlanta, however, seemed to attach to her most.

      She said, “You have pretty hair.  I can wash it when we get to the college.”

      “You mom?” Jagger asked, speaking in fragments only because it was clear he was too hopeful for good news and too fearful of bad news that he couldn’t quite string the words together.

      “She’s okay,” Ballard said.

      “She’s at the college, which is where we’re headed,” Hagan said.  Then to Rider: “Is there room for two more?”

      Just as he was saying there most definitely was, they heard the sound.  It was the sound of Detroit muscle struggling for every foot of covered ground.  One dim headlight rounded the corner on Ashbury and headed their way.

      Jagger and the girl tensed, but Hagan said, “They’re with us.  I think.”

      The Olds was absolutely beat to hell.  The thing looked like it survived a wrecking yard, with its smashed up hood, no windshield, crunched exterior and smoking engine.

      Just then everyone saw how damn bloody Rider and Stanton were, but they said nothing.  Indigo simply pulled up next to the pack and said, “You okay?”

      “Ran into some trouble,” Rider said.

      “Us too.”

      “Did you handle it?” Stanton asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “What happened?”

      “We decided it was best to stay together,” Rex said from inside the car.

      “Did you decide that all on your own?” Rider probed.

      “Not really,” Indigo said.

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning the Horde burned the house down.  Almost burned us, too.”

      “And…?”

      “Let’s just say my obsession with revenge has come to a fruitful conclusion,” Indigo replied.

      “What now?” Stanton asked, more to his brother-in-law than to Indigo.

      Rex said, “Beans and wieners, clean water, a warm bed and some good company.”

      Everyone laughed, then they all headed back to the college where Rider introduced them to the security staff before ushering them inside.

      “I’ll get you guys some rooms and a place to clean up,” Rider said.

      Atlanta said, “Elizabeth can stay with me.”  Elizabeth looked up at Jagger, almost scared, but with the question in her eye.

      “You okay with that?” he asked.

      She smiled the slightest bit and so Jagger nodded and said, “It’s okay by me then.”

      Rider introduced them to several more people, women with kind faces and eyes that were tired but alert and eager to help.

      Everyone got set up with rooms, then Jagger asked Rider, “Do you know Lenna?  My wife?”

      “I do,” he said.  “Pulled her out of the house along with your boys.”

      “You did that?”

      Rider gave him a sideways grin.  He wasn’t big on taking credit for things.  Just doing them was enough.  With all the difficult things he’d done in his life, all the horrible things he’d done in the name of covert operations, and war, he felt he was finally starting to balance the equation of his life.  Perhaps one day the positive would outweigh the negative and he’d have a way into the better echelons of the afterlife.

      “I can’t thank you enough.”

      “She’ll be wanting to see you,” he said.  “Let me take you to her.”

      Jagger looked back to where the boys were with Atlanta and Elizabeth.  They were turning one of the classrooms into a bedroom for the four of them.  The classroom was lit by candles brought to them by ladies who were once mothers, wives and grandmothers, but had since been widowed and left childless by the war.

      More than anything, Rider knew they were happy to have children in the community, even of they weren’t their own.  In times like this, they were their children, and for that some of the wounds were once again able to heal.  They would not be without their scars, but to have the sounds of life and happiness around would certainly begin to tip the scales in this life.

      “They’ll be okay,” Rider said, holding a candle.  “This place is heavily fortified, and now that some of the more unsavory elements in this neighborhood are…neutralized…we should be safe for awhile.  Like I said, Lenna will want to see you.”

      They walked down the hallway until he came to a room where the door was shut and glass was painted with black paint for privacy.  “This is her.”  He handed Jagger the candle and said, “I’m three rooms up on the right side if you need me.”

      “You okay without the candle?” he whispered.

      “Spent a lot of time here, so yeah.  I know this place in the dark.”

      With that he left Jagger to his wife.  He took a stabilizing breath then walked through the darkness to Sarah’s room.  His room.  He both heard and felt the rush of blood in his ears.  His pulse raced and he felt a little sweat gather around his collar.  Why was he so nervous around her?  He knew why.  He didn’t even have to ask the question.

      This is the back door out of the apocalypse, he told himself.  This is how I right the many wrongs.  In this place.  With this woman.

      He stepped into the room and a sleepy voice said, “Rider?”

      “It’s me, baby.”

      He heard her sit up in bed and he went to her.  She was reaching out a hand and he took it.  “What’s wrong with your voice?”

      “You know the battle taking place on the other side of the college?”

      “Yeah.  It’s over though.”

      “That was me and Stanton.”

      Her voice suddenly had life to it.  “Are you okay?”

      “Other than a sore throat, yeah.  I feel pretty great, now that I’m with you.”

      “Come to bed with me,” she said in her soft Cuban accent.

      “I need to wash up first.”

      “I don’t care about that,” she said, thinking he was talking about feeling dirty.

      “I’ve got a lot of blood on me, none of it mine, but it’s starting to feel sticky and we don’t want the sheets looking like a crime scene in the morning.”

      “Okay,” she said, disappointed.  “When you come back, will you lie with me?”

      “Of course I will.”

      “Will you tell me you love me?”

      Smiling in the darkness, squeezing her hand just a little tighter, he said, “I will.  I’ll tell you, and then you can tell me.”

      “It’s a deal,” she said.
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* * *

      Jagger opened the door and quietly entered the room.  He heard the rhythmic sounds of Lenna sleeping and nearly broke into tears.  She was his whole life.  He’d spent so much time terrified he’d lost her and the boys, yet there she was, before him, turned sideways on a full-sized mattress with her back to him.

      He leaned down, pulled her hair across her face like he always did in the mornings.  After a moment, he began gently rubbing her back.

      She stirred, then stopped flat.

      “Jagger?”

      His heart leapt and he said, “Hi sweetheart.”

      She rolled over in bed, saw him by the candlelight and with instantly wet eyes said, “Is that really you?”

      She reached up, touched his face with her hand and started crying.  He set the candle on a nearby chair, kicked off his shoes and said, “I’m sorry I stink, but it’s been a long journey.”

      She held him that night, not letting go, startling herself awake every so often, touching him to make sure he was indeed real, then telling him how much she loved him, how much she missed him, how much she needed him.

      When they woke the next morning, he got up early, padded down the hall where the kids were playing and watched them.  Mostly he watched Elizabeth.  She was starting to open up again, or maybe for the first time.  His heart broke and mended at the sight of her.  Lenna always talked about having a girl…funny how sometimes these things worked out.

      She saw him and ran up to him, hugging him.

      “I love it, here,” she said, her voice not so small anymore, her words not so uninhibited.

      “I want you to meet Lenna.  She’s my wife and the boys’ mother.”

      She took his hand and he walked her down the hall, smiling at all the new faces, introducing himself and Elizabeth to them.  When they got into the room, Lenna was sitting in the chair, pulling her hair into a short ponytail.  She looked up and saw them both and smiled, her eyes going back and forth from the girl to him.

      “Lenna, this is Elizabeth.  Elizabeth, this is my wife Lenna.”

      “Well hello,” Lenna said, instantly drawn to the child.  The girl started to reach for Jagger, but stopped, unsure of what to do.

      “Hi,” she said, small again, nervous.

      “I found her in Sacramento several weeks back.  I wanted someone to travel with, and she needed a place to stay.  I was wondering if it was okay with you if she could stay with us?”

      She looked at Elizabeth and smiled, then she said, “Would you like that?”

      The girl nodded, her young eyes looking up at Lenna, who looked so beautiful he almost couldn’t stand it.

      “Well you can stay with us for as long as you want,” she said.  “Forever even, if you choose.”

      She looked up at Jagger and he gave her a reassuring nod.  “You want to go back and play with the kids?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Well then,” he said, “off you go.”

      She walked down the hallway, leaving Jagger with Lenna.  He turned to her and said, “She survived something horrific.  I couldn’t leave her alone.  And I’m glad I didn’t.  That little angel is someone very, very special.”

      “You’re too far away from me,” Lenna said.  He went to her and she hugged him around the waist.  “Sometimes I wonder if you’re even real right now.”

      “I am.  We are.  And now we’re back together.”
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      My husband is back.  My brother is back.  Lenna finally has her husband and the boys have their father back.  Indigo has her mother, too.  She has my brother and the chance to let go of her father, maybe make a new life, one I actually want.  Indigo seems to be throwing herself into Rex and he’s been freaking googly-eyed over her.  Even Macy is feeling better and hanging out a lot with Hagan, Ballard and Atlanta.  And I love, love, LOVE little Elizabeth!  She’s such a blessing to our family, one more person to adore, a terrific balance to our family.

      And Stanton.  Oh my God, Stanton.

      Rider told me about the attack across the street because Stanton kept it to himself.  So when I heard what he did, I have to say, my attraction to him soared.  SOARED! My man has his confidence back, one he’s earned and continues to earn.  All of this makes me wonder if we are in bad times, but good times, too.

      I know it’s hard to imagine a reality like this being possible.  Especially in a world as downtrodden as this one.  But with all the craziness of life behind us, we are forced back to each other.  Our jobs no longer rule us, nor do school activities or things like consumption and ego.  Our families are everything to us.  We will do everything to protect them, to take care of them, to grow and expand them.  Who would have thought?

      Not me.

      But now…now for the first time, I’m hopeful, Stanton is hopeful, our families are hopeful.  I’m not sure where this will go, and I’m positive there will be new struggles, but now that we are together, we are most certainly stronger as a group than either of us were on our own.

      The sun is going down on the horizon and we’ve had a good day of collections.  I walk down the hall down and out back where I find the guys.  They’re smoking fat cigars and drinking warm brandy.  I catch them talking about the best way to defend the college, but also how many people they can take in and what it takes to sustain all of us.

      These will most likely be our conversations for awhile, but one day they won’t.  One day this abnormal will be every day’s normal.  I pray for that day.

      And I know in my heart that day will come.
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      The prisoner sat in a jail cell, unwilling to sleep, fists ready and jaw set.  There were four other men in there with him, brutes through and through.  One of them was now dead.  He was the guy who couldn’t stop snoring, the guy who kept everyone awake.  Two of the three guys now asleep, they were the ones who beat this guy to death hours earlier.

      Behind him, the prisoner heard rubber soles walking on the polished concrete floors of the jail.  He turned around, saw the deranged Mall Cop who had been playing guard.

      “C’mere,” his jailer whispered.

      The prisoner got up and walked to the bars, using every last ounce of energy he had to not look whipped.

      Through the bars, the guard handed him a peach and said, “Eat quietly, toss the pit out here when you’re done.”

      He did.

      The next night the guard came by and found the prisoner beaten badly.  In the center of the cell, one of the remaining survivors was sprawled out on the floor with his skull stomped in.

      “What happened?”

      The prisoner shrugged his shoulders.  He had swollen knuckles and one of his shoes was gone.  In the corner was the other man, also looking sufficiently trampled, but not dead.  He was holding a shoe.  The third man was asleep.  He slept all the time.

      “He take that?” the guard asked, nodding at the guy with the shoe.

      “I’m gonna get it back.”

      “Then what?”

      The prisoner shrugged his shoulders, narrowed eyes on the guy with his shoe.

      “If you could get out of here,” the guard asked, quietly, almost conspiratorially, “where would you go?”

      “Home, of course.”

      “If you even have one,” the guard challenged.

      “Home isn’t a place anymore,” the prisoner replied, “it’s a person.”

      “Your wife?”

      He shook his head, held the guard’s eye.

      “Girlfriend?”

      “Daughter,” he replied.

      “She got a name?”

      “Of course she’s got a name.”

      “You want another peach, or am I wasting my time on you?”

      “Her name is Indigo.”

      “That’s a beautiful name,” he says, un-holstering his weapon and taking out his keys.  “It was also my grandmother’s favorite color.”

      With that, he pointed the gun inside the cell, but no one moved.  He opened the door, stepped aside for the prisoner and said, “Good luck, friend.”

      Nickolas Platt stood and looked at the guard, eye to eye to see if he was full of it.  Apparently he wasn’t.  Nick walked out of the cell and said, “Thanks.”  Then: “You got any extra shoes?  Size ten maybe?”

      “The world is full of dead people, friend,” he said, handing Nick a small peach.  “You’ll have no problem finding a pair of shoes.  Like I said, good luck.”

      “Thanks,” Nick said wondering how the hell he was going to get from San Diego to San Francisco on foot.  “I’m pretty sure I’m going to need it.”

      

      
        
        END OF BOOK 3
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        1

      

      

      Some people are always talking about how when you need someone, anyone, that when your friends fail you and your family abandons you and humanity sinks into a mire of its own making, at least you have God.

      But what if you need Him and all He’s got for you is closed lips and a cold shoulder?  Well, the answer becomes simple: you’re on your own.

      I tell myself it’s better this way.  But it’s a lie.  It was a lie when the world was normal and it’s a lie now that it’s not.  Every so often, when I think back to the beginning, to just before all this happened, when I think about all the drama that used to breed, gestate and grow legs not only in school but between my parents at home, I think I might actually believe in the high merits of solitude.

      At one point I might have even told myself the apocalypse would be a welcomed reprieve from real life.  That if civilization fell, I’d no longer feel so alone.  That the threat of extinction would bring us all together not as one social group or another, but as human beings.

      I allowed myself the indulgence of these grand, foolish thoughts because the unthinkable had happened and I suddenly found myself grappling with a new reality, one with ragged edges and the everyday promise of death.

      The pillars of this once cultured world shuddered and disintegrated.  Much to my dismay, to my absolute horror, people didn’t turn to each other the way I had hoped, rather they turned on each other with a sort of sick desperation.  Now that I’m up to my teeth in it, my perspective has shifted.  I am no longer that naïve girl from before.  The world is different, I am different, and nothing is guaranteed, not even the survival of our species.

      My name is Indigo, and this is my story.

      

      
        
        2

      

      

      My dad is leaving me, and honestly, it feels like the worst time ever.  This day was coming, I knew it was, and I knew it would feel like this, but still…

      “I won’t be gone long,” he says.  “Two days for sure, three tops.”

      I give my father my big empty eyes; I show him my most neutral face.  This will be my first time at home all alone and though I’m eighteen—certainly no child—a first is a first.

      The truth is, when my mother fell for some high society knuckle dragger pitching her the dream life, she left creating a gaping hole in our lives, this big, sad vacuum me and my dad felt swallowed in.  It left us raw, but at least we had each other.

      Now he’s leaving, too.  Unlike my mother, however, he’s coming back.  Which is good, because most people have a few someone’s they can lean on, just not me.  All I’ve got is him.

      “What am I going to do with myself for the next three days?” I ask.

      He shrugs his shoulders and gives me a sheepish grin.  He knows I don’t really have any friends.  He also knows I’m not prone to getting into trouble, so perhaps he’s thinking that leaving me here by myself is a no-brainer.  Well, it is for him.  But it’s not for me, not at all.  I make the face.

      “What?” he asks with a laugh.

      “I guess sometimes I just wish Mom were here,” I admit, although I know the weight behind this statement is too much to bear right now, for either of us.

      His subtle amusement fades.

      “Join the crowd, Shooter,” he says, gathering up his things—car keys, cell phone, wallet.

      My dad calls me Shooter because it sounds better than archer.  Mostly I’m into archery, but I shoot guns, too, therefore, I’m a shooter.

      Shooter.

      Mom split a few years back.  She’s gone now, but not all the way gone.  Every so often she calls to see how I am, how school is, how life is treating me.

      “It’s amazing, Mom,” I answer, deadpan.  “Just amazing.”

      She once said she loved my dry humor.  I’m still not sure if she was being sarcastic, or if she was for real.

      Now when she calls, I say, “Hang on, I’ll get Dad,” to which she says, “You know I’m calling to talk to you.”

      Of course she is.  She doesn’t talk to my dad.  Even though he’s super chill, good looking and usually on his game, she’s avoiding him like the plague.  Even I know she doesn’t want to take responsibility for what she’s done, for how badly she hurt us.

      When she first went and demolished our family for this promising new beau of hers, after a few weeks passed, she called and I asked how things were.  To her, everything was fairy dust and rainbows.  She was in love.  Now two years later, she’s doing everything she can to hide the remorse in her voice.  It’s there, though.  I can hear it.

      Beneath the reflective surface of those still waters, an undercurrent of discontent is churning.  It’s a restless undertow she’s desperately trying to hide.  Sometimes I think when she’s done with Tad (yep, the homewrecker has a name and it’s a really dumb one!), I wonder if she’ll come crawling back to my dad.  Even worse, I wonder if he’ll take her back.  I hope he doesn’t.  She doesn’t deserve someone like him.

      Anyway, I’m no psychologist and I’m not going to pretend I understand anything that has to do with relationships—especially marriage—but even I can see she’s not where she needs to be in life.  The woman has no clue what she wants.  If she hadn’t cheated on my dad the way she did, I would almost feel sorry for her.  But she did, so I don’t.

      So now she lives with her new boo a few miles from here.  I’ve been to their home half a dozen times and I swear to Jesus, I don’t like it.  It’s too large and too ostentatious and it’s really cold inside.  Not cold like the weather, or ice cream—rather it feels cold the way you describe something as empty, something devoid of a soul.  That brings me to Tad.

      Oh, Lord…Tad.

      I don’t like talking about him since he pretty much stole my mom from us, but whatever.  He’s a small part of my life whether I like it or not.  I’d tell you all about the guy, but I don’t want to waste too much time subject of Tad because teenage angst over your mom’s new squeeze is just a tad too juvenile and annoying, even for me.

      After going to my mom’s new place for dinner for the first time, my father asked me how it was.  What he was really asking for was intel, gossip, my most judgmental take on what has become enemy territory.  Naturally, I embellished.

      “Tad is a bit of a douchebag with a tad more hair grease than a man his age should have and he’s a tad bit condescending when he talks to me, acting like I should be more of a girly girl like mom and not some practically flat chested tomboy who likes to shoot things and drive muscle cars.”

      The way I said it, honestly, I’ve never seen my dad squirm like that.  Was I being a bit too dramatic?  A tad too self-deprecating?  Perhaps.

      “That kind of language is unbecoming of a woman,” my dad said, completely ignoring what I thought was a brilliant play on words.

      “Did no one ever tell you?  Douchebag isn’t a bad word.  It’s an adjective people like me use so we don’t have to say a-hole.”

      “Whatever,” he said, half amused.  “And don’t say those things about yourself.  You’re perfect the way you are.”

      The one thing not lost on me was my dad referring to me as a woman.  I’m a senior in high school and ready as ever to get out of the cesspool of bullies and narcissistic cliques and over-liberal teachers telling me how I should think rather than how to do math or science or where to properly place a dangling participle.  I feel like an angsty teenage girl who doesn’t quit fit into the world around me.  What I don’t feel like, however, is a woman.

      To me, a woman has a job.  She has bills and credit cards and appointments with the salon.  She has a place of her own, a few different guys wanting to please her, and she has sex.  Lots and lots of mind blowing sex.

      So no, I’m not feeling so much like a woman.  But if I’ve got to start somewhere, then staying home by myself for a few days will be the next step in the evolution of yours truly.  It’ll be like a trial run of growing up.  And I’ll tell you this…the first thing I’m going to do is not get up at six a.m.  The second thing I’m planning for is more sleep!

      Not that I’ll tell my dad any of this.   I won’t.

      Right now the two of us are standing in the kitchen with a morning chill pressed on our windows and the outside world black and silent.  I’m in my pajamas with bed head and sleep crusted eyes not wanting my dad to leave.

      “Will you let me know when you get there?” I ask, folding my arms.  “Because San Diego is a long ways away.”

      He’s eating toast, skimming his itinerary one last time.

      “I will.  You have a list on the counter.  Alarm code.  Emergency credit card.  Keys to the gun safe if you need it.  Plus there’s a hundred dollars in there for food and gas.  And you know where all the emergency numbers are, so…”

      “Yeah,” I whisper.

      He glances up at me, gives me a look, then opens his arms and says, “Come here.”  I go to him, and he pulls me into one of his amazing hugs.  I won’t lie, I’m a daddy’s girl.  He lets go after a minute or two, tells me he loves me then says, “Will you please, please, please make sure you go to school?”

      “I’m going to give it my best,” I say on the tail end of a long yawn, “but I can’t make any promises this early in the morning.”

      He frowns at me, but that’s because he knows I love teasing him.  And right now I’m only teasing him because I don’t want him going away.  I don’t want him leaving me all alone.

      “I got you a little something for when I’m gone,” he tells me.

      It’s not hard to see how much he cares about me, how much he loves to dote on me.  It’s one of my favorite things about him.

      “You did?” I ask, feigning surprise.

      “It’s in my office, on the desk.  I’ll call you when the conference lets out tonight, then again before it starts back up in the morning.  Keep your cell phone on, okay?”

      “Ten-four,” I tell him with pouty eyes.

      Outside, he fires up his new Dodge Challenger.  It’s matte black, lowered on beefy custom rims and it’s got some pretty cool headlights, specifically the blood orange halo surrounds.  With the shaker hood, the hearty rumble of the Hemi engine and glowing reddish-orange eyes, this beast has a life and personality of its own.  The minute we saw it, we both fell in love with it, and that’s how Dad got his new car.  Of course, with him getting a new car, I couldn’t help but ask about his old one.

      “Baby,” he said, “my old car is your new car, if you want it.”

      Hell yeah I wanted it!

      Anyway, as my dad is leaving, I wave to him one last time, then stand there in my pj’s and listen to the Detroit engine grumbling its way down Dirt Alley.  I won’t lie, the sound is beyond intoxicating.  The second his wheels leave the packed earth and touch asphalt, Dad gets on it and that sexy black beast tears a hole in the early morning silence.

      Had I known that was the last time I was going to see him, I would have hugged him a tad bit harder and a tad bit longer.
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