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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    HE STARED INTO THE COLD, GREY SKY, hoping the face of a divine being would push past the haze, and reveal his life to be an illusion. Her hands were cold; colder than when she was alive. He knelt beside her in the field, wanting to cry, but lacking the energy. 
 
    He felt like a specimen encased in amber unable and unwilling to move. Time seemed frozen alongside him, until he took note of the amassing snow. It had risen two inches up his knees in the time he had been immobile. She was being buried, covered up like a dark secret, but in the world post-fall of polite, this atrocity didn't need to be hidden. He didn't have to worry about the force of the law or the judgement of others. He could move on with his life and face no repercussions… but he didn't want to. 
 
    Snow climbed up the sides of her face like moss up the brickwork of an abandoned building left to the ravages of time in the forest of exile. The blood she had lost was already covered by a fresh dusting of precipitation. Now only his own blood shown crimson on the earth's canvas as it continued to leak from the gash on the side of his neck. 
 
    She had missed his jugular, poor thing. An inch higher and it would have been her kneeling over him. 
 
    He wished she had slashed an inch higher.  
 
    Snow frosted his skin and settled in the pulsating wound in his neck. Steam pumped into the air with each breath through his open mouth. He couldn't believe what he had done. She looked so gentle, so innocent. Her hay colored hair spread haphazardly across the snow like the head of an unruly mop. He hadn't thought himself capable of such an act, even in this new world. 
 
    The slice along his neck stung, but he felt the pain of the wound he had lavished upon the woman far more intimately. He could see past the meat of her throat to her vocal cords. He imagined her singing voice, delicate and warm. He dropped her knife into the snow and it disappeared into the powder. 
 
    I should have let her do it, he thought. She was scared, and she had every right to be. He knew he looked scarier than he was at heart, his large frame undiminished by the scarcity of food. How could she have known he wasn't like the others. Maybe she wasn't wrong, maybe he wasn't unlike the others. They all took life just the same. But they don't feel bad about it, he told himself. 
 
    Unable to reconcile his actions, he decided not to forgive himself. He wanted to freeze solid, to be preserved like an early human, awaiting discovery by a future generation who had sorted out the state of the world. But he knew this world couldn't be sorted out. Not anymore. The damage was done. 
 
    In the end it was the blood loss that did him in before the cold or the hunger. By the time he fell dead on top of her there was a thick layer of snow to separate their bodies. 
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 1. THE END OF NORMAL 
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS WINTER, early January, just after Christmas. Maria Dubrek and her brother Mark were now on their own for the first time in their lives. What they had always called a house was no more than an apartment, in truth. They had half of an old farm house to themselves, the upstairs, rented from an old couple whose family had owned the property since the 1920s. The downstairs apartment was occupied by a petty criminal who spent just as much time in a cell at the local jail as he did in his apartment. Only in his 20s, Buddy had passed in and out of the police station enough to know the entire the town’s police force by name. Maria, Mark, and their father had moved in nearly 15 years prior, and would never move out. 
 
    The siblings had just spent their first Christmas alone. Their father had passed away from lung cancer a few days before the holiday. It was a slow, drawn-out affair with plenty of false hope along the way. 
 
    They had an Aunt living a state over who was now burdened with taking them in. She was their only family left, and they were hers. 
 
    Aunt Kim was never much of a people-person. Her little brother had been her only close relationship since their own parents passed away two decades earlier. Now that her brother was gone too, she would try her best with his children but she wasn’t optimistic about her odds. Aunt Kim feared the siblings would grow to view her as an evil stepmother figure, rather than the caring aunt she aspired to be. She viewed it as inevitable. Every relationship she had ever endeavored had fallen apart eventually. She had no friends, and had stopped trying to change that long ago. 
 
    She had, for many years as a young woman, earned her living as a restaurant and hotel critic traveling throughout New England. When the internet caught on, she saw a chance to change careers. She became an early proponent of drop-shipping in time for the E-commerce explosion. To her, it was idyllic. She was now perfectly capable of earning a living from the cozy comfort of her own isolated home. Limiting her need to leave the house was a big selling point. 
 
    Kim had yet to properly grieve her little brother’s death. She had not made the trip for the funeral, nor had she spoken openly with his kids about the matter. She was doing her best to avoid thinking about it and had, thus far, been successful. She suspected that bringing the young brother and sister into her home would make facing his death inevitable. Life was full of unfavorable inevitables. She hoped they wouldn’t need too much comforting. 
 
    For now, the Dubrek siblings were still in the old farmhouse; two teenagers slumming away the days following their father’s funeral, cut off from the outside world; their mourning a form of self-imposed exile. 
 
    Mark was a year older than Maria’s 17, but she often found herself having to act like the big sibling. Mark was always a bit immature. He had a few friends in high school but he had far more classmates who hated him. He would frequently make people angry; usually on purpose. Riling up others was a sport in his eyes. Maria didn’t think he was a full-blown bully because he was bullied a fair bit himself, but he was definitely in the ballpark, and she realized she might have been wrong to think that one negated the other. 
 
    Mark had long, brown hair; straight and with a strong sheen. People would often mistake him for a girl and that would upset him, but he would always refuse to cut it all the same. Maria never understood why, and Mark didn't fully understand the reason himself. He knew it had something to do with it being his choice. Anytime someone told him to cut it, that made him want to do the opposite. In a world where people minded their own business and didn't concern themselves with his hair, he might well have cut it long ago. His acne had finally started to clear up by senior year, and he wasn’t in too bad of shape but he had no idea how to handle himself in any of the physical confrontations he weaseled himself into. That’s where Anthony Glandow came in. 
 
    Anthony was a high school senior for the third time. He couldn't seem to make it across the finishing line. The school coaches were glad he stuck around. Not because he had any particular athletic talent, but because his massive frame struck fear into the opposing teams. He stood six foot four and weighed in well over the cusp of 300 pounds. He had a full beard: rich brown, unkempt, and a left arm sleeve tattoo in progress that ran up to his massive bicep. A real intimidating figure to be sitting next to in algebra. 
 
    Mark was beaten up a couple of times in school, but without Anthony Glandow on his side, that number would have been in the double digits. The two of them were best friends. If Anthony wasn’t over the Dubrek’s house, then Mark was usually at the Glandow's. 
 
    Maria mostly stayed away from them. Anthony gave her the creeps. She caught him leering, slack jawed, on more than one occasion. 
 
    Maria had her little circle of friends. None of them were as close as they acted. Superficial self-gratification seemed to be each of their top priorities. Except for Stacey. Her and Maria were undoubtedly the closest of the group and the only two who spent any time together when isolated from the rest of the group. They could talk to each other about anything, whereas the others had trouble moving being the simplest frivolities. 
 
    The last time Maria had been over Stacey’s house was shortly before her father’s death. They were having a sleepover; Stacey teasing Maria for turning down James O’Doul, a senior boy. ‘That’s against high school law,’ Stacey had said. ‘He’s even one of the cute ones.’ 
 
    Maria didn’t see why it was a big deal. 
 
    ‘That’s like the fifth guy I’ve seen you turn down this year. Isn’t there anyone at school that you like?’ 
 
    ‘No. I don’t think so,’ Maria answered honestly after giving it serious thought. 
 
    While they did homework on Stacey’s bed, concerns about each of their fathers came up. Stacey’s dad, a local pastor, had recently bought a gun, and it was the subject of much controversy in the Prendergast household. ‘My mom hates him having it.’ 
 
    ‘Of course she does. Especially with how young Polly is.’ 
 
    All of the neighbors had been gun owners for years, but Stacey and her mother had always been firmly anti-gun. Her dad was too… until all of a sudden he wasn’t any longer. ‘He’s been changing,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Changing how?’ Maria asked. 
 
    ‘He’s been depressed, mostly. Sometimes he gets really angry and yells, but he always apologizes right away and says it’s not us that he’s angry at.’ 
 
    ‘What’s he angry at?’ 
 
    ‘The world, I think. The way the world turned out. The way people are acting.’ 
 
    Maria went down to the kitchen later in the night for more eggnog and came upon Mr. Prendergast crying at the little wooden table. He didn’t hear her come in. It wasn’t until he dried his eyes and looked up toward the crucifix on the wall that he noticed her. 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Maria.’ 
 
    ‘Are you okay, Mr. Prendergast?’ 
 
    ‘Just… grownup problems.’ He dried his eyes further and sniffled. ‘It’s just; what’s this world coming to, you know?’ 
 
    Maria gave him an unsure look. 
 
    ‘I guess you’re too young to follow the news.’ 
 
    ‘I do a little. I know things are… tense, but… they’ll get better.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if things can get better anymore. This country’s falling apart. It has fallen apart. We haven’t been this divided in over a century. The marches and the riots-’ He stopped himself, rose to his feet. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be talking to you about these sorts of things.’ He headed for the front door, putting on a coat and hat. ‘You just try to have fun.’ Then he mumbled something quietly under his breath as he opened the door. Maria thought it sounded like: ‘While you can.’ 
 
    He left her alone in the kitchen, stepping out into the cold night, going who-knows-where. Maria didn’t mention the conversation to Stacey. 
 
      
 
    MARIA HAD LITTLE interest in her other friendships beyond Stacey. It was enough for her. She had a hard time making connections with others that felt genuine. Not for lack of trying. She didn’t understand the ways that many of her classmates acted and felt alienated from her peers when she didn’t react the same way toward memes and pop-music as they did. It seemed to her they didn’t care for anything more meaningful. 
 
    There were a number of boys at the school who had resisted beating up Mark purely because they were interested in Maria. She had a soft face with delicate features and big, bright eyes. Most of the boys found themselves infatuated with her and made that opinion known. Not that she did much with that information. When it came to dating, she completely abstained. That’s not to say that she didn’t use her looks to her advantage from time to time. If she twirled her dyed blonde hair a little and played dumb how the boys liked, she could usually get them to do whatever she wanted. Being wanted had its perks. 
 
    The Dubreks lived in Bristol, a tiny town in the dead center of New Hampshire. Maria’s high school class had 67 kids in it, including her. Mark’s grade had a few more, 80-something, though come graduation there would surely be several held back. Anthony was again unlikely to cross the stage and finally grab his diploma. 
 
    The Dubrek patriarch had worked out a deal with his boss, letting him go into the office a little late so he could drop them off in the morning. 
 
    Their dad was a gentle man. He never raised his voice, even when the children misbehaved, and he never spoke poorly of the mother they could hardly remember. Mark remembered her more than Maria did, and he took care of the badmouthing. Mark thought it was funny to joke about how she should have just had us aborted if she was gonna be such a shit parent. Anthony was usually alone in enjoying Mark’s sense of humor. His “jokes” rarely contained an element of wit, but were always edgy. Nothing was off-limits in his eyes, but their mother was off-limits as far as the Dubrek patriarch was concerned. He wouldn’t allow a bad word spoken about her in his presence. 
 
    He wore glasses with an out of date prescription that left creases on the sides of his head and little divots on the bridge of his nose. He didn't smile much, nor did he frown often, but when he did either, it was infectious… for better or worse. 
 
      
 
    A DAY IN THE FALL, before class, Mark leapt out of the car, still in motion, slamming the door behind him, angry about something inconsequential from the night before. He stormed across the parking lot, slinging his backpack over one shoulder. Maria gave her Dad a hug and got out of the car herself. 
 
    Another student came up behind Mark, angry for an entirely different reason, and grabbed onto his backpack. The guy yanked back, tearing the bag open and throwing Mark to the ground. As Mark tried to stand up, a second angry individual stepped forward and knocked him back over. He scrambled to his feet and found himself facing down three angry, camouflage-wearing hillbillies. He knew at least one of these guys would be carrying a knife, probably all three of them. 
 
    Where the peer-pressuring in other high-schools was usually drug and alcohol-centric, the peer-pressure in Bristol often revolved around sneaking weapons into school. Most of the male student-body was carrying at least one blade at any given time. All of Mark’s friends packed knives, except for Anthony, since he would be tried as an adult. The town was full of rednecks and hillbillies who Mark openly despised. Maria could never understand how Mark loved the town so much while at the same time hating so many of its inhabitants. He had a pride in his town, but not in its people. The first time he smoked weed, he declared that when he got older he would clean up the town and make it “righteous”. 
 
    Maria looked back for their car but their Dad had already gone. No teachers around either. Maria tried to think of what Mark did to end up in this situation; something to do with calling this angry trio ‘inbred, hillbilly, pieces of shit’ in front of the whole school at an assembly. And to be fair, his vitriol wasn’t strictly inaccurate. Ben, Adam, and Thomas were “variously” related. Their family tree looked like it was pruned by a drunk landscaper. 
 
    Mark put his hands up in front of his face in a weak attempt at self-defense. He suffered a couple punches and a kick to the back of the knee that sent him flopping back down to the ground. Maria ran toward the scuffle but had no plan in place for once she got there. By the time Mark was on his hands and knees, a semi-circle of students had begun to form around him and the aggressors, enjoying the spectacle. Most didn’t care who won or lost, they just hoped to see a little blood in this schoolyard coliseum. 
 
    Maria looked to the school’s entrance, hoping for teachers to come sprinting out. 
 
    She flinched as Mark screamed out in more physical pain than he had ever been in before. One of the “cousins” had wrapped his hand around Mark’s hand, grabbing onto his palm from the back and twisting. Mark’s hand rotated nearly 180 degrees around backwards by the wrist. 
 
    Thomas was taken aback. He stepped away and looked down at Ben, who had started the scuffle, kneeling over Mark. This had gone farther than Thomas or Adam had anticipated. But they weren't about to abandon their kin. Maria felt powerless to help. She considered throwing one of her books at the most aggressive “cousin” but her actions were preempted by the arrival of Anthony Glandow. He came up behind the first kin-member and power-lifted him into the air. He roared and held Thomas three inches above his head, horizontal to the ground, then dropped him straight down all six feet and seven inches. His whole body hit the cement at once; face, chest, and knees shattering on the hard ground, blood leaking through his jeans and out of his mouth; his entire body broken in an instant. 
 
    The most violent of the trio, Ben, stood up off Mark and threw a punch into Anthony’s chest that registered no reaction. He wondered if Anthony even felt it. 
 
    Anthony took Ben's entire face in the palm of his hand and forced him to the ground with a downward shove. 
 
    Mark continued to wail in pain and clutch at his now wrong facing hand. He tried to straighten his wrist, resulting in the stomach churning click of bone-on-bone. 
 
    Adam turned tail and ran for the school's entrance. Anthony pulled the backpack off of the downed hillbilly, took it in both hands, and spun with it like one of the track-and-field hammers he loved throwing. He launched the bag through the air and struck Adam in the back. The “cousin” tumbled to the ground face first and flopped over onto his back, leaving part of his cheek behind on the pavement. 
 
    Ben grabbed onto Anthony’s leg from his lying position at his feet. He pulled a small knife from a hunting sheath at his hip and stuck it into Anthony’s calf. Spectators in the schoolyard-coliseum would go on to say that few have taken a stab wound as well as Anthony Glandow did that day. He made no acknowledgement of the blade in his leg. Instead, he wrapped both hands around Ben’s neck, jerked his head upwards, then slammed it against the cement. The hick’s eyes went dark.  
 
    Moments later, a cluster of teachers led by the vice principal finally arrived outside. 
 
    They were all suspended, Mark included. Ben's parents threatened charges against Anthony. A hospital visit revealed not-insignificant brain damage. Anthony maintained the brain damage wasn't new, they had just never checked before. 
 
    Anthony’s signature was the only name allowed on Mark’s cast. He still had the cast on his arm long after the suspension ended. He still had the cast on his arm for the funeral. 
 
      
 
    FOLLOWING THEIR FATHER'S DEATH, they stopped going to school. It seemed pointless, as did most things. They didn’t watch TV, they didn’t play games, they didn’t leave the house. Days melted away under depression as neither sibling made an effort to keep track of time. They kept the shades drawn and their ears closed to anything beyond each other and their sad internal monologues. 
 
    Aunt Kim had decided to let them stay at home until they felt ready to make the move. She had selfish reasons at heart, but convinced herself it was in their best interest. She sent them money for food and trusted them to stay out of trouble. She needed time to compartmentalize her little brother’s death, to isolate it from her needing to care for the siblings and lock it away, deep down inside. 
 
      
 
    AFTER WEEKS OF SOLITUDE, Maria began to let go of her sadness little by little, but Mark didn’t. He let it consume him. Any flicker of happiness made him angry at himself. That became his new normal. Maria had caught him, a number of times, sitting motionless on the floor, tears in his eyes, staring straight ahead at a wall, his mind off in space. The kitchen, the living room, the hallway, it mattered not where he chose to lower down to the floor. His sister thought it was meditation, or at least, she hoped that’s what it was. To Mark, it was a monastic punishment which he had begun to self-impose if he felt his sense of melancholy slipping away. He didn’t want it to leave, and all those hours spent staring at walls kept that sadness in the present.. 
 
    Mark was surprised to find himself growing closer to Maria, now that they were each other’s only real family left. They learned things about each other that they had never thought to ask before. Maria learned that Mark had pipe dreams of going into politics when he got older. He wanted to represent his town, and then eventually his state. Mark learned that Maria had never found herself attracted to anyone, not even in a fleeting “crush” type of way. She didn't feel herself susceptible to infatuation, and she sometimes wondered if there was something wrong with her. The siblings spoke deeply and often in the time following the funeral, but to no one outside their two-person world. 
 
    An untracked and uncared for amount of time later, Maria finished her 11th book since their self-imposed exile began. She had always loved reading but it wasn’t until her father’s passing that she understood why people often referred to stories as escapism. She hadn’t left her bed all day, and didn’t even know how long it had been since she left the house. She had silenced the group chat she shared with her friends a long time ago, and none of them had made the effort to reach out to her individually, other than Stacey. Maria didn’t engage much with even her. 
 
    Taking a sip of the warm, still water on her end table motivated her to get out from under the covers. She passed by the living room on her way to the kitchen and spotted Mark sitting in their dad’s favorite chair: a puffy, brown-leather recliner. He had put back on the black suit he wore to the funeral. The left sleeve was tight against his blue cast. 
 
    ‘Mark?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ He replied quietly, not turning to face her. 
 
    She stepped into the living room and took a seat on the couch. He had tears down his face but had stopped crying. She decided not to ask him about the suit. They sat together in silence. 
 
    Mark stared at a slice of light on the carpet sneaking past the window shade. It shone golden with a hint of a greenish-reddish-purplish hue. Maria looked over all of their Dad’s things in the messy living room, wondering what they were going to do with them. She thought of the Christmas presents their Dad had wrapped before his passing. Should they be opened? Maria wondered, but couldn’t decide on an answer. For now, they sat in the corner under their tiny, white Christmas tree. 
 
    Eventually Mark spoke, fresh tears welling in his eyes even as the first words left his lips. ‘I don’t know why it had to happen that way. That way.’ 
 
    Maria asked him what he meant. 
 
    ‘Do you remember that phone call he got? The one right after he went to the hospital for the first time? The one when he found out?’ 
 
    Maria nodded, then spoke slowly upon realizing Mark’s eyes were still locked on the slice of light on the carpet. ‘I remember, Mark.’ 
 
    ‘Do you remember how upset he was, and how he tried to hide it from us at first?’ Mark asked. 
 
    Maria nodded. 
 
    ‘I don’t know why, I just keep thinking about all the time he spent getting ready to, you know…. And he was ready to go then, you know?… But then they told him he was going to be okay.’ 
 
    Maria opened her mouth to speak but no words came out. 
 
    ‘Things started going back to normal. He stopped taking the medication and going in to the…’, Mark trailed off, swallowed, then continued, ‘It was like it was a thing he was done with, forever in the past. Then it killed him… when he wasn’t ready anymore. Of course when he wasn’t ready anymore-’ Fresh tears rolled down Mark’s cheeks and his voice cracked. 
 
    Maria leapt from the couch and wrapped her arms around Mark. He didn’t hug her back. His fingernails dug into the arms of the leather chair. She hugged him tighter and tighter until he gave in and put his arms around her. He buried his face into her shoulder and sobbed until the slice of golden light on the carpet retreated with the downing of the sun. 
 
      
 
    The end snuck up on everybody. Them more than most. 
 
      
 
    A CALL CAME IN TO MARK'S CELLPHONE: Aunt Kim, the first voice he had heard other than Maria’s since the funeral. Mark just then remembered he was supposed to call her when they were ready to leave. 
 
    He readied an apology for not calling her sooner, but was cut off. 
 
    ‘It’s not gonna happen,’ she said, regret in her voice, but also a tinge of relief. ‘I won’t be able to pick you and Maria up.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ He asked. 
 
    ‘I have no way to get there now. Even if I did, I think it’s too dangerous for us to be out on the road at this point,’ she explained that some people had tried to break into her house, but settled on just stealing her car instead. ‘A small gang, they looked like. Four or five of them.’ She lived in a cottage style house in an extremely rural area, detached from the nearby vacation town of Brighton. She explained that this was the first time she had actually seen any of the rioting and looting that she kept reading about online.  
 
    Depending on which news outlet you turned to, the riots were either the downfall of civilization or they weren’t actually happening, an elaborate hoax, non-existent, a fabrication of left wing media manipulators. The same twisted rhetoric used to discredit global warming was now applied to civil unrest. 
 
    She continued, ‘The boys who took my car… they didn’t look all that bad. I think they felt bad about doing it. They looked hungry to be honest. They must’ve tried a lot of other places before they made it all the way out to me. You remember how far from the main road I am. I might’ve given them some food to go away if they weren’t armed.’ 
 
    She spoke quickly, asking Mark how things were in their town. Without allowing time for an answer to her previous question, she asked if they felt safe, then again interrupted her own question to ask if they had been outside recently. Mark was taken aback by everything she said; Confused, oblivious to how dire the state of the outside world had gotten. He asked her what the hell was going on… 
 
    She told him to turn on the news. 
 
    With the call over, Mark went into Maria’s room where she had finally started packing for their move. He told her not to bother, then switched on the TV that hadn’t been fed power since the day before their father died. They cycled through all of the news stations. 
 
    The information on each channel seemed to conflict with the one before it. Some news outlets denied any issue, claiming everything was perfectly under control. Others were appropriately cataclysmic in their disposition and others had already gone off the air. Color bars filled the TV screen intermittently as Mark flipped past dead channels. 
 
    Unbeknownst to them, their own town of Bristol was already in a state of disarray. The town didn't have a high enough population for the same large-scale rioting the bigger cities saw, but it had its own appropriately sized chaos, growing outward like the concentric circles of a puddle rippling from a dropped stone. Some of their neighbors had silently fled town. A number of their classmates had already passed away quietly; some in chaotic accidents, others through direct acts of violence. 
 
    The Dubrek siblings ran to the kitchen. Mark pulled aside the curtains on one of the windows and they looked out at the street. Their house was on Spring Street, a side road just off of the tiny town’s main street. The houses were all built into the side of a hill with the next street over being a good 15 feet lower in elevation and the one behind about 10 feet higher. In a snowy enough winter, one could sled down three straight blocks. 
 
    Over and between the buildings in the distance stood the start of a mountain range. A large section of the snow mountain’s forest-clothing stood ablaze. Other plumes of smoke had rose from various points in the distance. 
 
    Bristol sat nestled amid mountains. If you walked far enough in any direction, chances are you would hit dense forest, followed by a steep and rocky incline. How long had it been since they’d looked outside? They wondered. Mark turned from the window and began ambling down the hall. 
 
    ‘There’s Buddy.’ Maria said, still holding aside the window curtain. Mark returned to the glass and looked down at their neighbor coming up one of the wooden building-side staircases from the street below, a Blu-ray player, a stack of movies, and a bag of indiscernible looted goods tucked under one arm and a splitting axe held high in the other. 
 
    ‘Jesus Christ.’ Mark mumbled to himself. He shook his head in disbelief, not just at Buddy but at the entire state of the world he was discovering. Maria tried to see if the head of Buddy’s axe was bloodied but couldn’t get a good look before he had run across the street and into his apartment beneath theirs. Maria made a mental note that Buddy had gone straight past their porch without so much as a glance over. 
 
    Mark stepped away from the window, turned in a circle and, unsure of where to go or what to do, leaned against the kitchen counter and slid down to a sitting position on the cold floor. He set his elbows on top of his bent knees and ran his fingers through his long hair. Maria continued watching through the window. 
 
    A few moments later, Buddy returned back outside, his arms now empty save for the axe which he clutched with both hands as he sprinted down the street and out of Maria’s sight. 
 
      
 
    THAT NIGHT Mark and Maria sat in the living room. They had spent the rest of the day coming to terms with the situation outside their front door. Political tensions had escalated higher than ever before. Anyone in a position of political power gave off the impression that they were either furious or in denial of the fact that they were furious. No one with opposing points of view could find their way through to working with each other and the resulting government shutdowns, that had become more and more frequent, further shook the faith-in-government of the American public. The macro scale of conflicts boiled down to pod vs pod. If they weren’t in your pod, then they were your enemy. Left wing vs right wing, Atheism vs Christianity vs Judaism, black vs white vs everyone who didn’t match your complexion or ideals. It wouldn’t be long before the sight of another living individual meant danger first, everything else second. 
 
      
 
    THEY HAD GONE through the kitchen and pantry and determined that if they ate conservatively, they could probably make what food they had last for a few more weeks. Their father had gone on a big holiday grocery run shortly before his expiration and the food provided by Aunt Kim had replenished the rest of their stock. 
 
    They sat close beside each other at the living room table and argued whether to stay or go. Maria wanted to try and make it to Aunt Kim’s house, Mark wanted to stay put and leave the apartment as little as possible. 
 
    ‘We can’t just stay here.’ 
 
    ‘This is what’s safe. We don’t know what’s going on out there. People are acting crazy. We’ve gotta wait for things to calm down.’ 
 
    ‘So we’re supposed to just sit here until those crazy people try and force their way inside? Or until we run out of food and starve to death?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go out and get more food when we get low. I’ll protect you if someone tries to come in here. I’ll take care of you, Maria.’ 
 
    A distant siren suddenly seemed a good deal closer. Both siblings wondered how many telling sirens they had ignored in their grief powered exile. Maria pulled aside the curtain in front of the living room window and watched as an ambulance swerved its way up their road; its siren blaring and lights flashing, illuminating the fronts of all the houses on their dark street. The ambulance drove quickly and recklessly, the front left tire gone, sparks flying between the exposed rim and the road. Maria dropped the curtain and sat back down at the table. 
 
    They argued back and forth for the next couple of hours.  The argument was the heated sort that other times might have ended with someone storming out of the room, but both were too afraid to leave the other’s side. They both felt the need to stay within touching distance, as if breaking line of sight meant they would never see each other again. 
 
    Eventually they settled on staying put, for a while at least. Mark had convinced her by hammering on the 120 mile distance between themselves and their aunt an entire state away, and the cold winter weather making any possible journey not just tiresome and difficult, but also extremely dangerous. 
 
    Over the course of the next two weeks, there was hardly a time when they weren’t in the same room. The first few nights they broke to sleep in their own rooms but they quickly turned to sleeping together in the living room; Maria on the couch and Mark on the floor atop a pile of pillows and blankets. Maria offered to take turns on the couch, but Mark declined. He was too tall for their short couch and would have to arch his legs over the end. Maria fit snugly between the couch arms. 
 
    Over the next few days, the sounds of not-too-distant gunshots became commonplace. 
 
      
 
    THE NEXT WEEK they awoke in the living room to the sight of snow falling heavier than any other time that winter. Maria kept her blanket wrapped around her shoulders, goosebumps speckling her skin. She wore a cotton shirt and fleece pajama bottoms. Mark wore the same baggy clothes he had for the last three days. The apartment felt significantly colder than it had the night before. The heat in the apartment ran on oil and came from large metal radiators stationed in each room. Mark went over to feel the one in the living room and found it cold. 
 
    Their Dad used to order an oil refill once every few months and Mark was afraid the heat had run out for good. They knew that sometimes the old boiler in the basement just needed to be restarted, so they decided to head down and give it a try. Maria reminded Mark that the way to the basement went through a hallway of the farmhouse shared with Buddy. Mark looked around for a weapon. 
 
    He went through his dad’s room and found an old Louisville Slugger baseball bat once belonging to his Grandfather. The knob of the bat had several notches to mark his Grandfather’s minor league home runs and the cap had run flat on one side from where his father let it drag along the pavement when it was his favorite plaything as a child. 
 
    ‘You should stay up here.’ Mark said, protesting her following. 
 
    Maria refused. ‘I’m with you no matter what.’ They stood by the door in the back of the kitchen that they had gone through all but six or seven times in their entire decade and a half of living there. Mark held the bat near the middle and had his other hand resting on the door’s lock. He repeated to Maria the importance of staying quiet, she rolled her eyes in response. She knew Mark was trying to stall. They stood by the door for several minutes, Mark failing to hide his fear. Finally, Maria got tired of waiting and reached for the lock herself. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Mark exclaimed in a hushed voice. 
 
    ‘Well hurry up then, let’s get this over with. If we are out of oil, we need to figure out another way to stay warm.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know.’ 
 
    ‘Or we need to go somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘All right, enough of that. Let’s go.’ 
 
    It took some force for Mark to get the door open. It seemed a little too large for the frame. Or maybe the frame had warped with the weather. Their father had often complained about how poorly the house was built. The walls were stuffed with old newspaper and horse hair in place of insulation. Their Dad used to joke that the house was built by an idiot and that if you leaned on the wall in the wrong spot you might fall straight through it. 
 
    They stepped into the narrow hallway, and looked down the extremely steep flight of stairs. Their backs were to a lone window in the hallway and the bottom of the stairs was shrouded in darkness. Mark stood in front and looked back at Maria who nudged him forward. Their own shadows stared them down, cast crooked across the stairs. 
 
    Slowly, Mark began the descent. The stairs had a paper-thin carpet nailed to the top of them and each step was almost twice the height it should have been. What the stairs had in height, they lacked in length. Mark had to turn his feet sideways so they wouldn’t overhang the edge of each step. He hadn’t needed to do that the last time he went down these stairs. 
 
    Maria put a hand on Mark’s shoulder as they descended into the darkness so she wouldn’t lose track of him, as if that would be possible in the tight confines of the claustrophobic space. She had felt fearless at the top of the stairs but that sense of invulnerability had all but disappeared. She was annoyed at Mark for moving so slowly, prolonging her discomfort. 
 
    Mark felt carefully ahead of him with his foot as he went down each stair, fearing the next step might drop off straight into oblivion. He didn’t let out a breath all through the darkness until his foot bumped into the closed door at the bottom. Mark remembered the oddity that was the downstairs door as his foot thudded against it. The door was built right against the bottom step, no landing. Mark had to sit down on a step behind him to get at the right height to work the doorknob. Just as he remembered the odd placement of the door, he also remembered how loud it was. 
 
    Mark looked at Maria in the darkness and felt her hand tighten on his shoulder. As slowly as he could, Mark twisted the old, brass, jimmy-proof deadbolt. A metal on painted-metal scraping quickly filled the hallway. The door popped open about an inch and Mark pushed it the rest of the way. A doormat caught under it and curled over. 
 
    Mark and Maria funneled out into the equally narrow, but better lit, ground floor hallway. Sunlight shown white through the opaque windows. They rounded the corner and quietly stepped past the door to Buddy’s apartment. Maria paused for a moment to listen at Buddy’s door. She heard something. A clock ticking, maybe? A creaking floorboard, perhaps? Possibly just Mark’s footsteps ahead of her. She silently caught up behind him and they reached the door to the basement. 
 
    Older, darker, beveled wood adorned with an ancient lock. Mark stopped at the door and let Maria pass him into the dead-end of the hallway. He knew from memory that this door, when opened, would fill the entire hallway back the way they came save for roughly two inches between the end of the door and the wall. He planned on using the door to block Buddy’s path, should he come bursting out of his apartment. He whispered those machinations to Maria and silently motioned for her to keep an eye on Buddy’s door while he fished out the basement key. 
 
    Maria already had been, and she was wishing Mark would move a hell of a lot faster. She felt like a criminal sneaking around inside her own home. Mark stuck the large iron key into the ancient lock. Loud tumblers clicked and turned over. The tiny sounds were like a booming echo in the quiet hallway. The door opened up. Mark waved Maria in first, filling the hallway with the door and staring through the tiny opening at Buddy’s door. He slowly closed the door as he backed into the basement stairwell. 
 
    This staircase wasn’t as long or narrow as the one that came before it, but was a hell of a lot darker. The only light spilled in around the corner from a narrow basement window. A tiny rectangular portal to the outside world. The falling snow was quickly building up in front of it and dimming the already slight illumination without blocking it entirely. It cast a cold grey wash over the room. All that Mark and Maria could see at the bottom of the stairs was the overturned corpse of a water heater and a portion of craggy stone wall joined to the packed dirt floor. Mark couldn’t remember if there was any cement underneath or if it was dirt all the way down. 
 
    They started down the stairs, holding on to each other tightly. Maria turned on the flashlight of her cellphone. Suddenly she felt very selfish for not even thinking to call any of her friends to see if they were all right, except for Stacey. She had tried several times to call 911 and received a constant busy signal but had made no attempt to reach anyone else. She hated herself a little bit for that, but they hadn't tried to reach her either. She hoped they were just giving her space to grieve, or concerned with their own safety, and not something far worse. 
 
    The basement staircase wasn’t long, a mere 15 steps, but it took them an eternity to reach the packed dirt floor. The stairs were made of wooden planks with no backing and Mark had to duck under an overhead shelf built into the slanted ceiling. They broke their way through thick cobwebs and did what they could to avoid breathing in too much of the dust that hung thick in the air. 
 
    The boiler had a room all to itself. Mark pulled on the heavy wooden door set in its stone frame. The top of the door clanged against a low-hanging pipe running along the ceiling after opening a few inches. Mark pushed on the pipe and found it had some give in its suspension. He had Maria pull on the door while he forced the pipe upwards. The door scraped against the rusty underside of the pipe, then held it up. 
 
    They stepped into the boiler room: a small, craggy, 8X8 stone cell. The same dirt floor except packed less tightly. A massive black, iron boiler and oil tank stood menacingly in the corner. The rest of the room was relegated to storage. Large tote buckets, a set of lawn darts and croquet mallets, a metal rack of darkly colored mason jars. Maria touched the boiler’s side with the back of her hand. 
 
    ‘It’s cold.’ 
 
    Mark tapped the oil gauge, ‘It’s not empty. Looks like it’s at two? Maybe a little under’. The oil gauge measured just under the second of ten notches. ‘Let’s give this a shot.’ Mark restarted the boiler as he had seen his Father do years ago. With a double flip of a switch and a press of a shiny red button the boiler roared back to life. 
 
    ‘Okay good, let’s get out of here.’ Maria headed toward the door but felt Mark’s blue, plaster-encased arm stretch out in front of her. 
 
    ‘Wait a second.’ Mark said, looking around the room with studious eyes. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I’m thinking this might be the safest place.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Maybe we should stay in here?’ 
 
    ‘In the basement? What are you, crazy?’ 
 
    ‘Think about it. We’d be hard to find down here, there’s only one way in-’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, Mark, that means only one way out. Nowhere to run if someone got in. That’s bad.’ 
 
    ‘I bet if we pulled the door shut past that pipe, and piled all this stuff up in front of the door-’ Mark motioned over all of the junk in the room, ‘It’d be nearly impossible for anyone to get in here’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking about living underground, Mark. Do you hear yourself?’ 
 
    ‘There’s crazy people out there and we need to stay safe. Think about it, if someone tries to pull open the door, it’ll get caught on the pipe, and while they’re trying to get the door open, we can stab them or something through the opening.’ 
 
    Maria scoffed. ‘I can’t believe we’re talking about this. We ought to be on our way to Aunt Kim’s.’ 
 
    ‘How, Maria?! What are we gonna take a bus? Are we gonna call a Lyft? How far do you think we can get without freezing? How the hell are we supposed to get anywhere without getting killed?!’ 
 
    Maria’s eyes lifted to the ceiling as Mark’s decibel level climbed. She listened for movement. 
 
    Mark took a deep breath and softened his voice. ‘Look, you understand what I’m saying, right?’ 
 
    Maria nodded. ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll stay upstairs now that we got the heat going. But will you promise me that if something does happen, or if someone does get inside, that we will go to this room, and block the door, and not come out unless it is definitely safe?’ 
 
    ‘Okay, fine.’ 
 
    ‘Promise me, Maria. We need to have a plan in place. We need to both plan to head straight here. If something does happen and there’s confusion and we don’t know where to go or what to do… that’s how we get killed.’ 
 
    ‘I promise. That’s our plan.’ 
 
    ‘Okay then. Good. Thank you. We should keep some food down here in case. we might end up being in here a while. If worst comes to worst.’ 
 
    They made their way back up to their apartment then made a second trip down to store some of their remaining food in the boiler room. Maria made sure to lay the mat out flat that had been curled over when they opened the door each time they passed it. 
 
    The apartment was warm again for the time being but by the time they had gotten the food into the basement and returned upstairs, their wi-fi and cable had gone out for good. For now, the power was holding strong at least. 
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 2. A VISITOR UNINVITED - A VISITOR UNWANTED 
 
      
 
      
 
    MARK STOOD BY THE STOVE boiling water for hot chocolate. He split the final packet of cocoa between two mugs and carried them out to the living room where Maria sat by the radio. 
 
    The local radio station had begun to broadcast again after being off the air for a few days. A shaky voice, unaccustomed to broadcasting, crackled through their speakers. It was a man’s voice, sounded to be in his late 20s or early 30s. He explained that he been chased into the radio station by a pair of club wielding brutes, screaming racial slurs at him as they ran. 
 
    He had locked himself in the tiny radio station and was pleading for someone to come to his rescue. He didn’t know who he was broadcasting to or if anyone could even hear him at all. He listed his location over and over again, begging for help. The two men who chased him to the station had grown to a mob of eight maniacs that pounded at the doors and searched for a way inside. 
 
    ‘We can’t help him, Maria,’ Mark said. 
 
    ‘I know.’ She continued to listen. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing we can do. We would never be able to make it to him.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    He handed her the hot chocolate, ‘Any of the other radio stations start back up?’ 
 
    ‘No, this is the only one.’ 
 
    ‘How long do you think we’ll have power for?’ 
 
    ‘... I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Make sure you keep your phone on the charger.’ 
 
    That reminded Maria to check in on Stacey. Their calls had to be quick since her dad didn’t like her using her cellphone, but they had stayed in contact anyway. Maria was dismayed by the panic and urgency in her voice. 
 
    ‘Hey, Maria, I can’t talk.’ 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘I, uh- I don’t know.’ 
 
    The pastor’s voice boomed behind Stacey, ‘I said no phone calls! They’re listening!’ 
 
    ‘Maria, I gotta go-’ Stacey’s dad yanked the phone from her hand and slammed it off the living room floor. He stomped on it until his heel cracked the screen and the display went dead. 
 
    Stacey ran to her mom and sister on the other side of the room. The pounding at the front door had developed from one fist to a half-dozen. Shadows of men and weapons moved about on the other side of the frosted glass window set in the door. 
 
    The pastor looked to the silhouettes, then to his wife. ‘Bring them upstairs.’ 
 
    ‘Honey, I don’t thi-’ 
 
    ‘Do it! All of you! Get up there and pray!’ 
 
    As the rest of the family hurried upstairs, pastor Prendergast went for his gun. The shadows outside his door howled as he yanked open the closet and put the combination into his lockbox. 
 
    ‘Open up, pastor Aaron!’ 
 
    ‘Come on!’ 
 
    ‘Let us in!’ 
 
    ‘We know you’re in there!’ 
 
    The pastor pulled his recently acquired snub-nosed revolver out of the box and loaded it just like the guy in the store taught him. He aimed the gun toward the frosted glass with a shaky hand. 
 
    ‘Unlock the door, pastor Aaron!’ 
 
    ‘We know you’ve got three ripe pussies locked up in there!’ 
 
    ‘It ain’t fair, man!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah! You’ve gotta share, pastor Aaron!’ 
 
    The pastor lowered his gun, knowing what he truly needed to do, and knowing exactly how hard it would be. 
 
    The frosted glass shattered and the sweaty, white-trash men outside jostled for position, all trying to reach through the small aperture at once. 
 
    The pastor made his way upstairs. He joined his family in the master bedroom and was relieved to find them on their knees praying as he had instructed. There was a distant rumble and the house shook underneath them. The lights flickered on and off in the overheard lamp. The fan spun wildly, and the whole chandelier began to sway on its hanging chain. 
 
    Stacey rose to her feet. ‘Dad, what are you doing?’ 
 
    The lights pulsated like lightning, rising and falling in intensity. The brutes downstairs burst through the  front door, hollering excitedly. 
 
    ‘Keep praying.’ The pastor said, preparing for the act to come. He did the sign of the cross twice in a row. 
 
    ‘Dad!’ 
 
    ‘This is not our world anymore.’ 
 
    And as the words left the pastor’s lips he raised the gun to the back of his wife’s head. ‘You’ll see each other in heaven.’ He knew he would not be able to join them but for this mercy. ‘Goodbye.’ 
 
    He pulled the trigger and the gun let out a deafening blast. He watched as blood coated the bedroom wallpaper an instant before his wife’s head smashed through the plaster. He forced his eyes to the swinging, pulsing chandelier above the bed as his children screamed. He pivoted his arm and fired again. The tandem screams became a solo performance as Stacey hit the floor, silenced. Letting the tears flow, pastor Prendergast pivoted once more and punctuated poor little Polly’s screams with a penultimate gunshot. 
 
    The intruders made it to the bedroom doorway just in time to see the pastor bring the revolver to the underside of his chin and squeeze the trigger one final time. The ceiling fan spread his displaced brains across the room. 
 
      
 
    THE BROADCAST CONTINUED. Maria listened attentively to the scared man’s pleading over the radio. After a couple of minutes, a gunshot rang out, not over the radio, but outside their window. It was much louder and closer than the others that had come before it. Two more gunshots followed, even closer sounding. Tires squealed. Maria stood up and pulled aside the curtain. 
 
    ‘No, stay away from the window!’ Mark shouted. 
 
    Maria looked down. A boxy four door car sped along their street from the town square, the trunk bouncing open with bullet holes near the lock and license plate. Another gunshot rang out from down the street and blew out the car's back-left tire. As Maria turned her head to see where the shot came from, the car swerved hard and crashed into their front porch. 
 
    The whole house shook. The siblings were knocked off their feet. Mark brought his hands over his head and cowered on the floor. ‘Stay down!’ He yelled to Maria, but she grabbed onto the windowsill and pulled herself up. She cautiously peeked over the edge of the sill, down to their porch below. The car’s hood had broken through the wooden porch, and the front left tire had gone up onto the porch’s second stone step, setting the car at a steep angle with the rattled driver hoisted into the air. 
 
    Maria looked into the car at the driver, a man in his early 40’s, sweaty blond hair caked with blood hung down in front of his eyes. He frantically jerked at his seatbelt as a motorcycle came to a stop in the middle of the road. 
 
    The rider had a large black helmet with the reflective visor down; black leather jacket and pants; black leather gloves, and black leather boots. Not an inch of skin visible. 
 
    He stepped off of the motorcycle, a long, silver barreled revolver in his hand. He walked calmly over to the car sticking out of the porch and up onto the second step to get level with the driver side door. The driver had gotten his seatbelt off but never got any further. The driver shouted in terror as the black-clad rider placed the barrel of the revolver against the glass and fired. 
 
    Maria hunkered down below the windowsill as the sound of the gunshot bounced off the neighboring buildings and echoed off toward the mountains. ‘Oh Jesus Christ!’ Mark yelled, not lifting his eyes from the carpet. Maria looked back out. 
 
    The window had shattered, the driver was shot in the side of the face, but still alive. He wailed in agony and in terror, blood leaking from the edges of the large hole in his cheek, back into his mouth, choking him. The eerily-calm motorcyclist reached in through the shattered window and unlocked the angled door. He yanked it upwards to get it open and grabbed onto the driver with one hand. He hauled him out of the seat and dropped him onto the stairs. 
 
    The driver tumbled down the stone steps and landed on his back, his head toward the street, his eyes looking at his own bloodied reflection in the helmet’s visor. He made no attempt to crawl away or defend himself before the rider sent another bullet through his head. A cone of chunky, red gore sprayed across the snow. 
 
    Maria trembled. Her eyes closed instinctively and her head lowered, chin to chest. She felt her breath coming out ragged. She reached for her throat, her hand shaking wildly. She told herself this was something she would have to get used to. After a five count she repeated to herself that this was the new normal. With her shaking calmed to a manageable amount, she re-opened her eyes. 
 
    She watched the rider reload his revolver with cartridges from a zipper pocket on the breast of his jacket. He rooted through the trunk of the car and then through the driver and passenger sides of the car. 
 
    Please don’t come inside, Maria pleaded internally. They had barricaded their downstairs door but she had little faith that it would stop someone who was determined to get in. 
 
    The rider finished searching the car quickly. He returned to his motorcycle, stepping over the dead driver, then rode off down the street back the way he had come, taking nothing with him. 
 
    The next day Maria listened as the mob broke into the radio station and beat the broadcaster to death live over the air. No one had come to his aid. The station kept broadcasting after the mob left; only a low crackle emanated from the speakers. Maria listened another three hours to that crackle, hoping the broadcaster would turn out to be alive, say something, make a sound… but nothing. With a heavy, hopeless heart, she shut the radio off. 
 
      
 
    IT WAS A SUNDAY EVENING when the lights flickered for the first time. The siblings had already been living in constant fear for over a month. Maria wore her pajamas and Mark wore a dirty sweatshirt and jeans. The siblings stood in the kitchen planning out the next week’s meals. They had both lost some weight, not much. They weren’t yet desperate for food. Their rationing had proven effective. 
 
    The lights flickered, just briefly at first, then they stayed off. First a minute in darkness, then two. The Dubrek siblings held onto each other. A door slammed downstairs. Footsteps pounded up the narrow staircase. A young man excited to see the apocalypse happen within his lifetime hooted with glee. Then the pounding started on their kitchen door. Not so much knocking as a series of slams. 
 
    ‘Hey, Mark, you in there?’ Buddy’s voice spoke through the kitchen door. ‘Maaarrrk?’ He crooned in a sing-songy voice. 
 
    Mark looked at Maria’s silhouette in the dark, then took a step toward the door and cleared his throat. ‘What do you want, Buddy?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, hey, Mark! You are there!’ 
 
    Mark regretted saying anything at all. Maybe if he stayed quiet Buddy would have just left. But then again, maybe if he had stayed quiet, Buddy would've take that as an invitation to kick the door down and loot their apartment. Not that he probably felt he needed an invitation, Mark thought. 
 
    ‘Hey Mark, did the power go out in your apartment too?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, yeah, it did.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, then you know what that means.’ 
 
    Mark looked again to Maria. He could see her faintly, an orange halo glowing around her from the last light of day clinging to the edges of darkening clouds. She shook her head, biting her lip. ‘What is- what does it mean?’ Mark asked. 
 
    ‘How about you let me inside?’ 
 
    ‘What does it mean, Buddy?’ 
 
    ‘Open up the door and we’ll talk.’ 
 
    Maria grabbed Mark and made him look at her. She shook her head no sternly. 
 
    ‘Come on, Mark. Let me in,’ Buddy said in a friendly voice. 
 
    ‘Uh, no. You should go back down to your apartment.’ Mark’s voice cracked a little on the word apartment, and he heard a quiet chuckle from the other side of the door. 
 
    ‘You don’t get it at all, do you, Mark? Unlock the door.’ Buddy waited. Mark didn’t reply. ‘You’re not gonna make me bust the door down, are you?’ Buddy slammed the door with his forearm. 
 
    Maria stepped forward. ‘Go away!’ She shouted as commandingly as she could muster through the door. 
 
    Buddy leaned in closer to the door, ‘Oh, you’re there too, Maria? Are you 18 yet? Wait, what am I saying? Don’t tell me. It doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘Go away, Buddy!’ 
 
    Buddy sighed. ‘Okay, here we go.’ Another pound struck the door; the loudest by far. The siblings both backed up a step in surprise. The door rattled in its frame with another pound. 
 
    ‘Oh shit.’ Mark said under his breath as Buddy continued to ram the door. 
 
    Maria spoke, ‘All right, we should-’ 
 
    The door flew open and the knob smashed through the kitchen window behind it. Cold air whistled its way through the broken glass as Buddy stumbled into their kitchen and into the side of their fridge. He let out an exaggerated whistle of relief and rubbed his shoulder. Maria put on an angry face to hide her fear and tried to play tough. ‘Get out of our apartment!’ 
 
    ‘Ha, you really don’t get it. This isn’t your apartment anymore.’ Buddy slid his body up against the fridge to a tall standing position. He was six-two and ripped. He stepped towards Maria, coming between her and Mark. 
 
    ‘You can’t take our apartment,’ croaked Mark, pulling a less-than-convincing tough voice. 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m not taking it.’ Buddy put a modest palm to the center of his hoody. He turned to face Mark and looked down at him. 
 
    Mark felt far smaller and younger than he actually was. 
 
    Buddy stepped towards him and Mark stepped away in response. ‘I can’t have your apartment, no one can. Not even you.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘The power going out is the last step. The power going out means there’s no chance of things ever going back to regular. Means anything goes now, means there are no rules and never will be again. And no rules means no consequences, now or ever. You followin’ me?’ Mark stood, trembling, which Buddy took to be a nod. ‘No one owns anything anymore. Sure you might be in this apartment… but it isn’t yours anymore.’ Buddy stepped slowly over to their counter with their food lined up on it. ‘All these things you think you own… you don’t.’ Buddy took a box of crackers and a Ziploc bag of cookies off their counter and tucked them under his arm. ‘The only things you can say are yours... well, that would be whatever you’re currently holding.’ Buddy took a glass off the counter and threw it at the floor. The siblings flinched away as the glass shattered and pieces of it slid across the kitchen to their feet. Buddy opened up a cabinet above the sink, glasses and mugs inside. He stuck his arm in and swept them all out, smashing them against the floor in large and small shards. 
 
    Buddy snaked his way over to Maria, his boots crunching glass. She tried to back up but found herself already against the counter. He stepped against her. She limboed back over the counter to keep her upper half away, but he pinned her waist to the counter with his lower body. ‘You see, I might want to take the clothes right off your body,’ He leaned in toward her neck and put his strong hands on her waist. ‘But that would still be stealing. These clothes-’ he tugged at her waistband, ‘Are in your possession.’ 
 
    Maria’s tough mask had broken and fallen in shards to join the glass on the floor. 
 
    ‘But you know the best part about this new world of ours? Maybe this is still stealing… but stealing isn’t wrong anymore.’ He tucked his thumb into her waistband and slid it around. 
 
    Mark broke from his fear paralysis with a shout. ‘Stop it, Buddy!’ He stomped on the floor. He shrunk back down as soon as Buddy turned to face him. The neighbor stepped away from Maria and toward Mark. 
 
    ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    ‘I- I said stop it.’ Mark tried to hold strong. 
 
    Buddy let the food he had purloined drop to the floor. ‘Why? What are you gonna do if I don’t?’ He hoisted their microwave off the counter and slammed it against the floor between himself and Mark. The microwave landed on its corner and broke into several large pieces. Buddy stepped over the mess and backed Mark against the mirror hanging on their closed bathroom door. 
 
    With his back turned to her, Maria slipped their largest kitchen knife out of the wooden block on the counter. 
 
    ‘What are you gonna do Mark? I can do anything I want, and you're not gonna do a goddamn thing.’ Buddy glanced at Maria’s reflection in the mirror. She hid the knife behind her back. 
 
    ‘Please, Buddy... Just leave us alone.’ Mark said softly. 
 
    ‘Huh, “please?” Wow.’ Buddy chuckled. 
 
    The lights flickered back to life. They dimmed again briefly, then stayed on. How long had they actually been out? Five minutes? Longer? Shorter? 
 
    Buddy looked up at the kitchen light and nodded. ‘Well let there be light, eh?’ He nodded and backed away from Mark. ‘Okay then…. Yeah, sure.’ Buddy agreed with a question that nobody asked and continued nodding. ‘We can table this for now. Till the lights go back out that is. Since Maria felt the need to pull that knife and Mark felt the need to say “please”.’ 
 
    Buddy strode casually back to the door he had broken through, pulled it shut behind him, and sauntered down the stairs. The broken latch didn’t catch and the kitchen door drifted back open. Wind howled through the broken window, snowflakes sneaking inside and melting on the fake tile floor. 
 
    ‘We need to get out of here right now.’ 
 
    ‘And go where, Maria?’ 
 
    She looked at Mark in disbelief. ‘You can’t be serious. You can’t honestly want to stay in the same house as that psycho!’ She carefully stepped over the glass and left the kitchen. 
 
    Mark followed. ‘Of course I don’t want to stay in here with him. I’m honestly asking, where the hell do we go? There’s no way we’d make it to Aunt Kim’s.’ 
 
    Maria rubbed her forehead hard and shook her head. ‘We need to try! I don’t know. Maybe somewhere else. Maybe the school? They might have some kind of program or something? Or a- A hospital’s probably safe if we can get there. Or maybe we can just find a building somewhere? I mean if it is really that bad out there… then I guess it wouldn’t be wrong to just go into some empty building. We can bring our food with us. We can pack it in-‘ 
 
    ‘I know you’re not going to like this, Maria… but I think we should try to get to Anthony’s.’ 
 
    Maria sighed. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘I know you don’t really like him, but his Mom would definitely take us in. I’ve been texting him the last couple days, and he says nobody’s even tried to break in or anything over there.’ 
 
    Maria mulled it over. Not dismissing the idea, but not exactly welcoming it either. Mark walked back into the kitchen and Maria followed slowly. Glass crunched under Mark’s shoes as he crossed the kitchen and pushed the fridge in front of the broken door and window. He knew it wouldn’t hold Buddy, but it might slow him down. 
 
    Mark furthered his case for Anthony Glandow as he pushed the fridge. ‘And you’ve got to admit, it would be good having someone like him on our side, you know, if we needed to defend ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘HELP!’ A scream came from outside as they argued. They ran to the kitchen window. Someone was banging on the door of the apartment across the street, a girl. ‘Someone, please!’ 
 
    She turned in their direction, blood across her face and chest, hard to tell how much at a distance. She crossed the street towards their apartment. 
 
    ‘Oh no,’ Mark muttered. The girl stepped past the dead driver and continued past his car jutting out of the porch. She disappeared from sight onto their porch before they heard her call out for help again. 
 
    They made their way quietly into the stairwell. Loud knocking at the door below them and another call for help broke up the silence. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Exclaimed Mark. He left the stairwell and returned with the Louisville Slugger. 
 
    ‘I didn’t see anyone chasing her.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well maybe she’s dangerous. Maybe we should just wait for her to leave?’ 
 
    ‘We need to try and help her, Mark.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t need to.’ 
 
    ‘Are we shitty people, Mark? Are we awful, horrible people? What if that was me banging on some door, begging for help?’ 
 
    ‘... Okay.’ 
 
    They slowly made their way downstairs, Mark clutching the bat tightly. They took apart their small barricade and Maria opened the door. Mark stood ready with the bat like he was awaiting a pitch. The girl had given up and was about to move on when they opened the door; she was already half-way down the stairs. She spun to face them and flinched away when she saw the bat. 
 
    Now that they got a closer look at her, they saw that the blood came from several small and large gashes all over her face, and chest. She wasn’t as young as Maria had thought from a distance, now she figured this mystery woman was actually a few years older than herself. Long brown hair. Thick, dark eyebrows. Her beauty was apparent even when obscured by all her wounds. 
 
    ‘I- I- I’m not-’ She waved her hands non-threateningly in front of her. ‘I need help, I’m hurt. Please help me.’ She wore a badly ripped T-shirt that at one point read Weirs beach and a less badly ripped pair of jeans. No shoes on her feet only two mis-matched socks, one pink and one blue, soaking wet from the snow. 
 
    Maria noticed a pile of frosted junk-mail on the porch beneath their overstuffed mailbox. 
 
    Mark lowered his bat. They brought her inside and hastily re-assembled the barricade. At the doorway to the kitchen she stopped, looking down at the broken glass. 
 
    ‘Oh, right.’ Maria said, and set about sweeping the glass out of the way They brought her into the bathroom and sat her down on the toilet lid. She looked longingly at their food, still lined across the counter, as she passed through the kitchen. 
 
    ‘I’ll get those wounds cleared up, then I think we have some bandages somewhere. Is there someone after you?’ Maria asked as she wet a facecloth in the sink. Maria realized they should have filled the bathtub and maybe some other containers with water in case it got shut off. Now it didn’t matter since they were leaving soon. 
 
    ‘No, I'm not being chased or anything.’ Her voice was husky, like a rock singer's after a passionate concert. 
 
    ‘What happened to you?’ Mark asked, standing in the bathroom doorway. 
 
    ‘There were a bunch of us in a van headed for Concord. We figured the capital would be safe, still organized or protected or whatever… and, well… the roads are rough out there. We got rammed through a guardrail and rolled into a tree. You know how it is out there. Chaos.’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ Maria spoke as she knelt in front of her, ‘We haven’t been outside since it got bad.’ Maria gently pressed the wet facecloth against one of the gashes on the wounded woman’s face. She winced. 
 
    ‘You didn’t kill that guy outside?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good to know.’ The woman nodded, clearly making a mental note. ‘Do you have a lot of food?’ 
 
    She asked the question up at Mark but he didn’t hear her. The woman’s bra was clearly visible through her torn T-shirt and Mark was staring. The blood wasn’t a deterrent. She noticed his gaze, Maria didn’t. 
 
    ‘We don’t have a lot of food, but you can have some.’ Maria said as she stood up and handed the facecloth to the woman. 
 
    ‘Thank you, that’s very nice of you.’ 
 
    Maria stepped past Mark into the kitchen. The woman pressed the facecloth to one of the wounds on her chest and winced, sucking in air loudly. ‘Could you help me with this?’ She held the facecloth out to Mark. He nervously took it and knelt down in front of her. 
 
    She angled her bosom toward Mark. He pressed the facecloth to one of the wounds and looked down, into her bra. She tugged her shirt down lower, allowing him a clearer view without him noticing. 
 
    Mark dabbed at the blood, then wiped gently. No more wincing from the woman. He rubbed more. The edge of the wound seemed to wipe away. No, not seemed… did. Makeup. Mark hadn’t been paying attention to her hands. The realization came slowly that her wounds were fake, makeup and Halloween blood. Suddenly her hand were back in front of her, having pulled a stiletto knife from her waistband. She pressed it to the underside of his chin and forced him backwards. 
 
    Mark tipped off his knees and fell into the edge of sink, hitting his head on the corner. 
 
    ‘Stand up!’ She shouted, her tone having changed entirely. She was louder, commanding, intimidating. Mark stood up and Maria spun around in the kitchen to see what was happening. The liar got behind Mark and held the point of her knife right against his Adam’s apple. 
 
    Maria let out a few jumbled up words in confusion and stepped towards the bathroom. 
 
    ‘Don’t take another god-damn step or I’ll ram this straight through his fucking throat!’ She wrapped Mark’s long hair around her hand and tightened her fist. She yanked down, baring his throat even more. Mark stumbled forward with an elbow to his back. The tip of the knife moved in tandem with his exposed throat. The liar yanked down on his hair until he was crouching. She stayed close behind, peering over his shoulder at Maria. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?!’ Maria exclaimed. 
 
    ‘Shut up! Give me your food! All of it! Stuff it into a bag!’ 
 
    Maria stood still. 
 
    ‘Do it!’ She spoke with confidence, a steady tambour. 
 
    Maria took a trash bag out from under the kitchen sink and slowly put every last bit of their food into it. 
 
    ‘All right, now hand it to me. Slowly.’ 
 
    Maria held the bag out slowly. The liar snatched it, letting go of Mark's hair but keeping the blade to his throat, not losing control over him for a second. He shut his eyes tight, feeling powerless, emasculated. 
 
    ‘What size shoe do you wear?’ She fired the question at Maria. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Your shoe size, bitch, what is it?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, 7 or 8, depending on the-’ 
 
    ‘Take ‘em off.’ 
 
    Maria hesitated. 
 
    ‘Now!’ She screamed. Maria pulled her shoes off. The liar made her put them into the trash bag. 
 
    ‘Do you have any guns in here?’ 
 
    Maria shook her head. The sound of a thundering explosion across town caught them all off guard, the liar included. The floor seemed to shake under their feet. The lights flashed rapidly before shutting off. One of the overhead kitchen lightbulbs popped loudly. 
 
    The liar swore under her breath and gave Mark a hard shove. He fell forward into Maria and by the time he turned around, the woman was off down the hallway and leaving down their stairwell with the bag. The darkness called downstairs to their neighbor. Before the Dubrek siblings were back on their feet, Buddy had already thrown his whole body against their kitchen door and began to force his way past the fridge. 
 
    Maria immediately pulled the longest blade from their knife-block. ‘Mark!’ She yelled. 
 
    Mark ran to brace himself against the fridge but he was too late, Buddy had already forced the door halfway open and slipped inside. Mark skittered to a stop in the middle of the room. 
 
    ‘I brought my axe this time!’ Buddy shouted gleefully. He ran straight past Mark toward Maria. 
 
    ‘Mark!’ Maria screamed with a wavering voice as she backed away from the storming neighbor. She held her knife up as he approached. Thoughts of turning tail and running down the hall to the stairs, following the liar’s escape route, filled her mind, but she couldn’t leave Mark alone with Buddy. She shuffled further backwards and her freshly bared foot came down onto the swept up pile of glass. She let out a squeak of pain, but tried to ignore it and keep her focus on Buddy. 
 
    Mark looked from Maria’s terrified eyes to the back of Buddy’s head. A pathetic squeak slipped from Mark’s lips as he turned his back on his sister and slipped out through the door Buddy had come in through. 
 
    ‘Mark, wait!’ Maria yelled, shocked. She slashed at the air between herself and Buddy. He stopped for a second, cocked his head, and looked at her with a smirk. He smiled out the side of his mouth and pretended to loosen an invisible tie around his neck. Or maybe it was a noose. 
 
    Mark ran into the narrow stairwell and began the descent, leaving his sister behind. 
 
    Maria yelled and, knowing Buddy had the reach advantage with his ax, threw her knife at him. Buddy twisted his body to let the knife sail past him and clatter to the floor. ‘Whoa!’ He said chuckling and continuing his approach toward Maria. He sauntered confidently forward, pausing momentarily to dance to a groove only he could hear. 
 
    Mark’s foot slipped off one of the narrow steps and sent him tumbling down into the pitch blackness. He slammed against the door, half upside-down. The wood cracked against his back and dusted his shirt with paint-chips. 
 
    Maria found herself with her back to the counter and Buddy between her and the door. Buddy hauled the axe above his head, preparing for a heavy chop. Maria ran along the counter toward the kitchen door. Buddy chopped down and Maria dropped to her knees. The blade of the axe embedded itself in the countertop an inch and a half above her head. She screamed and scrambled to her feet as Buddy struggled to yank his weapon free. Maria ran out the door and down the stairs after Mark who stood up and threw open the door at the bottom. 
 
    She failed to catch up to Mark as they both fled Buddy. Mark widened the gap with his longer stride and Maria’s impairment. The glass shard caught in her foot pulsed like a labored heartbeat with each thumping step. It almost felt like she was wearing a single high heel as it clinked with each step and forced its way deeper and deeper into her heel. Buddy trailed a few feet behind her having freed his weapon. 
 
    Mark threw open the basement door, abandoning his plan to block the hall, and running straight down into the dark basement. He banged his head on the low-hanging shelf, but didn't let it slow him down. 
 
    Using the door to fill the hallway behind her, Maria made use of Mark’s plan. She braced herself behind it, but Buddy ran straight into the door and rammed it with his shoulder, pushing her back like she weighed as much as a paperclip. With her brother's added weight, the makeshift blockade might have worked temporarily. She inadvertently dropped to a knee, quickly got back up, and ran into the nearly sightless basement. 
 
    ‘Mark!’ She screamed as she stumbled down the creaky wooden steps. She hit the packed earth floor and turned the corner just in time to see Mark pulling the boiler room door shut behind him and the pipe sinking back into place. ‘Wait!’ 
 
    She rushed for the door and got a hand on it before Buddy caught up to her and tackled her to the ground. Maria rolled over onto her back, but before she could make a move to get up, Buddy was pressing the long handle of the axe against her throat, holding her to the dirt floor. She tried to yell but the sound came out broken. 
 
    Buddy straddled her. He pulled the axe away from her throat, letting the tail end of a scream escape. Maria called out to her brother in the room mere inches away, ‘Mark! Help me!’ 
 
    Buddy tossed the axe aside, slid backwards, and grabbed onto her waistband. 
 
    ‘No! No! Mark! Help!’ 
 
    Buddy stripped Maria from the waist down. The degenerate’s smile grew in the darkness. She tried to fight him off, all the while screaming for Mark. Buddy threw a punch into her face that laid her out. She shook a dazed blur from of her field of vision and kept struggling. 
 
    Inside the boiler room, Mark’s breathing was heavy. He ignored her calls for help and piled up everything in the room in front of the door. 
 
    Buddy dragged her panties to her ankles. Maria thrashed wildly. She landed a solid kick to his face, her bloody foot leaving a red stamp on Buddy’s mouth. The glass embedded in her foot transferred into his lips and knocked two of his teeth out of alignment. 
 
    He let out a snarl as he threw her panties against the craggy wall and forced his way between her legs. Maria twisted and tried to get up but he forced her back down into the dirt with his big arms. 
 
    ‘Mark! Please, help me! Help me!’ Maria reached out to the closed door, she touched the splintery wood with the tips of her two longest fingers.  
 
    Buddy yanked the glass from his lips and spit a glob of phlegm and blood onto her face. 
 
    Her screams continued but they soon stopped being accompanied by words. 
 
    Mark stayed quiet inside the room. He stepped away from the door, his barricade complete. He picked up one of the croquet mallets, and hugged it for defense and comfort. He backed up to the craggy stone wall opposite the door and dropped to the loose dirt floor. He shut his eyes tight, covered his ears, and did everything he could, short of humming, to tune out what was happening on the other side of the scratchy wood. 
 
    Buddy undid his pants and forced himself inside Maria. She screamed and cried and never stopped trying to fight him off. He picked the axe back up and choked her with the handle as he thrust hard into her for what felt like an eternity. 
 
      
 
    Maria never stopped screaming for Mark. 
 
      
 
    Mark never made a sound. 
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 3. WHIRLWIND OF TRAUMA 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘PHEW, THAT WAS FUN’ Buddy said, out of breath, as he slumped backwards, leaving his axe on the floor. Maria sobbed. She shut her legs tight, rolled onto her side, and curled into the fetal position. 
 
    Buddy zipped up his pants and slowly stood, catching his breath. He turned his back to Maria and stretched, bending down to touch his toes, then reaching up above his head. His knuckles rapped against the overhead pipes. ‘I might have to keep you around.’ Buddy said as he turned around and felt the axe plunge into the side of his shoulder. The wide blade buried halfway through his upper arm bone. With time it would calcify. 
 
    Maria yanked the axe out of his shoulder, a thin spurt of blood hitting the pipe laden ceiling. Her face was tear stained. She stood before him, naked and bloodied from the waist down. 
 
    Buddy screamed in agony and fell against the craggy wall before sliding down to the floor. He put his hands up, afraid of the woman who stood over him. She brought the axe down and lopped off one of Buddy’s hands at the wrist. He howled like a wounded animal. Blood pumped like a jet-stream from the end of his bisected arm. 
 
    ‘Don’t!’ He pleaded, laying on his side, face caked in bloody dirt. 
 
    An angry yell was birthed from deep inside Maria’s heart as she chopped down with the axe. The wide metal split straight through his ear, right under his eye, and came to rest in the bridge of his nose. He was silent, now and forever. His blood looked black on the dirt floor. It didn't spread or pool. Instead it seeped down into the earth. 
 
    She stood, hunched over, breathing short, ragged breaths, gripping the axe as tightly as she could, the palms of her hands red and raw and pricked with splinters from the rough handle. 
 
    Gotta get out of here! Gotta get out of here! Gotta get out of here! Her brain shouted at her repeatedly. Her heart was pounding hard enough to pump blood for three girls her size.  
 
    She pulled her dirty pajama bottoms back on and headed up the stairs as quickly as she could, stopping only to pull the rest of the glass from her foot. 
 
      
 
    SHE BURST OUTSIDE, her bare feet landing in two inches of snow. Drugstore, fast! Her animal brain told her. The thought of going back inside for warmer clothes or a second pair of shoes felt impossible to her. That house was a cloud of poison. It wasn’t her home any longer. She had to get far away from it, as quickly as possible. Don’t stop! Don’t slow down! 
 
    There was a CVS a half mile away. That became her goal; the closest place to prevent a potential pregnancy. She started towards it in a mad rush. She hadn’t been outside since things got bad. She felt light-headed, dizzy. 
 
    As she reached the end of her block she felt Buddy running out of her, down her thigh. She pressed the leg of her pajama bottoms against it, and it stuck to her skin. She gagged and dropped to her knees dry-heaving. 
 
    She laid her forehead in the snow. Tears fell from her eyes and froze to the ground, snowflakes fell to her bare arms and melted away. She sobbed uncontrollably. 
 
    She was no longer a virgin. 
 
      
 
    MARIA STEPPED ONTO THE MAIN ROAD, rubbing her hands along her shoulders, her pajama top doing nothing against the cold. She had already begun to lose feeling in her toes. With her feet numb, it at least stopped the wound on the bottom from hurting as badly. 
 
    A little green car screamed past her around a bend in the road. Maria found herself coated in gray slush from the swerving car.. She shivered like mad, her legs trembling with every step. Can’t stop. Need to keep going, she told herself. She cursed herself for not stopping inside for shoes and a coat, but again, the thought of turning back toward that former home made her retch. 
 
    Rounding the bend, she saw the green car at the back of a long line of vehicles stopped on the two-lane road. The line went on until it rounded a corner and went out of Maria’s sight. Most of the cars idled. Some tried to maneuver their way along the clogged road and others still had been abandoned by their drivers. Many of the cars lacked New Hampshire plates. A large percentage of the state's residents intent on leaving had already done so. The drivers came from all over New England with a few coming from as far as New York and New Jersey. On and on they drove with a shared destination in mind, but not one of geographical tethering. The drivers shared a like-mind; in their terror, their panic, their confusion, and their hope that the next state line would be revealed as a postern into a land unaffected by the societal collapse they had thus far known; an ever advancing finish-line moving in equal and opposite relation to perceived progress; an unobtainable goal powered by a shared refusal to accept the true state of the world. They drove against rationale towards an idea. 
 
    Maria continued forward, past cars bumping into each other at low speeds, car doors opening and their drivers fleeing further down the road on foot. 
 
    She looked into the green car as she passed it. A middle aged woman sat inside alone. She punched the wheel angrily and set off the horn before yelling through the windshield at the traffic ahead of her. 
 
    Pushing forward, Maria looked into the backseat of a hatchback. A young kid in a jacket too big for him sat crying. A muffled yell came from inside the car directed at Maria. She couldn’t make out what was said, but she found a small handgun pointed at her through the closed passenger side window by the kid’s mother, a young brunette with panic in her eyes. The kid’s father sat in the driver’s seat, praying his wife wouldn’t have to fire. 
 
    Maria backed away from the window with her hands raised. The mother tracked her with the gun through the glass. Maria pressed forward along the line of cars up the road, now hesitant to look into any of them. She ran her hands up and down her goosebump covered arms, generating friction. Panicked shouting and muffled sobs floated into her left ear as she made her way along the traffic toward her destination. 
 
     
 
    ACROSS A SNOWY GRASS MEDIAN was the entrance of the CVS. The glass atrium had been driven through by a minivan which sat, smoke rising from the engine, against one of the checkout aisles. 
 
    She stepped carefully through the demolished atrium avoiding shards of broken glass and shafts of twisted metal. A busted lighting fixture hung from a thick wire near the entrance. The sounds of looting inside worried Maria. 
 
    She stepped quietly inside and had a look around: a broken register lying in the middle of the floor, it’s money stolen; a man standing by another register with his back to Maria, trying frantically to break it open; a canvas bag at his feet bursting with food and drinks. The coolers at the back of the store were fully looted with large puddles of water on the floor beneath the doors. Cardboard displays of candy and cookies were knocked over and bare. A perfume and makeup section gleamed, untouched. 
 
    Two figures darted across the back of the store. Maria kept her eyes pointed in their direction and stepped to her side. A gunshot went off inside the store; not where she was looking, somewhere else. The sound was flat and heavy, no echo. Maria crouched down behind a shelf in the makeup section. She knew the shot hadn’t been directed at her and tried to think of that knowledge as comforting. A man’s voice cried out in sharp pain. 
 
    Maria remained crouched as she crossed through the makeup section. Peering into the pharmacy, she saw many of the shelves already bare. She looked to where the gunshot originated and saw a man sitting on the floor, his back leant against a shelf of clearance Christmas decorations, his hand clutching a bullet wound in his shoulder. A terrified woman stood over him holding a purse-sized handgun with both hands, bouncing up and down nervously. ‘I’m sorry, I had to. I’m sorry,’ she said on the verge of tears. 
 
    Maria quickly ran across the open floor space and into the pharmacy. She returned to a crouch, and looked over the looted shelves. What she was after lay amidst the bottles and boxes covering the floor. She tore open a package of Plan-B without reading and took a triple dose of the morning after pills. She swallowed them dry and sat on the floor trying not to succumb to tears again. Not here. No. Maria breathed angrily. She tightened her face. Not ever. No more crying, she told herself. You’re done crying. You’ve been through the worst. That has to be worth something. You won’t give up. You won’t cry. She shut her eyes and repeated to herself; You’re done crying. The next time you want to feel sad, feel angry instead. She let out a long breath and opened her eyes. 
 
    She wrapped her cold hands around her colder feet. It did nothing to warm them. She stood back up, staying crouched below shelf height. She couldn't feel the packaging being brushed aside by her numb feet. Cough drops, cold medicine, collapsible umbrellas. No pain medication. She looked for bandages, at first finding none, then finding a single roll on the floor amid various other products and trash. She wrapped up the gash in her foot and tied it off. Crystals of blood had frozen to the underside. 
 
    In the next aisle she found a box of hand-warmers. She searched for the feminine hygiene shelf and found it in the last aisle of the pharmacy, closer to the gunfire, despite her best wishes. She grabbed a package of pads and stuffed them into a plastic bag from the trash-strewn floor along with the handwarmers. She recalled a hazy health-class-memory of her creepy teacher Mr. Lindley saying that Plan B brought on heavy menstruation. He was fired halfway through her sophomore year when he got a student pregnant shortly after a lesson on the various types of contraceptive. His wife stayed by his side. Maria wondered where they were now. She wondered if they had joined the rising population of corpses. 
 
    There was a rack of slippers with a pair in her size, no other shoes in the store. Not unless she pulled a pair off someone who didn't need them any longer. As she slipped on the fuzzy black slippers another gunshot went off from the same part of the store as before. 
 
    Maria dropped flat to the floor and crawled on her hands and knees to the edge of the pharmacy. She peeked out and saw the man with the wounded shoulder now standing over the woman who had shot him. She had a bullet in her gut now, and before she could cry out, he put a second bullet into her heart. Smoke spiraled out through the hole in her chest. Stuffing from her puffy jacket fluttered to the floor. 
 
    Maria pulled back behind the shelf and tried to stay quiet. The killer was nearby. Maria didn’t blink, she didn’t move and she didn’t breathe. She listened to his footsteps as they headed down an aisle away from her. She steadied herself, sat on the floor, and tore open a pack of hand warmers. Her fingers stung at first, then their normal feeling came rushing back. She tore open a second packet and held them to her feet. They took longer to warm but eventually she could feel her toes again. She tucked the hand warmers into the slippers and stood on the chemically heated rectangles. 
 
    She was headed for her aunt’s house now. The only place to go. She had no other family. As far as she was concerned, she didn’t have a brother any longer. She didn’t know how she would get there, but she knew she wouldn’t let herself be stopped. She thought about food and warmer clothing and about how there might be some of either left inside the store, but didn’t want to risk it. There were at least four other people in the store and at least one of them with a gun who had no qualms about using it. She quietly crossed back to the destroyed atrium and left the store. 
 
      
 
    MARIA MADE HER WAY down the side of the road, feeling nauseous again; partly due to her overconsumption of Plan B, partly due to her ongoing whirlwind of trauma.  Around the next bend in the road, she saw a thick plume of black smoke with a raging fire at the base. As she grew nearer she saw it came from a mesh of mangled cars where the road opened to four lanes, the speed limit increased, and it became more like a highway. 
 
    She gave the pile-up a wide berth, trudging off the road and into a field that ran for a few hundred feet before it hit the forest, mountains shooting up just beyond that. The traffic loosened up past the pile-up with people driving in wide arcs off the road to get around the mess. 
 
    In the field, the snow was almost up to Maria’s knees and the top was ice capped. Each step she took meant breaking through the top layer of ice and bruising her shins. 
 
    Direct cold thwarted the comfort provided by the hand warmers. Snow tumbled inside her slippers and all of her exposed skin soon went numb. She knew she wouldn’t be able to make it to her aunt’s house like this. Bristol was dead center New Hampshire and her Aunt’s house was to the northern end of Vermont in Brighton. They had made the trip a number of times as a family and it took hours by car in good weather and with no traffic. She thought about how there was no way in hell she’d be able to make it there on foot, then she threw that thought out of her mind. You won’t be stopped. Take it little by little, she told herself. It’s dark, you’re tired, find somewhere to sleep till morning. Warm up, find warmer clothes. Food. You need food and water. Her thoughts ran in front of her mind’s eye like a flickering ticker-tape. 
 
    Maria pushed on through the field, breaking her way through the ice, until she was past the pile-up. She returned to the side of the road where the snow was less punishing. Cars sped past her, their headlights blinding her if she tried to look back. Stop looking back, she told herself, stop looking back. 
 
      
 
    HER MUSCLES WERE ACHING when she reached the town’s baseball field where Mark had played little league years ago. The field had two dugouts, a supply shack off to the side, and a yellow plastic topped chain-link fence that encircled the field. Up the hill from the field was the town dump. Maria trudged up the incline, the snow falling faster and faster minute after minute. Her breath pumped out in front of her like steam from a vent. 
 
    The front section of the dump had two small compactors with a glass booth between them where the controls were. Maria crouched down behind the metal ‘dump’ sign just outside the tall chain-link fence that surrounded the area. She looked on in horror at a boy from her high school as he was shoved into one of the compactors by three more of her classmates. She didn’t know them well but in a school that small, they were all too familiar. The basin of the compactor came to just below the boy’s shoulders. They laughed at him and pushed him back inside when he tried to climb out. 
 
    Maria looked further into the dump; a closed gate, and beyond that, the junkyard. Mounds of scrap metal reached for the sky. She squinted and tried to look over the junk mounds for a coat or blankets. It was too far and too dark to see, but she figured there had to be something useful there. 
 
    The sound of a large mechanism coming to life turned Maria’s attention back to the compactor. One of the boys had gone into the control booth and had figured out how to start it up. 
 
    The boy inside screamed amidst the garbage as an iron wall began sliding towards him. 
 
    The other two kept him inside and hurled overlapping insults at him. The boy in the compactor started to cry, and the laughter outside lessened without altogether stopping. A tinge of guilt seemed to infect their chortling. 
 
    Maria realized now who these boys were to each other. The one in the compactor was one of the school bullies, the three outside the compactor were his usual victims. They had run across each other scavenging at the dump and come to blows. The bully, without his usual backup, found himself on the other end of the torment, easily overpowered by the victimized trio in this new world lacking the rules of the former. 
 
    The compactor was coming to a close; the bully backed against the far side, the heavy metal edge moving towards him, pushing trash into his torso. A long wicker couch bent and snapped apart behind him. A thin shaft of wicker stuck into the side of his face like shrapnel. The bully screamed and apologized and cried great-big-blubbering tears. 
 
    The three outside stopped laughing. Their fun was over, time to let him out. They backed away from the edge. The bully tried but couldn’t pull himself out, he was buried in trash above his waist by then. The boy inside the booth tried to stop the compactor but didn’t know how. He slammed on all the buttons. The second compactor on the other side of the booth began to close as well, though that one didn’t harbor any human life. 
 
    Maria turned away and headed back down to the baseball field as the bully was crushed alive. The bully’s scream got even louder. It distorted, then stopped altogether before reaching its natural conclusion. His death knell echoed off the surrounding mountains. Maria wished she could have lived her entire life without ever hearing a sound as terrible as that. She made her way down the hill, sliding and stumbling through the snow. She thought it not possible to feel any colder. 
 
    Maria climbed over the chest high fence and looked into the dugout which had been flooded with water that had now frozen. A solid layer of ice came well above the top of the long bench that ran along the dugout. Maria stepped onto the ice, ducking her head against the roof and holding onto the chain-link fronting to avoid falling. She pulled herself along with her hands on the chain-link, and slid her feet across the icy floor. 
 
    The dugout was angled away from the wind and kept most of the snow out. Maria looked down through the ice, brushing away the thin layer of snow that had managed to get in. She saw a thick letter jacket sitting on the floor under the foggy ice. Wool and pleather. It looked so warm to her, even frozen solid. She looked over baseball hats, jackets and jerseys, baseballs and bats, all frozen beneath this floor of solid ice. 
 
    One bat had its end resting on the bench and was leaned against the wall. The handle stuck several inches out of the ice. Maria grabbed onto it and tried to pull it free but the majority of the bat was encased in ice and it had no give. She slipped while pulling on the bat and fell onto the icy floor. Her fists pounded the ice in frustration. 
 
    She tore open another packet of hand warmers and held them to the ice, hoping despite reason to melt enough ice around the bat to free herself a weapon. She made no progress and instead rubbed the hand warmers over her body which left a black residue on her hands. 
 
    Maria slid her way to the exit and looked up. Moving along the hill by foot were the three boys who had just murdered their high school bully together. Maria backed up to the darkest corner of the dugout and knelt down until they passed. They weren’t talking anymore. They shuffled through the snow in silence, looking down at their feet. A brownish-orange spray of vomit covered the smallest boy’s front. 
 
    After waiting long enough for them to leave her sight down the road, Maria exited the dugout. She cautiously passed the compactors. The bully’s body, from his chest up, lay on top of the closed compactor, his lower body crushed with garbage into a tiny cube inside a large metal container. She quickly averted her eyes and swallowed the traces of vomit that came up out of her throat from her continuous nausea. 
 
    A loose chain held the gate to the junkyard shut. She pulled on one side of the gate and opened it wide enough for her to squeeze past under the chain, then pulled it level behind her. 
 
    Her search was slow as it took a while to even brush away enough snow to see what she was looking at. She had to be careful not to cut herself on whatever was underneath. Mostly she found useless garbage; empty, soggy cardboard boxes, broken kitchen appliances, and bicycle frames with either flat tires or no tires at all. She pulled a purple jacket out from underneath a pile of soiled magazines with excitement, only to find it in a child’s size. She put the hood over her head anyway and let the rest of the jacket hang over her shoulders like a shrunken cape, the slightest protection from the wind chill. 
 
    She kept digging through junk and eventually found a pair of thin, pink, cotton gloves with holes on the fingers and palms. They were already soaking wet and she felt colder with them on, so she stuffed them into the jacket pockets hoping they might dry and be more useful later on. There were blankets to be found but they were full of holes and bugs and were soaking wet. She left them behind, but took a big blue plastic tarp off from over a pile of cinder blocks and wrapped it around her shoulders. 
 
    It was hard to tell what she was seeing with only the light of the moon to search by.  She made the choice to come back in the daylight and have another look. Fearing sleep without a weapon by her side, she looked through pieces of broken wood, giant shards of plate glass, and jagged chunks of rusted metal. She settled on a long metal rod with a diagonal break at one end that had once held up clothes in a closet. She also found a thin, red toolbox with a small padlock on the front. Maria struck the lock with a couple of downward jabs from her makeshift spear before the lock broke open. Throwing open the lid and looking inside, she found a Philip’s head screwdriver, a hammer, a small pouch of nails, a tape measure, and sandpaper. She took the toolbox and left the junkyard. 
 
    The door to the supply shack was locked, the metal handle, cold. She retrieved the hammer and gave the handle a hard downward whack. The metal dented, the screws pulled away from the base, the handle hung downward. Another whack and it fell to the snowy ground. She fumbled around in the hole until the handle on the other side fell to the floor of the shack and the door swung open. 
 
    Snowflakes rushed in behind her. Maria slammed the door shut. The inside was pitch black, save for a faint beam of moonlight streaming in through the hole where the doorknob had just been. She hadn’t gotten a look around as she entered so she blindly inched away from the door to escape the cold draft that blew in. With her hand outstretched she moved forward until she felt something metal, a shelf probably. Maria set the hammer down and sat on the floor. She laid the child’s coat over her like a tiny blanket and wrapped herself up in the plastic tarp. The slippers she wore had soft bottoms and had soaked straight through. She kicked them off and rubbed her feet together under the tarp to warm them up. She laid her head against the wooden floor and breathed stale dusty air in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    SHE SLEPT A DREAMLESS NIGHT and awoke tired in the dim morning light. The crotch of her pants was soaked through with blood. 
 
    Sunlight made its way into the shack through the hole in the door and through the small gaps between the painted boards that made up the walls. She sat up, rubbing her neck and stretching her limbs. She had a look around the inside of the shack: three metal shelves and a plastic trunk. She found a box of baseball gloves and a large can of baseballs, but no bats. She found an empty gym bag and folded up the tarp to put inside with the tool box on top. 
 
    She opened up the plastic trunk and found it full of junk food; cardboard boxes of snack sized chip bags, pretzels, and crackers. She ate until that empty feeling in her stomach went away, then she stuffed as much as would fit into the gym bag, which wasn’t very much. 
 
    She put the slippers back on; still damp, but protection from direct contact with snow. The gloves were still sopping wet and freezing. She threw them to the floor and cursed. The hood of the child’s jacket was detachable, so she took the hood off and wore it as a hat. She ripped off the sleeves at the shoulders and squeezed her arms through. As she picked up her broken curtain rod for defense she thought about how she might run away if she saw someone who looked like she did. She felt foolish… foolish and doomed. 
 
      
 
    MARIA WENT BACK TO THE JUNKYARD to look it over more carefully and completely. She spent a few hours searching. It wasn’t snowing anymore. Too cold to snow. She hadn’t found anything that she considered useful, even with the aid of sunlight, when a woman several years older than her entered the junkyard. She had short brown hair that looked like she had cut it herself. 
 
    She had in fact cut it herself, and recently. Her hair had been long and flowing until it almost caused her death when it obscured her vision in a fight two nights earlier. The knife in her hand was used to saw the strands short, and to best her opponent in the final moments of their conflict. She hadn’t noticed Maria upon entering the junkyard, but now they were both eyeing each other. 
 
    Maria held out her curtain rod spear and the woman held her steak knife at waist height, the tip pointed in Maria’s direction. The stranger walked further into the junkyard. The two circled each other in silence. Maria’s hands trembled, and though she tried to hide the fear from her face, it still came across. The woman either hid her fear better, or didn’t feel any. 
 
    They circled each other until Maria was at the gate. She slipped out under the chain and walked backwards away from the junkyard. The woman put her guard down first and started rooting through the garbage. Maria turned her back to the woman only once she was all the way down the hill and out of the dump. She left past the baseball field and got back on the road. 
 
      
 
    SHE SPENT THE REST OF THE DAY WALKING, the tarp wrapped around her shoulders to guard against the windchill. At night she sojourned to a collapsing shack in the woods off to the side of the highway. The shelter was made from rotting wood that someone else had already haphazardly constructed and subsequently abandoned. She stopped herself from crying when the impulse came late into the night. Gunshots sounded a couple of times before daylight broke and stopped Maria from entering REM sleep. Whenever a bang brought her back into consciousness, the sounds of the forest continued to pervade her shelter, long after the gun blasts decayed, and made falling back asleep a challenge despite how exhausted she felt. 
 
    At the start of the day, she awoke again with blood between her legs, fresh blood, still flowing. It wasn’t the embarrassment, it was the thought of how vulnerable it must make her look that convinced Maria that she needed to cover up the blood somehow. 
 
    She punctured the blue tarp with the tip of her spear. She stuck two fingers into the hole and ripped a section of the tarp off to tie around her waist, like a towel at the beach. 
 
    Her head felt like a steel drum being banged on by an angry child. She feared frostbite but thought she had managed to dodge it so far. Real shoes, boot preferably, would be necessary if she were to continue on foot much longer. It was a miserable existence, but giving up wasn’t an option to Maria. It never crossed her mind. She tried to focus on the destination rather than the journey. 
 
      
 
    A BLUE PICKUP TRUCK with peeling paint pulled to a stop beside Maria on the highway at midday. The rest of the road was empty. A husband and wife sat in the front seats. The man, her father's age, had a thick brown beard like a lumberjack, which he had in fact been until jobs recently stopped being something that people still performed. He had sad blue eyes, but a warm smile as he leaned forward to speak past his wife to Maria. ‘Do you have anyone?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Maria asked, still walking, still shivering. 
 
    The man took his foot off of the brake and let the truck slowly roll forward, keeping pace with Maria. ‘Are you on your own out here?’ 
 
    Maria was more alone than she ever had been, but she didn’t think it would be smart to tell the man that. She didn’t know if she should tell him anything. 
 
    ‘It’s okay, honey.’ The woman said. Her skin was loose, especially around the neck. She looked as though she had lost quite a lot of weight rather quickly. She wore a selection of multi-colored rings on her fingers and a fake gemstone necklace. ‘We’re all scared out here,’ she sounded genuine, caring. 
 
    The lumberjack nodded. ‘There’s a lot of crazy people out here. I promise, we’re good folk.’ There were deep creases around his eyes when he smiled. He reminded Maria of Santa Clause from the old stop-motion movies. 
 
    ‘You can come with us if you want.’ The wife said, flirting with eagerness. 
 
    ‘My brother’s got a farm over in Danbury. Corn and tomatoes and such. Some cows and chickens. If things haven’t gone back to normal by Spring, we at least won’t be left wanting for food.’ 
 
    ‘What do you say?’ The wife asked gently. 
 
    Maria looked them over. They seemed honest. It was clear the lumberjack was massive even while seated in the cab, but he didn’t come across as dangerous despite his size. He had a carnival-teddy-bear quality. She stopped walking. The truck stopped too. 
 
    The eager woman leaned through the window. Maria backed away and tightened her grip on the rod. ‘Stay away from me.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay, honey, we’re not gonna hurt you,’ she sighed sadly. ‘I’m sorry if anyone has hurt you. I can’t believe things have gotten this bad. I never thought it would get this way.’ 
 
    Another vehicle sped past going double the speed limit. Maria’s wary eyes were glued to it and the couple took notice. 
 
    ‘Look,’ The lumberjack said, ‘It’s bad out here, this whole damn country’s fallen apart since the bombs fell.’ 
 
    Maria pulled her attention away from the other vehicle and looked the man in his sad blue eyes. Bombs? She wondered. She hadn’t heard or seen anything about bombs. She supposed no one really knew exactly why and how everything went wrong. 
 
    ‘My name’s Eamon. This is my wife, Beth. You look really cold out here. And scared. And well, we want you to come with us.’ Beth took his hand. ‘You’d be safer with us. We had a-’ Suddenly Eamon’s sad eyes got a whole lot sadder and he stopped his sentence short. 
 
    Beth rubbed his shoulder as he lowered his head and tightened his face, holding back tears. His skin grew pink. She turned back to Maria. ‘Will you come with me and Eamon? I think it would be good for all of us.’ 
 
    Maria looked away from her. She looked at the smoke pumping out of their tail pipe and at the snow behind the truck changing color from the exhaust. She felt the slightest bit of warmth drift from the inside of the truck and she could smell the artificial heat pumping out of the air vents. ‘Okay.’ 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
   
 
  

 4. THE DEAD COWS, THE NAZI, 
 
    AND THE GANG OF BASTARDS 
 
      
 
      
 
    MARIA SAT IN THE BACK SEAT. It took a while, but she warmed up considerably. She thought back to a school trip she had taken. An overnight to an observatory in Maine. Her and Stacey snuck out of their hotel room at midnight. They spent an hour hopping back and forth between the cold pool and the hot tub. 
 
    ‘Thank you for letting me ride with you,’ she projected toward the front seat. 
 
    ‘Thank you for riding with us.’ The woman said. 
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ The man asked. 
 
    ‘Maria.’ 
 
    ‘You must’ve been so cold out there.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I thought I was going to die for a minute there.’ Maria meant from the cold, but then her mind drifted back to the basement. She thought of Buddy. She thought of how Mark had left her to Buddy. How he had ignored her calls for help. She hated him. Both hims. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ Beth asked. 
 
    ‘Sorry, what?’ Maria had drifted off in thought. 
 
    ‘I said we could stop by the house and pick you up some clothes.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t be going around in pajamas.’ Eamon added. ‘And whatever those things on your arms are.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Maria said, feeling embarrassed. 
 
    ‘So, do you want to?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, thank you.’ 
 
    They drove to a small house in a semi-contained suburban community. The windows of the house were broken as were most of the other windows on the street. As Maria stepped out of the backseat she noticed a handmade cross planted in the yard. Two small pieces of wood painted white. She guessed there would be freshly tilled earth under the snow. Now that he was standing, Maria took note of just how tall Eamon was. Six-foot-eight and broad like a tree trunk. 
 
    Eamon and Beth led Maria inside. There were piles of glass and bricks in front of each window and dried blood on the stairs and dining room floor. Maria had left her curtain rod in the truck, but now wished she had kept it with her. She reached her hand into the gym bag slung over her shoulder, all of the food gone from the inside. She popped open the tool box and got a grip on the hammer. She kept her weapon inside the bag and tried to appear casual as she followed Beth upstairs. 
 
    ‘I’m gonna see if I can make some coffee.’ Eamon murmured in a bid to avoid going upstairs. He crossed the kitchen and pulled a metal coffee can out of the pantry. He retrieved a stick lighter from a drawer and lit the pilot light on the stove. 
 
    Beth led Maria down a hallway. ‘How old did you say you are?’ 
 
    ‘Um, 17.’ 
 
    ‘Ally was a year younger than you, but I think her stuff should fit.’ Beth pushed open a door and walked Maria into a brightly colored bedroom. A pink bed with fake flowers stuck to the posts. Foam cut outs of flowers and torn pages out of magazines featuring K-pop boy bands stuck to the walls. Beth went to the bifold doors of a closet covered in concert passes and pulled them open. She spoke slowly, ‘You can take what you want from in here. She has a backpack somewhere that you can use. Um… Excuse me, please.’ Beth bit her lip and left the room with wet eyes, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Maria released the hammer and closed the toolbox. She pulled her hand out of the gym bag, zipped it shut and felt bad for distrusting these devastated parents. She told herself she still shouldn’t be completely trusting of them, but seeing their pain made that difficult. 
 
    She made a quick stop in the hall bathroom to clean herself up, as best she could in the sink, then looked through Ally’s messy closet. As many pieces of clothing lay crumpled on the floor as were hung up. Beth was right, they were the same size. Maria pulled the ridiculous purple jacket sleeves off her arms, ditched the hood and the wet slippers. She went through Ally’s dresser and pulled on a pair of wool socks. She looked over the dozen pairs of shoes in the room and let out a sigh of relief when she found them to be her size, except for a couple of older pairs; child size tap shoes and ballet slippers kept for sentimental reasons. 
 
    She peeled off the dirty pajama bottoms and stuffed them into a wire wastebasket. She had an urge to light them on fire, to see them burn. She took up a crumpled piece of poster-board (an old school project of Ally’s) and used it to cover up her fuzzy, bloody pajamas. It felt strange going through the girl’s underwear drawer and she almost let tears overtake her thinking back to what Buddy did to her. No, she told herself. No more crying. She stuffed it down. Deep down. 
 
    She put on clean clothes, dressing warmly: a long sleeve shirt, a thick brown sweater and a winter coat on top. She wore dark leggings under a pair of fleece lined pants. She wrapped a scarf around her neck, pulled on winter gloves and donned a knit, red hat shaped like a raspberry. 
 
    She moved junk around within the closet in search of a sizable carrying bag. At first all she found was a neon bag shaped like an anime cat’s head. Too small and too eye catching, Maria thought. She kept rummaging until she found a decently-sized backpack of a dark purple hue. That’ll do.  
 
    The backpack was quickly stuffed with other warm clothes, more socks and underwear. She thought about taking other things from the girl’s room but decided to stop and instead be thankful to her parents. 
 
    Maria left the bedroom and went downstairs to rejoin Eamon and Beth. They sat at the kitchen table drinking coffee from plain white mugs. A third mug was filled and offered to Maria who gladly accepted even though she had never liked coffee. It warmed her insides in a way that was desperately needed. 
 
    Photographs of Ally hung on the fridge under magnets. Maria looked a lot like her. Different nose, different eye color, different haircut. Same height, same build, same hair color. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Maria said and sipped more of the coffee, still not a fan of the caffeinated beverage. 
 
    ‘Um, could you please not wear that hat.’ 
 
    Maria looked up from her mug to Eamon who had tears welling in his eyes. The pink strain was back in his face. ‘Uh, yeah, sorry.’ Maria pulled the raspberry hat off. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I just don’t think I’d be able to look at you without-... if you were wearing that.’ He took the hat from her and held it lightly with his fingertips. He folded it over and held it in front of him like a holy object. 
 
    ‘Come with me, I think we have some other hats around here.’ Said Beth. 
 
    Maria followed Beth to a hall closet where she fished out a plain black hat for her to wear. Then she took her to the bathroom and filled a pouch for her with toiletries. While Eamon was left alone in the kitchen, he sat and cried as quietly as he could manage. He covered his eyes and wrapped Ally’s hat tightly around his hand. 
 
    He remembered seeing her in it for the first time. That hat was the first thing she bought with her own money after getting her first job. Neither parent had pushed her to get a job; she applied to the ice cream shop of her own volition as soon as she got her license so she could drive herself back and forth. Eamon was proud of her for getting her first job, but for some reason, the full extent of his pride hadn’t sunk in until the day she stepped through the door wearing that hat. 
 
      
 
    THE TRIO SPENT THE NIGHT IN THE HOUSE and the next morning they were back on the road. Maria kept catching Beth staring at her with somber eyes; if not at Maria’s face, then at her daughter’s clothes on her body. Sometimes she would twist her whole body around in the passenger seat to look at Maria, other times her gaze would linger on her through the rearview mirror. 
 
    The long-lasting looks made Maria uncomfortable, but she didn’t hold it against the distraught mother. Whenever Maria met her eyes, Beth would apologize and hug onto Eamon’s arm for support. Maria wondered if Eamon would have been staring as much too if he weren’t in the driver’s seat. 
 
    Beth remembered taking Alley shopping for those clothes. She remembered her daughter’s sense of fashion changing over the years; from a single digits tomboy, to an awkward, unconformable tween, to a blossoming teenager who never lived to see adulthood. 
 
    Beth cried into Eamon’s chest with his arm around her as he drove. 
 
    Maria averted her eyes. She turned to watch out the window. 
 
    They progressed carefully which entailed a great deal of stopping and listening for other engines. At larger intersections or wider roads, Eamon would get out of the truck and scout up ahead on foot to make sure the coast was clear. It always was. 
 
    A couple hours of cautious travel later, they arrived at the little town of Danbury. The town was just as empty as Bristol was now and always had been. The town had the lowest population in an already low-population region of the state. They maneuvered slowly, Eamon keeping his eyes peeled for danger. 
 
    A fire raged in the town’s general store. A thick plume of black smoke escaped into the freezing air. 
 
    Some old friends of Eamon had used to use that general store as a meetup point. They were friends he would rather not remember. Good friends, but bad people.  He had done his best to forget them nearly two decades ago after falling for Beth. He found himself thinking about those old friends more and more since things got bad and people got violent. They would have been good people to have around in these dangerous times, but he had no knowledge of their whereabouts and no way to track them down. He was sure they would be far away from New Hampshire at this point. 
 
    They didn’t like to stay in one place too long. Once folks with badges started to learn their names, it was typically time to relocate. Back when Eamon ran with them, they wouldn’t remain in the same state for more than a year or two at a time. Eamon’s motorcycle days saw him living in most states along the northernmost portion of the country at one time or another. They traveled light and lived light, and their broader affiliations made finding income opportunities a relatively easy task. He had no plans to settle down in New Hampshire… until he met Beth.  
 
    Eamon could remember plenty of good times with those guys, but he didn’t look back on them fondly. He couldn’t help but wonder if their presence may have led to Ally’s survival, but Ally surely wouldn’t have even been born if those old friends were still a part of Eamon’s life. It was a chain of dominos he preferred not to linger on. 
 
    Beth had made him swear he would never so much as straddle another motorcycle as long as he lived. That was a tall order, and Eamon would never have agreed to that for anyone other than Beth. 
 
    She saw the softness in him that no one else did. She saw a caring heart where others saw only a brute. She didn’t learn he was a card carrying member of the Hand-Breaker MC until they had already been dating for an entire month. He had lied and told her he worked in a meat packing plant. When she found out the truth, she almost left him right then, but his blue, puppy-dog eyes melted right through her resolve. She felt foolish for believing the lie; it was obvious in retrospect, but it hadn’t even occurred to Beth that Eamon would ever lie to her about anything. He never did again. 
 
    Eamon’s biker pals couldn’t wrap their heads around his interest in Beth. They didn’t consider her attractive, and that was by far the most important characteristic in a woman to them. They called her fat and homely, and spent the entire night after his first date with Beth making fun of him relentlessly. They were shocked when he asked her out a second time. 
 
    She got him, the real him, the parts of him that even he had trouble seeing in himself. Beth helped him deconstruct the macho persona that he felt he had to live. She let him know his feelings were okay and that he didn’t have to slot into the archetype that others wanted of him. 
 
    They needed each other for different kinds of strength. 
 
      
 
    PASSING A COLLAPSED railway bridge, it took Maria a moment to remember if it had always been that way. The bridge had been in complete disrepair for as long as Maria had been alive. If you looked in the right places around central New Hampshire several years prior to the fall of polite, you’d be forgiven for mistaking it as apocalyptic even in its best condition. Empty buildings on the verge of collapse, old, broken construction machinery, flooded brick homes left to the ravages of time at the bases of mountains and rivers, abandoned chunks of metal and wood once formed into the shape of something practical; all were now scattered throughout the woods and lesser used roads; All a common sight in the area for years before it would become common throughout the rest of the country. 
 
    They turned onto a back road that would’ve meant they were driving on dirt if there wasn’t so much snow piled on top. The road, unplowed, gave their truck little trouble. Theirs wasn’t the first set of tire marks down the road and they were able to keep a decent pace by following in the deep grooves. The snow was especially powdery that year in any places where it hadn't frozen solid. The road passed under a long tree branch covering, then opened up to a vista: a massive snow covered field to the left, and a picturesque little pond to the right, frozen solid. A single crooked tree stood in front of the pond, its dead branches creaking in the cold wind. The carcasses of several cows lay in the field, snow gathering on their backs. 
 
    ‘That’s my brother’s place right there.’ Eamon pointed to a white, two-story farmhouse past the lake. He took the cows to be a bad omen, but didn’t verbalize his concern to the others. 
 
    ‘I’m sure Paul and the girls’ll be happy to see us.’ Beth said. 
 
    ‘Well, he’ll be surprised at least.’ 
 
    ‘Hm? I thought you called him?’ 
 
    ‘Tried. Couldn’t get through. His phone was off. Either it’s dead or he’s saving the battery like us.’ Eamon tried not to think of other possibilities. 
 
    The tire tracks they were riding in went into the farmhouse driveway and then got messy before returning to the road and continuing straight off into the distance. Another bad omen. 
 
    They parked in the long driveway beside a rusty pickup truck, light brown colored, and a far rustier green tractor. ‘His truck’s here. That’s good.’ 
 
    They climbed from the truck and stood in place looking at the farm house ahead of them. The windows on the first floor had been boarded up from the inside and Eamon guessed that the front door had probably been given the same treatment. ‘Paul?!’ He called out to the house, loud enough for his voice to carry. They stood in silence, the wind blowing the loose areas of their clothes around like miniature flags of surrender. Eamon called out to his brother a second time, and again got no response. 
 
    Eamon walked around to the back of his truck and pulled out a shotgun. He racked it and pointed it down at the ground. Maria hadn’t seen the gun, but wasn’t surprised by its emergence. She knew the area all too well. Each person was more likely to have a gun than not. New Hampshire was a gun heavy state, at least in the rural areas. Any random citizen from teenager to farmer would likely tell you they needed an assault rifle to fight off the terrorists; 100% certain that their tiny, landlocked town in the middle of nowhere would be the target of an invasion. ‘The south of the north’, Mark had often called it. Maria didn't like this and had and some point hoped to move away to a place where that type of thinking wasn't as commonly held. Mark wanted that common mindset to change, but he never wanted to leave New Hampshire. 
 
    Maria figured if there was anyone inside the farmhouse, there were 20-1 odds they had at least one cabinet chock-full of firearms. 
 
    ‘You two wait in the truck, but don’t run the engine.’ Eamon ordered with his eyes glued to the farmhouse. 
 
    Beth stayed quiet. She looked down at her hands and pulled a loose thread from one of her mittens. 
 
    ‘If I’m not out in ten minutes, you drive away. If you hear shooting, wait five minutes, then if you don’t see me coming, you drive away. If you see anyone other than me, Paul, or the girls, you drive away.’ 
 
    Beth bit her lip and looked past her mittens to the snow. 
 
    ‘Okay, Beth?’ 
 
    Beth nodded slightly in silence. 
 
    ‘You got it?’ 
 
    Beth nodded more and let out a barely audible ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Promise me. Leave after 10 minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I promise.’ Beth said softly. 
 
    'Swear to me, baby.' 
 
    'I swear, Eamon. I promise.' 
 
    Eamon turned to Maria and looked down at her. ‘See that she does, please, Maria.’ 
 
    Maria nodded too. ‘Okay, Eamon.’ 
 
    Eamon gave Beth a kiss and a hug and then he gave Maria a hug too. To her own surprise, she hugged the lumberjack back without any hesitation. He had a warmth and comfort to him in spite of his intimidating appearance. Eamon walked forward. ‘Be careful.’ Beth called to him. 
 
    Eamon trudged up to the front door. He took his shotgun in both hands and put his ear to the door. Silence. The doorknob refused to turn. He pulled out his key ring and tried the key his sister-in-law had given him. He had never had cause to use it before. The door unlocked but didn’t open; blocked like he had suspected. Eamon laid his shoulder against the door and gave it a hard shove. There was no give to it. He took a step back and gave it a full force kick. 
 
    The nails holding the wooden boards in place where ripped from the doorframe and Eamon stepped inside. The entire first floor was dim. With the windows boarded, there was hardly any light getting inside. He could see just enough to know the living and dining rooms were empty. He walked slowly toward the kitchen with the shotgun raised, stepping as quietly as he could. Snow clung to the underside of his boots and crunched with his first few steps. 
 
    He slinked over to the kitchen doorway and peered through. The room was empty. It was too dark to tell if there was blood anywhere. He didn’t smell anything out of the ordinary. They wouldn’t board the place up from the inside and leave out the back, Eamon thought. He hoped to God they weren’t dead. Someone could’ve broken in and killed them, and that person could have been the one to board up the house. Or Paul could’ve decided to take the lives of himself and his family. Eamon had thought about suicide for himself and Beth when Ally died. He knew Beth would’ve gone along with it. He knew she had thought about it too. 
 
    Eamon was sick with worry. He felt dizzy and before he could steady himself he had dropped to a knee and needed to lean against the shotgun for support. How long had it been since he had eaten? He couldn’t remember. 
 
    He forced himself back to his feet, unsure of how long he was down there. He felt dizzy; lightheaded. He went to the staircase and pointed the shotgun up toward the brighter second floor. The upstairs windows hadn’t been boarded, so the visibility was much better. He kept his aim steady as he headed up the stairs, each step creaking loudly under his feet despite his best attempts to remain quiet. 
 
    He quickly scanned the hallways when he reached the second floor and searched each of the bedrooms. The first two were empty; some food lined out across one of the beds, but otherwise nothing out of the ordinary. The place looked clean. The door to the third bedroom was closed unlike the others. His pulse quickened. He stood with his back to the wall beside the door. One hand clutched his shotgun while the other knocked on the door. 
 
    Suspense filled moments passed with no response. Eamon felt like he was holding his breath, even though he wasn't. His pores let out sweat. He didn’t feel cold for the first time since exiting the truck. Eventually he steadied the tremor in his hand and pushed open the door. He kept his back against the wall, staying out of the doorway. He waited half a minute, then peeked into the room. He scanned it slowly; it was the twins’ bedroom. Pink bunk-beds with messy dressing. Nobody in sight. He started to pull out of the room when something caught his eye. The closet door, some light spilling under it across the floor. Eamon aimed his shotgun at the center of the door and inched closer. 
 
    He continued to sweat despite the cold. A shadow passed over the light from inside the closet and Eamon’s finger twitched over the trigger. He pulled it halfway, then released it. He shut his eyes briefly and made an effort to slow his breathing so he wouldn't sound weak. ‘Paul, is that you?’, Eamon asked and then braced himself for gunfire to obliterate the thin wooden door. 
 
    ‘… Eamon?’ his brother's voice responded. 
 
    ‘Oh, Jesus Christ!’ Eamon let out a laugh in relief and lowered his shotgun to the floor. He doubled over as the closet door opened up and his brother Paul stepped out holding a shotgun of his own. They had been aiming at each other through the door, each ready to blow the other away. Eamon and Paul quickly crossed the room and embraced each other. 
 
    ‘I’m so glad you’re alive.’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t know that was you down there. Oh Jesus, I am so happy to see you.’ Paul tugged on his little brother’s ears. Paul was older by a few years but Eamon was a whole eight-inches taller. Eamon looked past him and saw his sister-in-law and their two children standing in the closet. Lucille also had a shotgun and the twins, Lucy and Cindy, aged 10, each held a handgun as big as their torsos. 
 
    ‘It’s good to see you, Eamon.’ Lucille said, stepping out into the room. 
 
    ‘Uncle Eamon!’ The twins shouted in unison. They ran across the room and each hugged onto one of his tree-trunk legs, their guns still in hand. 
 
    ‘I’ll take those back now, girls.’ Paul took the handguns away from them, switched the safeties on, and tucked them under his belt. 
 
    Eamon fell to a seat in a white wicker chair against the wall. He leant his gun against the wall and rubbed a hand over his face. The twins climbed up onto his lap. ‘You have no idea how scared I was coming through your house just now.’ 
 
    ‘You’re tellin’ me? I had the girls saying their prayers when you knocked our door in. Speaking of which, you’ll nail that back up?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Soon as the others get in.’ 
 
    ‘Oh good, you’re not alone,’ Cindy said, ‘What a relief. I thought something terrible had happened.’ 
 
    Eamon rubbed his hand through his beard to his mouth. His fingers disappeared. He set the twins down and stood up. He walked in between his brother and sister-in-law and lowered his head. ‘I need to tell you something, but it’s not easy for me to say.’ 
 
    ‘Oh god,’ Paul said grabbing onto his brother’s arm. 
 
    ‘It’s Ally… she’s de-…’ Tears welled in his eyes. He forced himself to continue, ‘She was killed.’ 
 
    Cindy hugged him and Paul wrapped his arms around both of them. ‘I’m so sorry, Eamon,’ she whispered. Eamon had felt he could hold back the tears, but their touch brought it out of him. He hoped the twins weren’t paying much attention. 
 
    ‘Did you get the bastard who did it?’ 
 
    Eamon sucked in a long breath, his fists clenched. ‘I killed all of them.’ 
 
    ‘Good. I hope you took your time with them.’ Paul wanted to spit on the floor. 
 
    ‘I should’ve taken longer.’ Eamon had once been at the mercy of a violent side, long ago. He had successfully tucked it away upon meeting Beth and it hadn’t seen the light of day until a week ago. 
 
    ‘And Beth?’ Cindy asked cautiously. 
 
    ‘She’s okay. She’s outside.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, well let’s bring her in.’ Paul stepped out of their tiny circle and moved toward the window. 
 
    ‘There’s someone else with us if that’s okay. A girl, Maria. We found her freezing on the side of the road.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s okay. Where are they?’ Paul asked, looking out of the window. 
 
    ‘They’re waiting in the truck.’ 
 
    ‘Where’d you move it to?’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ A wave of realization hit Eamon. He ran to the window and looked out to the empty spot where the blue pickup truck had been. ‘Shit, shit!’ He sprinted downstairs and out the front door. He ran to the end of the driveway and looked down the road as far as he could see. They were long gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    BETH WIPED TEARS from her eyes as she drove. Maria tried to console her from the passenger seat to no avail. They had waited outside the house longer than Eamon had told them to. She was still grieving the death of her daughter and now she had to add the perceived death of her husband onto her pile of sorrows as well. Her shoulders sagged low under this heavy, emotional weight. 
 
    Her driving wasn’t steady. The truck tires slid on the ice and snow but she didn’t slow down. Maria held onto the dashboard but didn’t dare ask her to slow down or to be careful. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe it. I shouldn’t have let him go in there. We should have just kept going north. I’m such an idiot. We should’ve kept going north to my mother’s. I’m such a goddamn idiot. We should go back. He could still be alive. Should we go back?’ 
 
    Maria didn’t know what to say. ‘I don’t uh-’ 
 
    ‘No, he said not to. I promised. I swore to him. God damn it. He wants us to stay alive. We can keep going for him, Ally-’ She gasped at herself. Her foot left the gas pedal and a hand flung to her mouth. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know why I called you that… Maria. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    Beth kept speaking fast and in circles. Maria let her talk. She didn’t interrupt, she just listened. After an hour, Beth had talked herself out. She drove quietly, whimpering. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    EAMON WAS FURIOUS WITH HIMSELF. How could he have let the time slip away from him like that? He punched himself hard in the side of the head, then did the same to the other side. He went for a third punch, but Paul restrained him. 
 
    ‘Stop it!’ 
 
    Eamon dropped to his knees. ‘I fucked everything up!’ 
 
    ‘Eamon, listen-’ 
 
    ‘Give me your keys.’ Eamon stood up and grabbed at Paul’s pocket. 
 
    ‘Eamon-’ Paul fished out his keys and Eamon snatched them from his hand. 
 
    ‘I need to go after her.’ Eamon ran to Paul’s truck and fumbled with the keys. 
 
    ‘Eamon! It’s not going to work.’ 
 
    Eamon spun around. ‘What?’ 
 
    Paul pointed underneath the truck to a thick black puddle. He kicked away some snow underneath the back bumper to reveal the start of an oil trail leading to the road. ‘I went into town for supplies and the pickup took a couple bites from a 9-mil. It won’t start up anymore.’ 
 
    Eamon climbed into the truck and tried it anyway. Paul was right. ‘I need to catch up to her,’ He said, climbing out of the dead truck. He walked over to the tractor and started climbing inside. 
 
    ‘Eamon, calm down. That tractor hasn’t worked in years, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Fuck!’ Eamon punched the tractor door. He skinned his knuckle and dented the rusty green metal. Suddenly he felt dizzy again. The exertion made him lightheaded. He stumbled backwards. ‘Are there any other-’ He tried to grab onto the side of the tractor to steady himself but slipped and fell to the ground. 
 
    ‘Eamon!’ Paul ran over and helped him sit up. ‘Are you sick?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go after her on foot.’ Eamon woozily got onto his feet in a squat but had trouble standing the rest of the way up. 
 
    ‘Don’t be crazy.’ Paul said as he helped Eamon stand. He took Eamon’s arm and laid it over his shoulder to steady him. 
 
    ‘I can follow her tracks.’ Eamon tried to walk forward but Paul stopped him. 
 
    ‘When’s the last time you ate anything?’ 
 
    ‘Let go of me.’ Eamon lacked the strength to break free from Paul’s torpid grip. 
 
    ‘You try to go after her in this state and you’ll die. That’s no help to anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Get off of me!’ Eamon mustered the last of his energy to shove his brother away. He took two steps forward, then folded in on himself. His unconscious body hit the ground with a slushy thud. 
 
      
 
    EAMON AWOKE ON THE COUCH in the living room. Paul had planned on carrying him up to the spare bedroom, but hadn’t managed to heave Eamon’s bulky frame up the stairs, even with Lucille’s help. 
 
    Eamon wandered his way into the kitchen and found a plate waiting for him on the island  surrounded by his brother’s family. He didn’t really think of Lucille and the twins as his own family. 
 
    They’d had food in the truck, they'd had a safe enough place to sleep, but since Ally died, Eamon had refused himself both as some sort of penitence. 
 
    They sat at the kitchen table. The front door was nailed shut once again. An electric lantern cast harsh bluish-white light throughout the room, making everyone’s skin look sickly pale. Only Eamon’s skin actually was. Lucille stood with a frying pan over the pilot light of their gas stove frying up bacon and eggs. 
 
    ‘So the chickens are okay? I saw your cows on the way in. What happened there?’ Eamon rubbed his head in an attempt to lessen a headache that wouldn’t go away. Cindy tugged on his pant leg and offered him a glass of water. ‘Thank you, darling,’ he said taking the glass and patting her on the head. He drank too fast and coughed vociferously. 
 
    ‘Some townies drove up to our farm,’ Paul said breaking a piece of bread in half and offering it to Eamon. ‘Teenagers I think. We hid upstairs. Heard lots of yelling and shooting, but it’s hard to make out what anyone’s saying from up there. Don’t think they tried getting inside. If they did try, they were at least quiet about it. When we came out, I found the cows riddled with bullets. Used them as target practice I guess. Maybe just a bit of fun for them.’ 
 
    Lucille added, 'They might've wanted to prove to themselves that they could kill something easy… before moving on to people.' 
 
    ‘They been back?’ Eamon asked. 
 
    Lucille set a plate of food down in front of Eamon and he began eating. 
 
    Paul took a plate of his own. ‘No. Hopefully they don’t. That was a few days ago now.’ 
 
    Eamon ate his food quickly and spoke with his mouth full. ‘As soon as I’ve eaten, I’m off.’ 
 
    ‘You should really stay the night. It’ll be dark soon.’ Paul watched his brother eating and knew he was on the losing side of the disagreement. ‘Come on, get one good night’s sleep in you before you go chasing after her.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t wait. I can’t let her get too far ahead of me. She’ll stop for the night somewhere to sleep, and if I move quickly enough, that’s when I can catch up to her.’ 
 
    ‘You know her tracks are probably gonna get too muddled to follow, soon as she hits a main road.’ 
 
    ‘I know… but I have to try. What am I if I don’t?’ 
 
    Paul thought about saying, my brother, but he didn’t. 
 
    There was a period of time lasting for well over a decade that saw Eamon and Paul refusing to speak a single word to each other. This stretch of time began shortly after Eamon joined the Hand-Breaker MC and broke their parents’ hearts. The long distance and frequent travel, before the advent of cellphones, would have already made staying in touch difficult enough without the addition of a growing familial rift. 
 
    ‘You’re killing our parents!’ Were Paul’s last words to him, shouted into his kitchen phone. 
 
    ‘Fuck you.’ Were Eamon’s last words to Paul, before slamming the receiver in the phonebooth that he had to duck down to fit inside of. 
 
    When their parents did eventually pass away a couple of years later, one shortly after the other, Paul almost picked up the phone to call Eamon, but he didn’t know how to reach him, or where he was those days. Eamon wouldn’t learn of them dying until a year after it happened. 
 
    It was Beth who finally convinced Eamon to reach back out to Paul  while she was pregnant with Ally. The brothers both missed each other more than they had realized until they heard the other’s voice. Lucille had been trying to convince Paul to do the same, and his excuse of not knowing where Eamon was, was wearing awful thin the longer the internet stuck around. 
 
    Eamon told Paul about the incoming baby, as yet unnamed, and learned that Paul had married his own wonderful woman and that they were attempting pregnancy themselves but were not yet having any luck. It didn’t take long for Eamon to convince Paul to pack up and move. They had already been looking for a reason to get out of Missouri for the last couple years anyway; ever since a new landlord took over their property and continually raised the rent. 
 
    The prolonged silence made it somehow easier to let bygones be bygones. If Paul ever referred to Eamon’s past, his comments didn’t go beyond calling it the worst decision of Eamon’s life. There were plenty of things Eamon regretted doing back then, but he couldn’t agree with Paul’s blanket assessment and regret that whole period of his life. Without it, he never would have met Beth. 
 
    But now Beth was gone. 
 
     ‘Do you have any idea where she might go?’ Paul asked. 
 
    Eamon was already getting close to finishing his meal. He wolfed it down as quickly as he could. He felt his strength returning to him with each bite of food. His headache receded ever so slightly with each sip of water. He thought about Paul’s question and it didn’t take him long to come up with the answer. He spoke with his mouth full, ‘Her mother’s. She talked about going there. We should’ve just gone there together.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s her mother’s place?’ Lucille asked. 
 
    ‘Retirement home up north a ways. Near the border.’ Eamon was just about finished devouring his meal. 
 
    ‘If you know that’s where she’s going, you can-’ 
 
    A series of hard pounds on the front door caught everyone off guard. The pounds came too quickly, one after another, for them to be from just one fist. 
 
    ‘Hey who’s in there?’ A young, if devious, sounding voice called from outside. They listened to the door handle jiggle. 
 
    ‘Shit, they’re back.’ 
 
    ‘Turn the light out, quick.’ 
 
    ‘It’s too late. They’ve already heard us.’ 
 
    ‘Open this door up. We want to talk to you.’ The voice leaked through the boarded door. 
 
    A second voice, more manic, added on, ‘Yeah we just want to talk!’ followed by the giggling of a crazed townie teen. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    Eamon and Paul grabbed their guns, Lucille picked up the twins and started upstairs with them. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Paul handed the two handguns back to the twins with the safeties off. ‘Remember what I taught you.’ He gave each of the girls a kiss. Two gunshots blasted through the door. Smokey beams of light spiraled inside. Lucille ran upstairs with the twins. 
 
    The handle jiggled again, the townies outside were surprised the door hadn’t swung right open. ‘They must’a barricaded it or something.’ The boarded door rattled as a kick was thrown into it. Paul moved into the living room and got behind the wall separating it from the entryway. 
 
    Eamon quietly stepped up to the right side of the door and aimed his shotgun at the boarded window. He waited until one of them outside spoke. 
 
    ‘Come on, kick it like a man!’ one of the teens said. 
 
    Eamon adjusted his aim against the blank wood and fired at the noise. He blasted a large hole through the board and hit a townie in the neck and shoulder. The townie spun down to the ground, blood spraying from his neck. A single pellet of buckshot caught a second townie in the arm. The teen dropped his gun into the snow and howled, as yet unaccustomed to receiving pain, only bestowing it. 
 
    The three teens left standing, two holding semi-auto handguns and one clutching a baseball bat, turned in bewilderment toward Eamon in the window. 
 
    Eamon caught a glimpse of a jeep pulling into the end of the driveway, someone standing up through the top. He ducked down below the window and racked his shotgun. 
 
    Handgun fire from the townies came in through the window over his head. Paul dropped to the floor. Eamon got low and leaned against the bookshelf that lined the wall below the window. He waited for a break in their gunfire to pop up for another shot, but before it came, he heard an assault rifle rip. 
 
    A 30-round magazine was emptied into the side of the house. Bullets riddled the teens and punched straight through the front of the house. A shot punched into the wall and out through the bookshelf right beside Eamon, grazing his arm. He dropped to the floor and got as low as he could.  
 
    The entire front door was obliterated, and when the magazine ran dry, all of the townies were stone dead. 
 
    Paul crawled toward Eamon, stopping on the left side of the now wide open doorway. ‘Are you okay?’ He asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    A voice called out from the jeep at the end of the driveway. ‘You alive in there, Paul?!’ The voice was loud, but steady and calm. 
 
    Eamon looked over at Paul. ‘You know who that is?’ Paul shook his head. 
 
    The voice repeated, ‘You alive in there, Paul?!’ The sound of the jeep doors opening and closing followed. 
 
    Paul inched forward on the floor and peeked out through the doorway. He saw three men walking toward the house and another sitting at the wheel of the jeep. One was reloading the assault rifle, one had a hunting rifle, and the other clutched a decently sized handgun. The one with the assault rifle was dressed in a policeman’s uniform and wore yellow tinted sunglasses. Paul recognized him. ‘Probey?!’ He called out. 
 
    Officer Probey chuckled. The other two readied their guns quickly, then lowered them when they saw Probey laughing. ‘We didn’t hit you, did we Paul?!’ The trio stopped walking halfway down the long driveway. 
 
    ‘I think you might’a clipped my brother.’ 
 
    ‘Well, sorry about that. Hope we didn’t get him too bad.’ 
 
    Paul stood up and stepped halfway into view. 
 
    Probey switched the safety on, moved the rifle to his back and let it hang off a black nylon strap. The other two lowered their guns further. ‘You can set the shotgun down now. Those punks are dead twice over.’ Probey was lean and fit. He had a runner's build. 
 
    Paul looked down at the dead teenagers, and made note of their age. Awful young, ain’t they, he thought. He absent mindedly hung onto his gun. 
 
    Eamon rose to his full height, ignoring his grazed arm for the time-being to keep both hands on his shotgun. The bullet had barely nicked him, but the wound burned like he bumped up against a scalding pot. 
 
    ‘Can you go ahead and put that gun down, Paul? We did just save your lives, didn’t we?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, yeah. Sorry.’ Paul shook himself from his thoughts, set the shotgun down and leaned it against the wall. 
 
    ‘Who are these guys?’ Eamon asked, peeking outside. 
 
    ‘That’s officer Probey. Town police. Don’t know who the others are. Don’t think they’re lawmen.’ 
 
    ‘Come on outside. You and the other fella.’ His tone was commanding, if not exactly threatening. ‘Leave your guns behind.’ His voice had the unmistakable air of superiority. 
 
    Eamon didn’t trust this guy for a second. Paul started to head outside and Eamon followed, leaving his gun behind. Eamon thought it wise that Paul hadn’t given away the girls’ position, left them hiding. 
 
    The armed trio stood their ground as Paul and Eamon made the walk over to them. Probey pointed at the bloody rip in Eamon’s sleeve. Eamon stood taller than all of them. ‘Guess I did that, huh? Wasn’t my intention. Still, sure you’d prefer a graze from me than a direct hit from one o’ them.’ He pointed to the dead townies clustered around Paul’s front door. 
 
    Eamon acknowledged him with a nod but didn’t speak. He took the opportunity to assess the damage: not bad. 
 
    Probey pulled a small roll of gauze from a pouch on his belt and tossed it to Eamon. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ The lumberjack said, then set about wrapping his wound and pulling a knot tight with his teeth. 
 
    Probey raised his eyebrows at Paul. ‘What about you, Paul? Feel like thanking me?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah of course. Thank you for helping us out, Probey.’ Paul offered his thanks with a tip of an invisible chapeau. 
 
    Probey sucked his teeth and looked Eamon over from head to toe. ‘So this is your brother?’ 
 
    ‘Yep, that’s Eamon.’ 
 
    ‘Big fella. He must be good to have around.’ 
 
    ‘Who’re these guys?’ Paul looked over the two standing men and the guy in the jeep who was peering at them through the windshield, a handgun on the dashboard. 
 
    Probey pointed with his thumb as he named them, ‘Georgie, Peter,’ He pointed behind him without looking, ‘Lance in the jeep.’ 
 
    ‘You forming a gang?’ Paul asked, half incredulously. 
 
    ‘Eh, I suppose you could say that. I prefer the term “posse”, but I guess it’s basically the same thing.’ 
 
    Eamon looked over the others more carefully. Georgie, with the hunting rifle, was the oldest by more than a decade and was real calm, looked like he was waiting in line at the bank. He was on the shorter side, but if he looked anything, it was mean. He had a wild eye and an unkempt beard that engulfed a mouth that looked as though it hardly ever opened. Eamon guessed life could be found crawling around in that beard. 
 
    Peter, with the handgun, was a little less calm, but far from anxious. He looked confident in his compatriots, more so than in himself. He held his gun like a symbol rather than a weapon. 
 
    Lance in the jeep was harder to see with the glare bouncing off the windshield but he seemed to be in a perpetual state of motion, either his hands were sliding along the steering wheel or his whole body was rocking forward and backward in the leather seat. He looked like he was either still a teenager or not far from it. He had on black sunglasses and his bleach-blond surfer haircut spilled out from underneath a bandana. 
 
    Probey adjusted his belt; a police tac-belt with baton, Taser, and handgun. ‘Anyway, we came here to ask you to join us, Paul. Now that I get a look at your brother, he is 100% invited too.’ 
 
    ‘Join you? Join your… posse?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Safety in numbers, ya know? These days this area’s... well, let’s say unincorporated. Local government’s dead, police-force is disbanded. Think I’ll keep the uniform though. We can be the new law in the area. Or, you know, we can pretty much do whatever we want without repercussion if you want to look at it that way. We grow our numbers, take what we need and want, make our way around the state...’ 
 
    ‘Staying in one place is bad.’ Added Peter as if reciting wisdom previously imparted by Probey. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ Probey continued. ‘So, what do you say? Will you come with us?’ Probey concluded his sales pitch and waited with his hands on his hips. 
 
    Paul shook his head, and looked down at the snowy ground. ‘I don’t know, Probey. I got my family here-’ 
 
    ‘So your family’s safe? That’s good. Safe thanks to us, probably, right?’ Probey looked to his men. ‘We need to come up with a name for our posse.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll think of something.’ Peter said, nodding his head. 
 
    ‘Come on, Paul. You’re with us.’ If his voice wasn’t threatening before, it was now. 
 
    Paul shook his head more than before. ‘I don’t think I can. I need to stay here.’ 
 
    Probey gave a disapproving glare. He turned his glare to Eamon. ‘That go for you too, big guy?’ 
 
    Paul spoke before Eamon could answer, ‘I’m sorry, Probey. No disrespect or nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I hate to say it, Paul, but this is kind of an if you’re not with us, you’re against us type deal. This ain’t the type of thing you can say no disrespect over and have it mean anything.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it doesn’t have to be like that, Probey. I wish you guys the best.’ Paul looked to Probey’s hand which had slid lower and now rested on his holstered handgun. ‘I just- I got a family, you know. I can’t be goin’ off, leaving them to fend for themselves.’ 
 
    ‘It would be in their best interest. It would be for their own safety.’ 
 
    ‘Safety against what exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Safety against all those angry, violent people out there.’ Probey un-did the snap on his holster and nestled the grip of his gun into the alcove of his hand. 
 
    ‘Probey, come on, man. Aren’t we friends?’ 
 
    ‘Well it’s like I said. For us… or against us. That’s the way it has to be now. What with these new laws of the land and all. Or lack thereof I suppose. ’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go with you.’ Eamon blurted out. 
 
    Probey turned toward him and raised his eyebrows under his yellow sunglasses. 
 
    ‘You let Paul stay here, and I’ll go with you.’ Eamon stood up as straight as he could and raised his shoulders. ‘On one condition.’ 
 
    Probey cocked his head to the side. ‘I think you mean two conditions.’ Probey studied the slightly disarmed look that Eamon gave him. ‘The first condition is you coming in your brother’s place. Letting him stay behind is your first condition. Name your second condition.’ 
 
    ‘We head north, and look for my wife. You said you already planned on driving around, recruiting or whatever.’ 
 
    Probey pretended to think about it for longer than he needed to. ‘Okay, but I have a condition of my own.’ He turned back to Paul. ‘We take Paul’s armory with us. We would’ve gotten it any other way so I say it’s only fair the guns come with us. You go into that house and come out with all your guns in a big bag for us and we have a deal.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Paul said at length. 
 
    ‘We have a deal?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we have a deal.’ Paul started back toward the house. 
 
    Probey shouted commandingly to Paul as he walked, ‘Don’t be coming back out with just a couple shotguns, I know what kind of stockpile you got in there.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    THE GAS RAN OUT AT SUNSET. The pickup truck chugged to a stop on a wooded side road. Beth might’ve sworn and punched the wheel and kicked the dashboard if her anger weren’t beaten out by so much sadness. Instead she just sat quietly and laid her head against the wheel. 
 
    ‘We should sleep in the car for the night,’ Maria said, ‘And we can figure out where we’re going in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Beth muttered, dejected. 
 
    ‘Maybe we should push the truck off the road so we won’t be caught asleep if someone drives by.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, okay.’ Beth said passively. If a person could sound unconscious, she did. 
 
    Beth and Maria got out of the truck and pushed it off the turn, down a small hill and into the woods. As it went down the hill, the truck outran them and came to a stop amidst a cluster of young trees. Getting the truck back up the incline in reverse would prove impossible. 
 
    ‘Why don’t you take the back seat? I’m going to sit up a while longer… and just…’ Beth never finished her sentence. She had a vacant look in her eyes and her mouth didn’t quite close all the way. 
 
    Maria gave her a hug that wasn’t returned or even acknowledged. Beth’s arms hung limp by her sides. Maria climbed into the backseat and, after a while, fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    MARIA AWOKE IN TERROR in the dim light of dawn to the eruption of a handgun within the truck and the shattering of glass that followed almost simultaneously. Bolting straight up, she fell off the seat. Beth lay dead in the driver’s seat, a bullet hole in the side of her head and the driver’s side window shattered. The exit wound on the left side of Beth’s head was a gory crater. The glove box hung open and a pistol lay on the floor between Beth’s legs and the pedals. 
 
    It took several minutes for Maria to steady her erratic breathing. She couldn’t blame Beth. Maria got it. 
 
    At length, she moved into the passenger seat and reached down past Beth to the gun. She tried not to touch Beth, but ended up needing to lean against her leg in order to reach the firearm. 
 
    Maria fumbled around with the pistol until she figured out how to eject the magazine. 10 rounds inside, an 11th in the chamber and a 12th existing in part as a bullet lodged several inches inside a tree trunk and in part as an empty casing underneath the brake. She felt the bullet casing, it was still warm. 
 
    She got out of the vehicle and took some time to get familiar with the gun. She practiced switching the safety on and off, then practiced unloading and reloading the magazine. She was slow and fumbled considerably. She wished she could practice firing but didn’t want to waste the ammunition. She knew that firing a gun for the first time in a real confrontation could be disastrous. 
 
    She searched the truck for more ammunition but found none. In the bed of the truck she found a soft-shell cooler filled with cold deli meat, bread, cheese, and a couple water bottles. Maria took the cooler and her bag of clothes and slung them both over her shoulders, making an X across her back. She gave Beth a final, solemn look, then returned to the road and continued on foot in the direction they had been driving. 
 
      
 
    AN HOUR INTO HER JOURNEY she took a seat on a boulder by the side of the road and made herself a sandwich. The bread and cheese were heavily processed, so they had a while still to go before expiring. 
 
    While she was eating, it started to snow again; lightly this time, gently. The road was peaceful. Secluded. 
 
    Watching a deer flee at the sight of an approaching bunny rabbit, Maria found herself cracking a smile. She took a single sip of water, saving the rest, and resumed her journey. 
 
      
 
    FOUR HOURS LATER, with the sun now fully overhead, Maria heard an engine behind her, tires tearing fast through the snow. Maria quickly ran off the road and slid down the embankment. She laid flat against the slope with her eyes on the road and fished the gun out of her pocket. She looked the gun over, located the safety, and switched it off as the vehicle came into sight; a white pickup truck with an extended cab and a grey-green tarp flying off the back, partially untied. She yanked back on the pistol’s slide and was dismayed to see an unused round eject from the top of the gun and disappear into the powdery snow. 
 
    The truck sped chaotically, swerving from side to side, a fight going on inside. The back passenger side door flew open and a man almost fell out. He clutched onto the door handle, and frame and pulled himself back in, but the door stayed open. The truck blew past Maria and rounded a corner, drifting through the snow. Gunshots echoed through the trees and the most stubborn of birds who hadn’t migrated shot into the sky in all different directions. 
 
    Maria jogged in the direction of the truck as she heard it plowing through dead bushes, branches, and small saplings off to the side of the road, followed by five more gunshots from two different weapons. Then the chaotic sounds came to a sudden stop. 
 
    She ran until she reached the spot where the truck had gone off the road. A clear path through the snow and foliage had been made and the truck had skidded to a sideways stop in a small clearing. 
 
    The passenger side of the truck faced Maria. The gunfire had stopped, the engine ran, exhaust pumping into the air. Maria left the road and cautiously approached the truck. The air was silent, snow falling gently onto the clearing, backlit by the sun. 
 
    Stepping past the tarp that had come off on a branch, she knelt down in the snow to look underneath the idling truck. A man lay dead on the ground on the far side, blood all around. Maria stood back up, the back door had swung shut as the truck stopped. She slowly made her way to the truck and went around the back of it. The bed of the truck was filled with propane tanks and petrol canisters. 
 
    Maria continued to the other side of the truck. The driver side door was open. A blood trail ran from the vehicle to the edge of the clearing, and the back door was partially open above the dead man lying face down on the ground. Maria pulled open the back door and looked over the seats; bloody, but empty. She looked in through the driver’s door. 
 
    A man lay dead in the passenger seat, his seatbelt on, his face pressed against the driver’s headrest, his arm outstretched across the center console with a jammed gun dangling from his limp fingers. He had bullet holes in his neck, chest, and head. Several bullet casings of two different calibers sat in a puddle of blood on the driver’s seat and on the floor amidst the pedals. More casings stuck out of the snow on the ground just outside the door. 
 
    Maria rotated her aim between the corpses, just in case. She leaned inside the truck and got a look at the gas gauge; nearly a full tank. She grasped the keys and shut the engine off. 
 
    She eyed the red on white blood trail. The tracks were sunken, the hot blood having melted partially through the snow. 
 
    The trail ran to the edge of the clearing where the forest then sloped downhill. She pointed her gun at the trees and listened. A quiet coughing? She couldn’t be sure. The wind picked up and blew hardily. Bare branches swayed and creaked with wooden strain. She stepped slowly alongside the bright red trail that raised and lowered over the depressions of footprints. She made her way to the edge of the clearing. 
 
    Looking down the slope, she saw a man lying on his back, his head downhill, looking up at her. The man wore a black, double-breasted leather jacket with an iron cross pinned to it. He had a shaved head resting on top of a gestapo hat that had mostly fallen off. He had a small Walther PPK handgun clutched in his hand that he struggled to raise. He had two holes in his chest, one an entry wound and the other an exit wound. There was a thin line of blood going from the corner of his mouth, up across his eye and along his forehead, running downhill. As he coughed, more blood dribbled past his teeth and ran up his face. 
 
    Maria stood, looking dumbfounded at the sight. The Nazi squeezed off a shot from his gun, his hand only an inch off the ground. Maria hadn't even picked up on his intent to fire. The shot punched into a tree trunk several yards wide. 
 
    Maria shook herself and raised her gun but didn’t fire. She just watched. 
 
    The Nazi looked up at her, gritting his bloody teeth tight enough that they might crack. He strained, blowing hot air out of his nose like a dragon. He managed to lift his arm higher and point it in Maria’s general direction. He fired again, the shot still going extremely wide and this time high as well. His bullet struck a tree branch and knocked it free from its foundation. Maria flinched at the shot and flinched again when the heavy tree limb slammed into the ground behind her. 
 
    She pointed her gun at the Nazi again, but she could see that he was dying. It was clear he had no chance of lining up a shot. Failing to keep his arm in the air any longer, his hand fell to the ground and the gun slid from his grasp down the slope a ways. His jaw remained clenched tightly as his head flopped back to the ground and he expired. Maria watched the life leave his eyes. She could tell she was becoming less affected by death but didn’t know whether or not that was a good thing. 
 
    Maria carefully stepped down the slope far enough to retrieve the Walther PPK. She tucked it into her clothes bag and went back up the hill, stopping briefly to look over the Nazi’s gestapo hat. It looked fake, like a costume, the sort that might be used in a stage production. The iron cross on his jacket, however, looked genuine. 
 
    She returned to the truck and picked up the other handgun. She saw the slide stuck back and tried to unjam it, but didn’t know how and didn’t have any luck. She dropped the jammed gun into the back seat, then went around to the other side of the truck and pulled the dead body out. The thought of going through any of the dead men’s pockets didn’t come to her. She used a towel from the backseat to soak up the blood puddle in the driver seat; blood from the Nazi and the passenger mixed together. She guessed, an Aryan wouldn’t like that. She dropped the bloody towel into the snow and climbed inside, brushing the bullet casings out of the truck. The smell of blood would linger. 
 
    She closed her eyes as she turned the key. The engine roared to life. She took another look at the nearly full gas tank, then let out a long sigh of relief. With much wheel spinning, she drove slowly and carefully back onto the road and continued north. 
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 5. AN INDUSTRY UNFETTERED BY THE FALL OF POLITE 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE JEEP WAS CROWDED. Eamon was relegated to the middle seat and his broad shoulders kept Georgie and Peter pressed against the windows. Each man had a gun in their lap. 
 
    Lance made a sharp turn south per Probey’s request, further crushing Peter against the jeep’s reinforced glass. 
 
    ‘Now hang on,’ Eamon protested, ‘Our deal was for north.’ 
 
    Probey eyed him in the rearview mirror. ‘That’s right, and I intend to honor that, but do you really want to be traveling god knows how long sardined in the back there? Won’t be long before this heap starts stinking like a goddamn locker room.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t call Buella a heap.’ Lance interjected. 
 
    ‘Fair enough, Lance, apologies mi amigo. At any rate I think I speak for all of us when I say our posse has grown to a size befitting of two vehicles as opposed to just Buella here.’ Probey gave Eamon a chance to respond, but he chose not to. They made solid eye contact through the mirror; strong enough to tether a steel cable between their pupils and dangle lead weights. 
 
    Eamon’s beard was in need of maintenance. He hadn't tended to it since things got bad. If he let it go unchecked much longer, its length would surpass lumberjack and begin approaching desert island strandee. Even still, it was easy to tell that his mouth was clenched and angry under all that chestnut hair. 
 
    Probey cleared his throat, and continued, ‘We’ll grab a second vehicle in town, then we’ll head north like I agreed.’ Again, Probey left Eamon a chance to respond which went un-seized. The tightrope stare continued until Probey broke eye contact and turned back toward the windshield. 
 
      
 
    THE POSSE ADVANCED into what passed for downtown Danbury in search of a vehicle with four good tires and zero busted windows. The fire in the general store had run its course, leaving smoldering cinders, stubborn beams of debilitated wood, and red hot hunks of metal. Two blackened bodies slept under a blanket of ash. The stink of burned hair overpowered even the stench of charred flesh. 
 
    At the sight of a man trying to jimmy open a car door, Probey stood up through the jeep’s roof and pointed his rifle at the sky. ‘Hey, you there!’ 
 
    No thread of communication was followed by the man. He spun around with a handgun and aimed it at Probey, before being calmly gunned down with a quick three-shot burst from the cop’s assault rifle. Probey hopped out through the roof and the others followed into the cold air behind him. Probey stepped on the fallen handgun and slid it backwards with his foot. Still in motion, Peter scooped it up and stuffed it into his waistband. 
 
    Checking for a pulse, Probey found none. He finished jimmying the door and let Lance inside to set about hot-wiring it. 
 
    ‘You ought to cheer up, man.’ Peter said, nudging Eamon, ‘Your odds of survival shot way up the second you joined our gang.’ 
 
    At length, Eamon turned to face him. Peter smelled of menthol and his skin looked as though it would be sticky. ‘I thought it was a posse?’ Eamon said dryly. Calling this gang of bastards a posse was a disgrace to the implication of law behind the word, though Probey did see himself as the new sheriff around these parts. It was Probey’s self-proclaimed duty to enforce what semblance of order remained, albeit his modified version of order. 
 
    Ignoring Eamon’s clear disinterest, Peter continued, misquoting the cop, ‘Probey said we get to make the law of the land now… and he’s a cop so you know he’s right.’ 
 
    The hot-wired car roared to life, headlights turning on and windshield wipers arcing furiously back and forth, wiping away or otherwise smearing flakes of ash. Probey pointed to Peter and Georgie, ‘You two take the new wheels. Eamon, you stay with me and Lance.’ 
 
    Peter jogged to the car and hopped in the driver seat. Probey overlapped shoulders with Georgie as they passed each other. Whispering in Georgie’s ear, he said, ‘Stop by that farm again. Kill Paul and anyone else who’s there.’ 
 
    Georgie nodded without hesitation. This order didn't come as a surprise. Paul hadn't complied with his orders, and that meant there was someone out there on Probey’s turf who didn't respect his authority. Georgie rubbed his coarse black beard and his shoulders sagged with the troubles of 50 plus years of tough life. One of his eyes was always open a bit wider than the other and he had trouble closing it fully. Probably a medical issue, he figured, but it never bothered him enough to do anything about it. He learned to sleep with one eyelid slightly ajar. Back when he still spoke, he would tell people that it was his aiming eye. He had been a professional hunter back when it was recreational for the vast majority of people. He figured hunting would soon enough become necessity once more as it was for long-past generations. 
 
    He knew Probey through the police force, though he wasn’t an officer himself. ‘Sort of a deputy’ was how Probey liked to put it unofficially. It basically meant Georgie was his go-to guy for backup when it came to matters parallel but not quite in line with the law. Whenever Probey extorted a drug dealer instead of arresting him, or felt like shooting a minority, unprovoked, Georgie was right by his side. 
 
    Probey continued, ‘If you take him at his word that he gave us all of his guns then it should be easy, but don’t sacrifice caution. Peter knows where to go. We’ll meet at the Franklin gazebo.’ With a pat on the shoulder, Probey continued past him. Georgie climbed into the passenger seat of the new vehicle and rolled down the window to stick his rifle barrel out of it. 
 
    Back in the jeep, Eamon now had the back seat to himself. 
 
    ‘Where to now, Probey?’ Lance asked, practically bouncing in his seat like a kid hoping his dad would say the candy store. 
 
    Probey turned fully around in his seat to face Eamon with a smile, ‘Why, we head north like I promised Eamon.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a retirement home near the border-’ Eamon started but Probey cut him off. 
 
    ‘Of course we’ll make a few stops along the way.’ He forced his smile wider and turned back around. 
 
      
 
    IT DIDN'T TAKE LONG before the first stop arrived. On the way, Eamon had asked where the other car was going. Probey replied simply with ‘Recruitment.’ They pulled to a stop at a house on the outskirts of Franklin. Probey led the others up the snow dusted path and straight onto the covered porch. 
 
    He pounded on the door in the manner police are apt to do, and shouted, ‘Michael! You alive in there?!’ At the top of his lungs. 
 
    ‘Who’s there?!’ A strong but cautious voice replied. 
 
    ‘Officer Probey! Come on out!’ 
 
    The door opened up and a fit Hispanic man in his early 20s stood to the side, his left arm hidden behind the edge of the doorframe. His shoulders were bare; he wore a wife-beater despite the cold. Full sleeve tattoos covered his arms and shoulders. With New Hampshire being the 3rd whitest state in the country, Michael had found himself questioned by certain members of the police a number of times for any crime which he lacked a rock-solid alibi for. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Michael asked meekly, his eyes drifting from Probey’s badge to the assault rifle and the backup flanking him. The cop looked familiar, but in a distant sort of way, a blur of mean faces all perched on top of the same uniform. 
 
    ‘You don’t remember me?’ Probey raised his sunglasses, ‘Your 21st? My partner hauled you and a couple of your buddies into the drunk tank. You fought your way through four officers before being subdued that night.’ 
 
    Michael remembered. He was still dealing with courts and legal headaches when the notices suddenly stopped arriving by post, along with the rest of the mail. He closed the door halfway. Probey snuck his boot into the doorway in case Michael decided to close it the rest of the way. He didn't. Michael shook his head and continued, ‘Look I’m sorry about that. It’s- Ya know, I was drunk, celebrating. But that doesn’t matter now, does it? I mean with everything else going on?’ 
 
    ‘Look, Michael, I’m here to recruit you. Times as they are, a good strong fighter such as yourself would be useful in our posse. You box, right?’ 
 
    ‘Posse?’ 
 
    ‘The three of us plus two others. Better chances if we all stick together and watch each other’s backs.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about all this.’ He let out a nervous laugh, then composed himself. ‘I’m just waiting for this all to blow over. Won’t be much longer now ‘til things calm down… right?’ 
 
    Probey shook his head; a confident no. ‘It’s only a matter of time before the crazies come banging on your door.’ 
 
    ‘A few already have. I can handle myself just fine.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t they have been easier to handle with us at your side? Come on now, Michael, make the smart decision.’ Michael was silent. Probey leaned forward and looked past the doorframe to see what was in Michael’s hand: brass knuckles. ‘We have guns to spare. One of them is yours if you come with us, otherwise we might just have to use them… on you.’ Lance took the cue and raised his gun. Probey looked to Eamon who then raised his gun also, but only halfway. 
 
    ‘Hey, look there’s no need for any of that.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ll come with us?’ 
 
    Michael shook his head and opened the door all the way. ‘I guess I don’t have any choice. Let me grab my stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Lance’ll go with you.’ Probey said. Lance slithered inside and followed Michael upstairs. Probey shouted after him, ‘If you have any family left, say goodbye to them now.’ 
 
    ‘None that care.’ Michael muttered. He had been born in New England - Vermont before New Hampshire. Regardless, he faced constant assertions and “jokes” that he was an illegal immigrant, or ‘Living near the wrong border. How'd you fuck that one up son?!’ The hicks would shout before doubling over with laughter and slapping their knees. 
 
    When they returned, Michael had on a black hoody and had a duffle bag over his shoulder. He shut the door behind him and locked it. 
 
    ‘We won’t be coming back here.’ Probey said, Michael’s key still in the door. 
 
      
 
    ON THE DRIVE Eamon wondered if all of Probey’s men had been recruited by force. It didn’t seem like it to him. Peter and Lance seemed happy to be in his company and he couldn’t get a read on Georgie, he either hated his situation or loved it. A real coin flip. 
 
    ‘So do you have a base somewhere?’ Michael asked. 
 
    ‘No, we’re mobile.’ 
 
    ‘What, permanently? What happens when you run out of gas?’ 
 
    ‘We get more.’ 
 
    ‘And if you can’t?’ 
 
    ‘Are you questioning me?’ Probey whipped toward the backseat, an angry vein bulging in his neck. 
 
    ‘No, I just mean… we can use my house if-’ 
 
    ‘Here’s another thing for you to remember since it seems like you forgot. You might’ve fought through four officers that night, but I was the one who took you down.’ Probey left a patch of silence for his words to sink in, then continued, ‘I call the shots around here and if you step out of line, I’ll take you down again. Harder. Got it?’ 
 
    Michael scoffed and slumped into his seat. Probey’s glare lingered until he received verbal confirmation, ‘Yeah I got it.’ 
 
    ‘You know what I’m thinking?’ Probey seemed to ask everybody and nobody, ‘I’m thinking we better make Michael here prove himself before we give him a gun.’ Before Michael could object, Probey turned to lance and smacked him gently on the shoulder. ‘Stop at the next sign of life.’ 
 
    ‘Will do.’ 
 
    A couple of blocks later Buella skidded to a stop. ‘There’s one.’ Lance said, pointing to a balding, old man digging through a row of trash cans. 
 
    Probey twisted in his seat to face Michael. ‘Get out there and prove yourself, Michael. Show me that you can be an asset to this gang.’ 
 
    ‘What exactly does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘It means get your spic ass out of this ride and show that fool what you’ve got. Try to recruit him, and if he refuses, beat a lesson into him.’ 
 
    Eamon heard Beth’s voice in his head. He said her words aloud. ‘He’s not doing anything.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that Eamon?’ Probey asked. 
 
    ‘That guy’s just minding his business,’ he spoke the sentence without choosing his words. 
 
    ‘My business is his business. Just like my business is your business-’ Probey jammed a finger in Eamon’s direction, ‘and just like it’s fuckin’ yours!’ He stuck his gloved finger right in Michael’s face. 
 
    Michael swatted Probey’s finger away and immediately found Probey’s entire hand gripping his throat tightly. Probey was fully out of his seat, leaning all the way into the back. 
 
    His stretched out torso seemed to take the form of a punching bag to Eamon. For a moment, Eamon wanted to hammer Probey’s ribs and stab his heart with the shards of bone, but Eamon didn’t move. 
 
    Michael got a good grip on Probey’s wrist and pulled his hand away, but raised his own hands straight up to the roof of the vehicle when Probey’s pistol took aim at the bridge of his nose. 
 
    ‘Do what I say.’ Probey said firmly. ‘That’s rule number one, two, and three.’ 
 
    Michael slowly lowered his hands and stepped out of the vehicle. Probey popped up through the roof and took the safety off his rifle. He kept the gun barrel to the sky but kept his eyes glued to the back of Michael’s head. With the safety already off, Probey could acquire his target and deliver kill-shot in less than one second, if he so chose. 
 
    Eamon watched from the back seat as Michael approached the man in the alley. He didn’t seem bothered by the posse’s arrival or by Michael’s approach. In fact, he didn’t seem to fully know where he was. Eamon thought the man was doped up, or else otherwise impaired, perhaps in a dazed swirl of confusion and trauma as was common these days. He looked to be in his early 60s and had a tattered gray beard and frosty eyes. Eamon watched Michael confer with the man and register little reaction. 
 
    Michael looked back toward Probey and silently signaled his failure to recruit. Probey pointed at the man, then clenched his fist. 
 
    With a half-hearted shove, Michael set about badgering the dazed man into fighting him. He took some prodding but eventually threw a punch in Michael’s direction that was easily avoided. Michael took up his boxing stance, the brass knuckles over his right fist. It was nowhere near a fair fight. The man in the alley could barely command his basic motor functions. His punches were slow, weak, and way off target. He was jabbering incoherently and seemed like he was already in need of serious medical attention before Michael even threw his first fist. 
 
    Michael’s punches were fast, sharp, and destructive. A punch to the gut emptied the old man’s meager stomach contents onto the snowy alley floor. The man doubled over, easily bested. Michael turned back toward Buella and began to exit the alley, until he saw Probey shaking his head. The cop signaled for more and lowered his rifle into a two-handed grip. 
 
    Michael waited until the man from the alley was back on his feet. He left himself open so the man would attempt another punch, then Michael gave two sharp left jabs and powerful right hook. The brass knuckles made solid contact with the side of the man’s head, right above his ear, and split his skull open. A miniscule amount of blood sprayed over Michael’s arm as the man rag-dolled into the brick wall of the alley and collapsed like he was nothing but a bundle of hay and feathers. 
 
    Standing still, Michael watched the man’s limp body. He waited for the man to stand back up, but he didn’t. Michael inched his way over to the man and nudged his leg. He hoped the man was just unconscious and not dead, but was too afraid to check for a pulse. If the old man was dead, Michael didn’t want to know. He wanted to preserve the possibility in his mind that this old man would wake up later with an injury that he could recover from. 
 
    Michael heard clapping and turned to see Probey with a big smile on his face, laughter tumbling out of his mouth. The cop waved him over, grinning. Michael got back into the vehicle, a little shaken, and certainly feeling more obedient. 
 
    They drove the rest of the way to the Franklin gazebo in silence. 
 
    The structure was modern, a mass of colored concrete that overlooked a snowy playground and the bank of a river. The four men took a stroll around the gazebo while they waited for the other car to arrive, leaving a dirty trench of overlapping footsteps in their wake. They looked as if they were on patrol, but had run out of anything worth guarding. 
 
    ‘Oh thank God!’ A woman’s voice called out from the bottom of the hill. Probey stood with one foot atop the stone ledge that ran the perimeter of the gazebo and looked down at her, his rifle pointed at the sky. She couldn’t have been more than 25-years-old. She wore a colorful puffy jacket and had long, ombre hair that reached almost down to her waist, brown and slightly frizzy. She approached the gazebo with one hand waving through the air, and the other hand pulling along a young boy, no more than four or five years old. 
 
    Lance cast his eyes to the ground and began to pace hastily back and forth, shaking his head hard enough to rattle his tiny brain. He mumbled under his breath, ‘No, I don’t like this. This isn’t good.’ 
 
    Eamon watched Lance, and studied him. He wondered if this reaction was predicated by Probey’s past actions in similar situations. 
 
    Lance had been on a heavy dose of Ritalin until his supply ran out a week and a half ago. Lance had only met Probey shortly before things got bad. The cop was preparing for the eventuality that many others tried to ignore, or tried to pretend wasn’t as big a deal as it was. 
 
    Lance was the youngest employee of Dirty Jay’s Auto and Bike Repair. One day Probey rolled in with a military style jeep; requesting major reinforcements and customization. The boss lady, Charli, had turned him away when he couldn’t provide registration or proof of ownership for the vehicle. 
 
    Lance caught up to the cop before he left and took the job under his own purview. What this guy was after was far more interesting (and so much cooler) than what every other customer was looking for. The idea of working with bullet-resistant glass and reinforced metal turned Lance on. He agreed to do the work cheaply and in his home garage, under the condition that he got to name his creation and take it for a spin when it was done. He didn’t then realize that he would end up driving it full-time under the cop’s command. Probey had made some odd allusions toward taking Lance under his wing, but the young mechanic wrote him off as a bit of a weirdo. He had no idea what was in store for him. 
 
    ‘That’s far enough,’ Probey said commandingly with the woman halfway up the snowy hill to the gazebo. 
 
    She had put her bare hands down into the cold to help her and the child up the hill. ‘What?’ She asked, breathing heavily, her hair having fallen in front of her eyes. She swept her vision clear with an icy hand. 
 
    ‘I said that’s far enough. Don’t come any closer.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m just-’ 
 
    ‘Turn around and go back the way you came.’ Probey had a one-handed grip on his rifle now, pointing it to the sky. 
 
    ‘No, it’s okay. My name’s Maisey. This is Tommy. We’re looking for help. I’m not one of those bastards running around robbing people.’ She looked down at the kid and reminded herself to watch her language around him. 
 
    ‘Listen, take your kid-’ 
 
    ‘He’s not my kid. I found him sleeping in a dumpster behind that factory.’ She pointed a thumb back over her frayed jacket shoulder to a shoe factory with scorch marks around the brick inlaid windows. 
 
    Maisey had felt her heart break when she found Tommy curled up in that dumpster, taking him for dead at first. He had been in there a half day already before she found him and he hadn’t eaten anything solid for another day past that. He had begun to eat what he could stomach from inside the dumpster. 
 
    ‘He said his mom left him there-’ 
 
    Lance paced back and forth in front of Eamon. The side of his gun tapped shakily against his bandana, his finger firmly on the trigger. 
 
    'Look darling, you're pretty as a picture but we ain't got time for all that business. So just turn back around.' 
 
    'What? We need help-' 
 
    ‘That’s not my concern.’ Probey barked. 
 
    Maisey was shocked. She slid a couple of feet down the hill through the snow. ‘I- I thought you could help us.’ 
 
    ‘You aren’t of any use to me.’ 
 
    Eamon felt an urge to fire his shotgun into the back of Probey’s head. He figured he had about a 50-50 chance of Michael, caught by surprise, firing his newly acquired pistol at him, but a 100% chance of jumpy Lance shooting him before he could even rack in a new shell. He had to prioritize his trip to the retirement home, so instead of stepping up, he stood silently and watched as Probey dismissed the poor woman like her and the child were worthless. 
 
    ‘I thought you could help,’ she repeated in shock. 
 
    ‘You thought wrong.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a cop!’ Her words were slathered in hatred. 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ A tension hung in the air, Probey’s sunglass covered glare not quite turning the shocked woman away. His gun drifted out of the air and into a two handed grip. 
 
    ‘Will you just help me get to the high school? There’s supposed to be some kind of safe setup in the gym or the auditorium or something.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not going that way. I’m not going to tell you again. Walk away.’ Probey followed strict trigger discipline at all times. In his head he was conducting a mental countdown from ten. On three he would move his finger to the trigger, and on zero he would open fire on the woman and child. 
 
    He got down to six before Maisey turned away with the child, calling Probey a bastard over one shoulder and a goddamn son-of-a-bitch over the other. She went in through the propped open door of the shoe factory she had come through, then shut and barred the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    MAISEY CROSSED the factory floor and exited out the back. She passed by the dumpster she had found the kid in. A yell flew at her from her side and made her jump. Turning around, she was met with the sight of a bone thin woman with wild and dirty hair rushing towards her. 
 
    ‘Get away from my kid!’ Her black/yellow, misshapen teeth betrayed her crack and meth addiction. 
 
    ‘He’s your son?’ Maisey asked, though her real question was still to follow, ‘How can you leave your son alone in this hell-hole? What kind of mother are you?!’ 
 
    ‘Oh shut the fuck up, bitch!’ The crackhead closed the distance between them, dirt and dust fell from her tattered white garments as she moved. Her skin was covered in a gel of grime. ‘Let go of my kid’s hand! Get over here, Tommy!’ 
 
    ‘No, you stay away from that crazy lady.’ Maisey spoke down at the tiny terrified child. Tommy was silent, his collar pulled up over his mouth and his eyes unblinking. The crackhead was one addict who wasn’t going to let an apocalypse stop her from getting her fix. She had left the kid alone for two days to track down a drug source, of which there were still a couple in business and whose prices had raised ten-fold; truly an industry unfettered by the fall of polite. She didn’t feel an ounce badly about leaving Tommy behind. It was what was best for him, she had told both him and herself. 
 
    ‘Get away from him, you fucking bitch!’ The crackhead snarled. Yellowed spit flew through the air as she slashed Maisey’s face with a razor blade held between her thumb and three bony fingers. 
 
    A curled diagonal line carved through Maisey’s face, splitting her right eyeball vertically in two. The slash continued all the way down through her top lip and gum and halfway through her bottom lip before slipping out of her flesh and back out into the open sunlight. The scream echoed around the factory as Maisey fell to the gravelly snow, clutching at her eye as if pressure could alleviate the unimaginable pain. She blinked involuntarily; the split eyelid peeled apart each time it opened and closed. Her tear ducts pumped and her eyelashes thrashed like a seizure patient. 
 
    ‘Shut the fuck up!’ The crackhead yelled down at Maisey, rolling and screaming on the ground. ‘Shut up! Shut the fuck up!’ The crackhead picked up an icy orange brick from a pile beside the factory wall and clobbered Maisey over the head. The screaming terminated, followed shortly by the end of its distorted echo. 
 
    A chipped and bloodied brick hit the ground and the crackhead took off, dragging Tommy along behind her. He was yanked straight off his feet, his shoes almost coming off as they dragged along the slush covered gravel. He hung from his wrist clenched tightly in his mother’s hand like a stuffed animal hung from a claw machine. Her discolored fingernails dug into his skin. He stared at Maisey as he was pulled backwards, her motionless body getting smaller and smaller. 
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 6. A PILE OF DEAD PENSIONERS 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SECOND VEHICLE pulled up to the gazebo and the gang was reunited. As he approached, Georgie gave Probey a nod that let him know what he asked had been done. 
 
    ‘Any trouble?’ Probey inquired, expecting none. 
 
    Georgie re-affirmed Probey's expectation with a slow shake of the head. One way, pause, then the other. 
 
      
 
    AT THE FARM Georgie took out the brother without leaving the car. He leaned against the window frame and took aim through his scope at Paul, who was in transit from the chicken coop to the house with eggs in his hands. 
 
    Paul recognized the crack of a rifle, but before he could turn around, his brain was scattered across the snow behind him. The eggs shattered on the ground and his body fell atop the yolk. 
 
    Georgie yanked back on the rifle’s bolt and ejected the empty shell casing onto the floor of the car. 
 
    His walk to the house was slow. Not out of caution, but because it was the most comfortable speed for him to move with his left foot having an infection that he had been ignoring for several months. He could deal with the pain, he just hoped it wouldn’t need to be amputated. He often felt like his body was falling apart, and in those times he would say to hell with it. 
 
    Making his way inside, Georgie hung his long gun off its shoulder strap and withdrew his handgun, a top-break Webley revolver. He confidently made his way through each room on the first floor before ascending the stairs and eventually reaching the closet that housed Lucille, and the twins. He opened the door with a gentle push. 
 
    The start of a ferocious yell left Lucille’s lips with every intention of bringing the hatchet in her hands down on Georgie’s head, but she had moved nary an inch before a bullet struck her breast and sent her to the closet floor between her two children. 
 
    At a calm, deliberate rhythm, Georgie shot each child in their identical face, then fired another shot into their mother’s head. The door drifted shut and Georgie turned away unfazed, not an ounce of emotion creeping across his façade. 
 
      
 
    EAMON, FULLY DISILLUSIONED as to the number of living family members he had left, gave the group directions to the retirement home. 
 
    ‘Why the fuck are we going to a retirement home?’ Michael asked as the posse split back into two groups and hit the road in their vehicles. 
 
    ‘I need to find my wife. She might be there. Her mother’s there.’ 
 
    The posse vehicles cruised easily through the town, the only vehicles on the road. The jeep housed Lance, Probey, Eamon, and Michael and led the way. 
 
    ‘I was kind of getting a no women allowed sort of vibe from how that just went down with that woman at the gazebo.’ Said Michael. 
 
    Probey interjected, looking out of the passenger side window, ‘That’s right. They get in the way and have all kinds of needs and predilections that just complicate matters. They ain’t any good in a fight, ain’t any good for safety, and that’s what takes priority above all else.’ 
 
    ‘But we’re going to find my wife.’ Eamon said it as a statement but was also hoping to hear confirmation from Probey. 
 
    ‘Yeah, we’ll look for her. If we find her, you can make sure she’s safe, tell her how much you love her, and then tell her goodbye.’ 
 
    Eamon didn’t argue. He knew it wouldn’t matter and he knew that if and when he found Beth he would figure everything out; run off with her and hide from the gang or kill Probey and the others if he felt himself capable in whatever context the decision needed to be made. 
 
      
 
    A FEW HOURS LATER, the two vehicles neared the retirement home. Eamon’s directions as they got closer had become less surefooted. They turned off the town’s main street onto a winding, one-lane dirt road lined with evergreen trees. 
 
    ‘You hear that?’ Lance asked as he rolled down the window. Music was playing loudly over some sort of sound system from farther down the road. Gerry Rafferty’s ‘Right Down the Line’ drifted through the trees as the two vehicles continued slowly down the winding road. 
 
    The jeep reached the end of the road which opened into a wide parking lot with a sign at the front confirming they were in the right place. The parking lot was littered with cars. At the end of the parking lot was a one story brick building that ran in the shape of a square with a big open courtyard in the center. 
 
    ‘Lance, you stay with Buella.’ 
 
    ‘With pleasure, Probey.’ 
 
    The rest of the posse approached the front entrance of the retirement home. They held a two-line formation with Eamon, Probey, and Peter in the front, and Georgie and Michael in the back. Right Down the Line reached its conclusion and, after a moment of soft crackling, started over again from the beginning over the retirement home’s PA. 
 
    ‘Do retirement homes usually smell like death?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    They stopped at the double-doored entrance. ‘After you.’ Probey said to Eamon with a gentle flutter of his gloved hand. 
 
    Eamon racked his shotgun and pushed his way through the door, unlocked and unblocked. He looked left and right down two wide hallways, empty save for a wheelchair and two tipped over walkers. He stood apprehensively in place long enough for the song to conclude and restart again. 
 
    Walking down long empty hallways, peering into dark, empty rooms, Eamon was distantly followed by the others. He came to a set of double doors opening into a courtyard. Stepping through the doors, he froze and dropped his gun. 
 
    ‘Jesus Christ.’ Michael exclaimed quietly. 
 
    A pile of the dead elderly had been erected in the center of the snowy courtyard; built against the flagpole for support. The American flag flapped proudly up above. Every resident of the large retirement home, every employee, every unfortunate visitor… all dead and frozen together in a macabre amalgamation that reached far above the top of Eamon’s head. Wrinkled limbs stuck out of the satanic stack as if to wave all of the good in the world farewell. 
 
    Eamon’s heart dropped, feeling deep within its arteries that his wife was entombed within the pile. 
 
    A moment flashed in Eamon’s mind. A few months after their wedding; the moment he told Beth his darkest secret. 
 
    He was a disaffected youth, scratching at the open sores of society in search of a purpose. The path that ultimately led him to the gang that became his second family started out as one far more isolated and alcohol fueled. He did all he could to live up to the ideal of masculinity that had been implanted within him. He drank hard, he womanized, he started fights; all the while hating himself more and more but deluding himself into thinking the opposite. This is what I’m supposed to do. This is how I’m supposed to feel, he told himself over and over again. 
 
    One cold night in Kansas City, a bar fight went too far. Eamon drunkenly threw a right hook into a undeserving lush’s jaw as he had a dozen previous times, only this time, the lush fell in the exact wrong way. The poor sap caught the side of his skull on the edge of a wooden barstool on his way to the floor, and his world went permanently black. 
 
    Eamon thought the guy was playing possum at first… until the blood starting creeping across the dirty floor and the other drunks started panicking. Eamon got out of town immediately afterward. 
 
    He couldn’t look Beth in the eye when he finished telling her this terrible secret. He was sure she would divorce him and leave as soon as she heard, but he couldn’t keep it from her any longer. He had never told anyone what happened that night, not even his Hand-Breaker buddies who openly spoke of killings carried out by their hands. 
 
    But Beth stayed by his side. She knew the man she married wasn’t the same man from that story. She saw the pain on Eamon’s face as he told his secret. She knew it had been eating up at him for years, and to her, he had paid enough for this sin. 
 
    Instead of gasping and running off like he expected, she gave him a warm hug and told him he was better now. Eamon had loved Beth with all his heart for years by that point, but that was the moment that convinced him soulmates were real, and that he had found his. 
 
    And now his soulmate was butchered and left to rot. 
 
    Another door into the courtyard opened and a teenage boy dressed in camouflage limped toward the pile with a metal gasoline canister in his hands. He hadn’t noticed the group. His eyes were locked, seemingly in wonder, or perhaps pride, on the gruesome display of death. 
 
    Georgie found the boy in his scope, but lowered his aim when Eamon charged in, leaving his fallen gun behind. 
 
    The boy hit the ground with Eamon atop him, two ribs broken instantly, blood already entering his lungs. Eamon dragged a punch across the teen’s face, then grabbed the gas canister and drove the rusted metal edge into his nose, splitting the bridge. 
 
    There was a fire burning inside Eamon. A fire that had been suppressed by a now dead love. A fire that, uninhibited, raged with the fervor of an active volcano. 
 
    Eamon put the heels of his hands on each side of the teen’s head and pressed them together. His arms trembled as the young camo-clad man screamed. Eamon stared down into the boy’s pained eyes as he called upon the dormant strength sleeping inside of his weary tree trunk limbs. Suddenly the screaming stopped and Eamon’s hands were a good deal closer together. No longer a head between them, now separated only by a crushed mess of hair, skin, brain and broken skull. 
 
    The anger swirling around Eamon’s soul was all consuming. The agony and death of this stranger had done the slightest to quell the anger, like he was feeding a beast that lived in his gut. This act of violence chipped away at his fury like a man attempting to tunnel through mount Rushmore with a plastic fork. 
 
    A rifle cracked and a frozen body amidst the pile behind Eamon was struck by a bullet fired by another similarly dressed teen standing on the other side of a glassless window surrounded by a few others. They all looked the same age, like they might have graduated high school together, and like that probably wasn’t so long ago. Or maybe it hadn't even happened. 
 
    The group had grown up together, their sociopathic traits shared in equal measure and drawing them tighter together than they would have been otherwise. They had bonded over hunting trips, and while they didn't put up much of a fight, the elderly had proven to be far more exciting game than deer. The sociopathy had graduated to psychopathy with the fall of polite. The found this new world liberating. 
 
    Georgie returned fire and decimated the shooter’s head with a single shot from his rifle. The other teens skittered away from the window and ran off into the retirement home like cockroaches fleeing the kitchen light. 
 
    Eamon lifted up the shirt of the corpse he was kneeling over and grabbed onto the handle of a silver revolver tucked into his waistband. The gun had a long barrel and was large enough that it might have broken the teen’s wrist if he ever tried to fire it one handed. For Eamon, the kickback was of no concern. 
 
    Eamon was already in forward motion as he stood, tearing across the courtyard and blasting through the double doors on the far side with his shoulder. The rest of the posse started behind him until Probey put his arm out. 
 
    ‘Wait. Let him do this.’ He looked specifically to Georgie, ‘Let him get this out of his system. If he needs help, he’ll call us.’ 
 
    Eamon fired twice through a closed door that he saw two of the disturbed teens disappear through. Two .357 sized holes punched through the door and Eamon heard scrambling on the other side of the particleboard. He kicked the weak door, aiming just to knock it in but ending up taking it clear off its hinges. The door flew into the room, and before it hit the floor, Eamon had shot one of the teens in the head. 
 
    The particleboard door hit the floor and slid across a living room area, landing at the feet of the now dead teenage murderer who collapsed upon it. The second young hunter lifted a semi-automatic handgun and fired as Eamon ducked into a kitchen nook. The thin wood of the kitchen separator did nothing to stop the bullets, but did obscure Eamon’s location as lead flew over and beside him. 
 
    Outside the room, two more psychopathic teens approached from the hallway and a third stood anxiously at the far end. 
 
    Eamon put his palm flat against the floor and leaned out from the kitchen with his gun arm outstretched. He fired twice into the teen’s chest, sending him smashing backwards into a box TV. 
 
    Hearing the reinforcements arriving, Eamon stepped back into the dim kitchen and stayed crouched. The first of the arriving teens, the lone female of the bunch, came through the door and continued straight into the living room past Eamon who pressed his gun barrel to the back of her knee and fired his last shot just as the second reinforcement stepped into the doorway. 
 
    The girl hit the ground screaming. Eamon stood up and rammed the handle of his revolver into the nose of the standing psycho. He grabbed onto the shotgun clutched by his enemy, and spun him into the room with a tug. Tearing the gun from the young hunter’s hands, Eamon sent him crashing into the girl. Still holding the empty revolver, he racked the shotgun with a one handed jerk and caught the gun by its pistol grip. He fired a single blast from the shotgun that shredded both of the demented teens with buckshot. He fired twice more at their fallen bodies, catharsis whistling between his gritted teeth. 
 
    Eamon stepped out into the hallway and spun around as a bullet whizzed over his shoulder. He fired his shotgun down the wide hall at the last sicko who was just out of his range. Buckshot spread to the ceiling and floor without hitting its mark. This last one looked the oldest of the bunch, but that was probably just because he had been the first to start growing real facial hair. Eamon walked toward him, unafraid. He didn’t fear bullets, he didn’t fear death, he wished only to end life. 
 
    The frightened teen squeezed off two more shots that went high, then fired one that struck true. A 9mm round struck low on Eamon’s chest, left of center, and exited out the back. He felt the impact but condensed any pain down to a low grunt suitable for being struck with a pebble from a slingshot. The hit did nothing to slow him, missing all his vitals, and in the eyes of the frightened teen, seemed to only quicken his assault forward. 
 
    Eamon clutched the empty revolver in his fist and launched it down the hall at the teen’s head. As the gun clattered to the linoleum floor the sicko grabbed at a red splotch on his forehead and accidentally fired a shot into the ceiling. 
 
    While the teen was off balance, Eamon closed the distance. He strode with fervor at a pace matching a shorter man’s run. When he was within firing range, Eamon pointed his shotgun at his distracted target’s head… then lowered his aim, and blew the legs out from underneath the sick bastard. 
 
    Hot buckshot tore through the teen’s lower body. He dropped straight onto his chest, bloody legs slamming down a moment later, barely attached to the rest of him; hot wings with all the meat stripped off. 
 
    Eamon stepped closer still, relishing in the cries of agony from the 19-year-old psychopath. He placed the shotgun barrel against the back of the sicko’s head and fired. 
 
    After the blast, there was no head for the gun barrel to rest on. Underneath the chunky red blur, the linoleum floor was blackened and chipped. 
 
    Eamon took a deep breath without drawing in any air. He turned around and shouted into the rest of the retirement home, ‘Get out here!’ He called to any enemies who remained. He dared them to come out and he promised them painful deaths, but there were none left. 
 
    Killing these bastards felt good in a way he hadn’t expected and he wished there were more of them so he could keep on doing it. Every second he spent killing was a second he didn’t feel choked by the death of his wife and daughter. 
 
    After several minutes, Eamon calmed down. The fire kept burning in spirals around his soul, but he eventually calmed his exterior self-enough to unclench his fists. The retirement home’s go-to shuffle board song playing over the speaker system became audible once again as his adrenaline lowered and the blood left his ears. Gerry Rafferty's voice seemed to taunt him. He walked back to the courtyard, threw the shotgun to the ground and picked up the one he had left behind. 
 
    ‘Where has this guy been?’ Probey said with a big smile on his face. ‘Oh ho, that was absolutely magnanimous!’ Probey said, attempting to use a word he didn’t know the proper definition of. He clapped passionately until Peter joined in. Eamon ignored them. With each breath in and out he managed a convincing impression of a bull after a particularly rough rodeo. 
 
    Eamon made his way across the courtyard and threw open the double doors back toward the front entrance. 
 
    ‘That’s what I like to see, Eamon!’ Probey exclaimed joyously, letting out a chuckle as the doors drifted shut. Probey turned around and composed himself. He looked Georgie in his wider eye. ‘I think Eamon’s going to fit in real well.’ 
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 7. A BRIEF REPRISE OF CALM 
 
      
 
      
 
    MARIA WAS STARVING. For the first time, that thought was not hyperbole. She had run out of food and survived off of snow alone for the last three days. Her journey was slow going, and if she had been on foot, she would have collapsed from exhaustion long ago. Her headache felt unlike any she experienced before. 
 
    She moved cautiously, avoiding any people she came across, taking empty backroads whenever possible, and waiting long stretches of time to be sure the path ahead was clear before advancing. She was nearing her destination: her Aunt’s house. She had crossed the toll line into Vermont and made it within the Brighton town limits. 
 
    She made no stops to search for more food. In fact, she hadn’t left the truck since she had gotten into it, save for stopping to answer nature's call or popping the door and scooping up clean looking snow as a water source once it melted. It was warm in the truck and she felt safe inside of it, though she knew it wasn’t as safe as it felt. 
 
    She went in circles around Brighton until she found her Aunt’s road. She hadn’t been down it in a couple of years. 
 
    Driving down the one lane road, Maria took note of the disturbed snow. Tire tracks ran in both directions and superseded the ones she now left in her wake. Still, the road was peaceful. 
 
    Maria drove slowly, looking up at the dead trees and their dry branches that stretched overhead, forming a crisscrossed canopy above the road. Closing her eyes as the truck rolled forward, she thought back to the last time she had been here… 
 
    Her dad driving, Mark in the front seat, her in the back. It was the summer before she started high school. She had got it into her head that it was her last summer as a kid. The change in Mark after he made the switch from one brick building to the other was impossible to miss. 
 
    She remembered sticking her head out of the window and feeling the gentle breeze blow through her hair as she watched the flowery purple canopy passing over her. Green grass lined the sides of the gravelly road and amber sunset rays warmed her cheeks. 
 
    Maria smiled for a moment and felt good. 
 
    Then she opened her eyes. All of the warmth and color left, invaded by cold snow, wet slush, and sharp branches. 
 
    Maria pulled into the driveway of her Aunt’s house, a brown two story building with pointed architecture. Maria had always thought of it as a grandma’s cottage even though it belonged to her Aunt. 
 
    There were no vehicles in the driveway or anywhere in sight. Maria sat at the wheel, the truck idling. Her eyes moved from window to window, looking for any kind of movement or sign of life inside. Staring at the front of the house, she wished she could see through walls. 
 
    Stepping out of the truck, Maria readied her gun. She cocked it and pointed it down at the snow with both hands. She listened to silence for long enough to be sure it wasn’t changing anytime soon, then approached the house. 
 
    Her heart was heavy as she turned the knob and opened the unlocked door. She locked it behind herself, kicked the snow from her boots as a force of habit, then looked around the daylight suffuse interior. 
 
    ‘Hello?!’ She called out to the silence. Her eyes scanned the ceiling above her as if to somehow detect her aunt’s presence on the second floor. ‘Aunt Kim?!’ She called out to the silence. 
 
     Maria made her way through the house slowly, fearing the sight of her aunt’s corpse behind every closed door… but that sight never came. After 10 methodical minutes of careful searching, the house proved to be empty. As did the cellar and the shed in the backyard. Her Aunt was gone, though she didn’t seem to have packed anything for whatever journey she went on. 
 
    The youngest Dubrek found herself too tired to barricade the doors or round up all the food in the house. She wolfed down the first bits of food she came across in the kitchen. The provisions she ate were small, but her stomach had shrunken, and they filled her up. She could barely keep her eyes open and the sight of a queen-size bed turned her legs to jelly. 
 
    She commandeered her missing Aunt’s bed and began her first good night’s sleep in long while. How long exactly? Maria couldn't be sure. Time had both compressed and elongated since the fall of polite like an accordion playing the Grim Reaper's favorite tune. Since leaving her house she hadn’t dreamt. Each instance of sleep along her journey had been a pained slide into blackness followed by an abrupt shock back to reality with nothing in between. 
 
    In her Aunt’s bed, she did dream, but she would wish she didn’t. She awoke the next morning to wet sheets, her hair a sweaty mess, obscuring her fearful vision. Her mind had gone back to the basement for six hours of torment, re-living the worst night of her life. 
 
    She spent the next day gathering and sorting through the useful supplies from around her Aunt’s cottage: food, bottled water, batteries, an old double barreled hunting shotgun and shells that hadn't been used in close to a decade. There was enough food to last at least a month, maybe longer if she rationed it carefully. She realized that if she gathered and melted snow, she could use the water to bathe herself and fill the back tank to hopefully maintain a flushing toilet. Each night when the sun fell she had the same nightmare again, and again, and again. 
 
      
 
    HER NEW HOME was quiet during the days and quiet during the nights, except inside her own tormented mind. Each night Maria laid her head to rest, the exact same nightmare grabbed hold of her. This went on for a week, then two weeks. Each time, the pain felt fresh and the fear felt real. Within the dream, this trauma wasn’t a memory. Each night it was happening as if for the first time. In each echo of trauma, Maria screamed for Mark. She always begged and pleaded and hoped that he would save her, and over and over again, he never even tried. 
 
    Throughout her quiet days in the cottage, she couldn’t keep her mind off the dream she would soon be living. She grew to hate Mark more and more. He didn’t try to help; He didn’t even try…. Every night she felt hopeless and weak and ruined. 
 
    She began to fill her days with exercise. She told herself that she would never let anyone have the same kind of power over her that Buddy had. She told herself that she would not and could not ever rely on anyone or trust anyone again the way she had with Mark. 
 
    There were no distractions to her work. She trained tirelessly to improve her strength, her endurance, her flexibility, her fighting ability, her capacity for violence. She sparred with invisible targets and punched walls until all the skin was gone from her knuckles. 
 
    Maria was driven by an anger like a corvette with a brick on the gas pedal. She had a target in her mind that fueled her rage, and with Buddy already belonging to the land of the dead, she pictured Mark as her bullseye. Each night she dreamt of him abandoning her, leaving her for Buddy to rape, all to protect himself. Each day she imagined beating Mark to a bloody pulp, and savored that wonderful catharsis in place of an abundance of food. 
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 8. A SLASHED EYE BLINKING IN FROZEN DAYLIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    MAISEY AWOKE IN AGONY, feeling two sets of hands on her. She broke out of unconsciousness with a contorted scream, like a recording suddenly let off pause. The wound hammered onto her skull by the brick-wielding crackhead was nothing when experienced beside her split eye and gum. Her vision swirled in the cold morning air, unprocessed. Continuing to scream, she reached for her eye until she felt two of the four hands restraining her. 
 
    ‘Don’t touch it.’ A woman’s voice above her said as she was lifted to her feet. 
 
    ‘Shhh, we’re going to help you.’ A man’s voice reassured. 
 
    Maisey attempted to stop screaming by twisting the tap on a stream of curse words that she couldn’t turn back off. 
 
    ‘It’s okay we’re going to get you taken care of.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s the kid?’ The female voice asked kindly. 
 
    Maisey tried to ask ‘what?’ but the one-word reply slipped out of her mouth as ‘Fuck!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, you’ll be okay.’ 
 
    The strangers held Maisey up by her shoulders and began to walk with her. Maisey attempted to stand on her own, and instead found herself passing out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    THE CAUTIOUS OPENING of her healthy eye led Maisey to the realization that her slashed eye had a pad of cotton over it. A roll of gauze was wrapped around her head to hold the pad in place. Her pain had been more than halved by something she was given while out of consciousness. A hot throb replacing utter agony. Her skin hardly registered any feeling at all. As she reached a hand toward her split eye, a voice called out. 
 
    ‘Don’t!’ 
 
    Maisey stopped short of touching the bandage. She was sitting in a padded chair with wooden arms and legs. 
 
    ‘It’s very important that you don’t touch your eye… or your mouth,’ said a doctor leaning over her. He took her by the wrist and lowered her hand away from the wound. 
 
    Maisey’s healthy eye flitted around like a pinball, taking in her surroundings as her senses came back to her. She found herself in a high school gym, its basketball court floor space taken over by cots and sleeping bags. The beds were populated by people from all walks of life. Three children sat with their parents on the cot to her right, an elderly couple held hands on the one to her left. 
 
    The doctor put his hands on Maisey’s shoulders and refocused her attention. ‘You should be able to speak just fine but if it causes significant pain, then stop. I gave you something for the pain. It’s quite strong but your wounds are severe. Is the pain level manageable right now?’ 
 
    Maisey’s mouth opened and closed, only soft unformed sounds escaping past her lips. She half expected cotton balls to tumble out of her mouth. 
 
    She looked over the man’s outfit. He only looked like half a doctor, wearing a white coat over a Patriots jersey and blue jeans. 
 
    ‘I can do more for the pain if you really need it, but we're running low on just about everything and there’s no telling when we’ll get another aid package. The big cities have priority. I reckon maybe just the capitals at this point but it’s hard to know anything for sure. We have people out looking for more supplies… but you know how it is out there.’ 
 
    ‘I- I’m-…’ 
 
    ‘Can you tolerate what pain is left?’ 
 
    ‘Uh… yes.’ Maisey felt something inorganic in her mouth as she spoke; not the cotton balls she had expected but something smaller, something woven through the interior of her gums. Sliding her tongue over it caused a sharp reaction in the doctor and would have in herself had the pain medication been less effective. 
 
    ‘Oh, no, please don’t do that.’ The doctor pulled off his glove and ran his hand through his graying hair. He held his other hand out in a cautionary gesture. ‘You could rip your stitches.’ 
 
    ‘Stitches?’ 
 
    ‘There are dental sutures in your mouth along your gum line. Try not to touch them. They should do a good job of enabling you to speak without feeling immense pain or doing further damage to your gum line. You can thank Martin for those if he comes back around. He looks like me, only even older if you can believe it. I did the stitches along your face and eyelid. Do you remember what happened?’ 
 
    Maisey looked down at the floor, dumbfounded. The waxed wood had lost its sheen from the hundreds of gym shoes that scuffed it every school day and sporting event. Maisey spoke her thought process aloud. ‘I don't- I only remember... a woman cut me with a- with a razor blade, I think.’ She took a look around the gym, slower than before as she attempted to will her lost memories back home. 
 
    The room was far above capacity. Two obese women fought over a sleeping bag by the bleachers. A cluster of people stood near the door at the other side of the gym shouting indistinctly at each other. There were men and women stationed around the perimeter holding assault rifles, most of them dressed in military gear, though a few wore police uniforms, and fewer still wore just plain clothes with the small addition of laminate badges. Most of them were busy directing people through the shelter, organizing supplies, or tending to urgent administrative tasks. 
 
    ‘You also had a wound on your head from some kind of blunt object.’ The doctor said.  ‘Do you remember that?’ 
 
    Maisey didn’t. The last thing she remembered was hurling a scream into the wall of the burned out shoe factory. 
 
    ‘That’s why we had to shave your head.’ 
 
    Maisey reached for her hair, and couldn’t find it. Her lips parted, but no effort toward speech was made. She hadn't realized her hair was gone yet with her scalp being so numb. She felt along her bald head, sheared short, then shaved with a disposable razor. Her fingertips inched across her numb scalp until she felt a spot that still registered pain. There was an indent near the center. How deep? She couldn't tell. Her heart gasped. She hadn't cut her hair in several years. It was a point of pride, the physical feature she was most proud of. She found it to be a source of strength when times got tough. Now times were their toughest and her strength had been shorn to the floor and swept into a garbage bag. 
 
    ‘You’ve been here for five full days. You had a serious fever when you first got here and were delirious, but thankfully that’s gone away now.’ 
 
    Maisey gripped the chair’s arms tightly. ‘I’ve been in this chair for five days?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, you were on that cot before,’ The doctor pointed to an unconscious man on a white cot, staining it red with blood from the stump where his left leg used to be. ‘We were afraid you might slip into a coma, but, well, we've avoided that outcome at least... I want to run a test of your vision if that’s okay. Your left eye will have a lot of strain put on it.’ 
 
    ‘Is my eye going to heal?’ Maisey began to reach for the gauze pad again, but stopped herself. 
 
    ‘It will heal to an extent, but to be truthful with you, it would be a miracle if you are ever able to see out of it again. The damage was extensive.’ 
 
    Maisey’s fingers absentmindedly closed around the spot where her hair would have hung over her shoulder. She used to hold onto her hair and wrap it around her fingers whenever she was scared or anxious. Now all she got was a handful of air. 'What chance do I have of this eye healing enough to... you know?' 
 
    He shook his head and tightened his jaw, not wanting to be truthful. He fought his urge to lie. 'Sub one percent.' 
 
    The knowledge sunk into Maisey like a chest full of treasures into a pit of quick sand. She stared through the doctor into the nothingness beyond. 
 
    ‘Hey what gives, doc?’ A slightly annoyed voice yelled out as its owner approached him. The voice was vaguely familiar to Maisey. She wore camouflage cargo pants with bulging pockets and a black hoodie with the logo and name of “Dirty Jay's auto and bike repair” across the front and back. A laminate badge was clipped onto one of her hood strings that designated her as someone to listen to. ‘You were supposed to grab me as soon as she woke up?’ 
 
    The doctor spun on his heels to face her, looking slightly intimidated. ‘I- I was going to. She only just woke up.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah, sure.’ The woman stepped between Maisey and the doctor and squatted in front of her chair. Her skin was darker than most residents of New Hampshire and she had the slightest hint of a Hispanic accent. She sounded as though she had tried to lose the accent entirely, and almost succeeded. ‘Are you lucid?’ 
 
    Maisey nodded her head and leaned away from the 30 year old woman. 
 
    ‘My name’s Charli. Me and Lucas are the two who brought you here. He’s out looking for supplies at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘I- Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Your name?’ 
 
    ‘Maisey.’ 
 
    With the ey sound still leaving Maisey’s mouth, Charli continued, ‘Do you know what happened to your kid?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You were mumbling about your kid when we found you and in your sleep over the last couple of days. Is your kid dead? Were they stolen?’ Charli made no attempt to soften her words. 
 
    ‘Not my kid. I was trying to take care of him. His mother left him in a dumpster.’ 
 
    ‘Fuckin’ people.’ Charli said with disgust. She almost spit on the floor, but fought the urge. 
 
    ‘She showed back up. Fucking addict. The kid’s name’s Tommy… I need to get him away from her.’ Maisey made an effort to stand, forcing her hands down hard against the wooden arms of the chair. Charli and the doctor joined forces to sit her back down. 
 
    ‘Whoa now. What you need to do is relax.’ 
 
    ‘That kid isn't safe.’ 
 
    ‘You’re in no state to go on some wild rescue mission.’ 
 
    Maisey groaned. Charli studied the chaotic gym ceiling as if an answer were lodged between the rafters and the ventilation. 
 
    ‘You said the mother’s an addict? You’re sure about that?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I’m fucking sure.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just asking questions here. Calm down.’ Charli’s tone was stern but not threatening. She returned to her squat by Maisey’s knees. ‘Could you tell what drug?’ 
 
    ‘Meth? Crack? Maybe both. I don’t know. Why the fuck does that matter? An addict’s an addict.’ Maisey’s swearing wasn’t born out of anger or even purely out of frustration, though that feeling surely had a hand in her diction. Ever since elementary school, she had found a high volume of curse words slipping into her vocabulary and they had become second nature, much to the chagrin of her parents and every teacher she ever had. College teachers probably wouldn’t have minded as much, but neither of Maisey’s attempts at higher education had lasted long enough for her to truly find out. She had planned on enrolling for attempt number three but had run out of time with the changing of the world. 
 
    ‘When Lucas gets back, me and him’ll go out and try to find the kid. If the mother’s an addict, then she won’t go long without getting another fix. So we’ll try to figure out who’s still selling and take it from there. Likely not too many people. You just take it easy. You’ve got a lot of healing to do.’ Charli stood up and pulled a breakfast bar from one of her bulging pockets. ‘Take this. I’m sure you’re starving. The soldiers give out food at eight-o-clock. Not sure how much longer they’ll be able to keep doing that with the numbers we got, but get it while it lasts.’ 
 
    Maisey reached for the breakfast bar, but the doctor snatched it away. ‘You can’t eat that. Nothing solid until your sutures dissolve. Should be another 2-to-5 days.’ The doctor reached into a cardboard box on the floor and pulled out a few chocolate flavored meal-replacement shakes. ‘Just water and these for now. Soup broth is fine too if they end up serving it.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
     Charli patted her on the shoulder. ‘I’ll see if I can find you a sleeping bag. For now, you can sit on the floor or stretch your legs, but that chair needs to stay free for the doc’s patients.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of course.’ Maisey rose from the chair. 
 
    ‘One of our scavengers caught a bullet in the hip this morning.’ 
 
    Charli’s mom was one of the doc’s frequent patients. She was getting up there in years and her latest ailment was proving far worse than anything she had dealt with before. The doc was struggling to treat it, or to even make a conclusive diagnosis. She was struggling to breath and in constant pain, and that was about all the doctor knew at this point. 
 
    Charli’s mom had her well past the age others thought her capable of giving birth. Growing up, people often mistook her mom from her grandmother. She hardly spoke any English and she absolutely hated living in New Hampshire. She only put up with the New England weather because it was either move in with Chari, or move into an old folks home. 
 
    Since her ailment wasn’t immediately life threatening, Charli’s mom had to wait until more dire patients were treated. She was about to finally receive proper treatment when they found a bloody mess that answered to the name Maisey. 
 
    The doctor made a twirling motion with his fingers in front of Maisey. 'It's a good idea to move around a bit. Stretch yourself out. Just take it slow and be sure to stop if you feel lightheaded or have any troubles with your equilibrium.' 
 
    Maisey stood eye-to-eye with Charli. A handshake transpired, and then she was off. Maisey looked around and asked the doctor, ‘Do you have a mirror?’ 
 
    The doctor looked to dodge the question and Maisey read him like a book. ‘I don’t know if that’s-’ 
 
    She took off down one of the aisles of sleeping bags and cots and entered the girl’s locker room. The cement walls were painted pink. There were a few people sleeping on the benches, but no one awake. She walked up to a large mirror above a sink and gazed upon a stranger. Maisey looked into the glass and saw someone she felt bad for in its reflection: a poor woman that she pitied. Maisey felt like crying, but feared the way tears would affect her split eye. 
 
      
 
    ACROSS THE GYM, a 22-year-old skinhead found himself being forced out of the shelter. ‘I have nowhere else to go!’ He shouted at the angry five-person-cluster that shoved him toward the double doors. 
 
    Two of the armed guards watched over the situation closely. 
 
    The small crowd threatened the bigot with violence in a way they never would have before the fall of polite. A middle aged woman, who hadn’t been violent a day in her life, gave him a hard shove that knocked him off his feet. None of the protestors were individually threatening, but, when part of this ragtag group, they had power. One of the guards stepped in and became a secondary target of hate by the cluster for defending the skin-head. 
 
    The guard, a cop of 30 years, helped the bigot to his feet and whispered into his ear the address of a neo-Nazi camp that would take him in; a camp the guard planned on going to himself if the gym was compromised for one reason or another. This wasn't the first young believer he had sent there. 
 
    The skinhead flipped off the angry crowd and took his leave. After some chatter, the cluster dispersed and the guards returned to their posts. 
 
    Maisey watched Charli jog across the gym to a young man who had just entered. As she stepped up to their conversation it was clear they had been talking about her. 
 
    ‘Oh hey, there you are.’ Said Lucas. Maisey recognized his voice. He was young, clear-eyed, and looked like all he wanted to do was help people. He wore a dark green hoodie. Stubble was starting to grow on his cheeks and chin. 
 
    ‘Are you going to look for the kid now?’ Maisey interjected. 
 
    ‘Yeah we’re going to head out soon.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going with you.’ Maisey said sternly. 
 
    Charli shook her head. ‘Honestly, try to take it easy. You smile too hard, you’re liable to pop your stitches.’ 
 
    ‘I ain’t got no reason to smile. I’m going with you,’ she repeated her declaration of intent. 
 
    Lucas turned to Charli. ‘Let her come. You can’t expect her to sit here while her kid’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not her kid.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Lucas said, slightly disarmed. He looked Maisey over. ‘This place is safe. You really want to go back out there for someone else’s kid?’ 
 
    Maisey gave a small nod and made strong eye contact with Lucas through her remaining optic window. Her resolve was firm. 
 
    He flushed with respect for her and stepped closer. ‘You ever kill anyone? Would you be able to if it came down to it? Situation’s tough out there. I didn’t know if I could until I had to.’ Lucas had only taken one life so far, and if he hadn’t pulled the trigger, then a defenseless woman and her daughter would have been murdered. At present, they sat on the bleachers at the other side of the gym, the daughter showing her mom a picture she made with the few broken crayons she could scrounge up. 
 
    ‘I- I could do it.’ Maisey said, convincing herself as much as the others. 
 
    'Really think about it if you haven't had to already. It took me a week to pull myself together afterwards. It's not a natural thing to do. It's okay if-' 
 
    Charli interrupted, 'It is natural. We haven't evolved out of bloodshed yet.' 
 
    Maisey had been thinking about it constantly, what it would feel like to kill someone if her hand were forced. She closed her eye and imagined taking a life. It was difficult to anticipate the feelings such an act would bring up, but Maisey was pretty sure ending that drug addict mother's life would bring up some form of catharsis, if not outright happiness. ‘I could do it,' she said. 'Fuckin’ people, right?’ 
 
    A chuckle slipped out of Charli’s lips and a smirk landed on her face. ‘Fuckin’ people.’ 
 
    Charli looked from Maisey to Lucas and back again. A shrug precluded any verbal affirmation of her decision. 
 
    Maisey watched Charli march up to one of the guards in soldier dress and demand his sidearm. The soldier would have protested if it had been someone other than Charli asking. Maisey wondered how she had come to be so respected around here. She must have proven herself somehow for these soldiers to be taking orders from her. 
 
    ‘Ever fire a gun?’ Charli asked as she returned. 
 
    ‘No, but I know how.’ 
 
    ‘Well not to doubt your natural ability, but I’d like to make sure of that before we head out into the great unknown. Especially given you'll be aiming with one eye and all.’ 
 
    Charli informed the guards that they would be commencing firing practice in the parking lot outside the school and to ignore the ensuing gunfire they heard. One of the guards stepped up onto the bleachers and made an announcement to the residents of the shelter. 
 
    Before Maisey left, the doctor gave her pain killers, gauze, and a red bandana to tie around her eye over the bandage; he didn’t have an eyepatch. He made another half-hearted attempt to dissuade her from leaving, but knew it would do no good. 
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 9. A STREET FEELING MORE LIKE AN ALLEY 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE POSSE HAD CIRCLED back around toward the center of the state. Probey felt the most comfortable operating in this county, partly because it was where he worked as a police officer for a decade, but also because it had the highest white population in an already predominantly white state. New Hampshire had a Caucasian population over 90% and since bigots seemed to gravitate toward the state’s center for whatever reason, the white count in Probey’s neck of the woods was closer to 98%. 
 
    The gang was on the prowl for new members. Probey wouldn’t be satisfied until the posse was at least 30 men strong. 
 
    Eamon hadn’t said a word since leaving the retirement home. His chest heaved and angry breath escaped his respiratory system. He sat in the back of Buella, staring into the middle distance, both hands on the shotgun that stood against the floor between his feet. Despite Eamon’s silence, Probey and Lance made several passes at conversation. 
 
    Peter and Georgie followed in the car behind as the posse made their way into a mid-size town. The choice of hunting grounds seemed entirely random to Eamon, who didn't much care where his earthly body ended up, as long as he was given an outlet for his rage. 
 
    Michael spoke quietly to Eamon in the backseat. ‘You all right, man?’ 
 
    Eamon was silent. Michael couldn’t be sure if he had heard him, but he didn’t wish to repeat his inquiry after he had seen the rage Eamon harbored inside. 
 
    Eamon was consumed by an internal fire, burning sadly. He was being cooked from the inside and found himself wanting to cause harm to anyone and everyone. Being Probey’s attack dog would surely provide plenty of opportunity for that, he figured. 
 
      
 
    THE TWO-CAR-CONVEY rolled slowly through a suburb, eyes watching windows for any signs of life. 
 
    ‘There!’ Probey shouted as he pointed to a set of cornea’s peering out at the jeep from beyond the edge of a curtain. The vehicles stopped, the engines shut off, and the eyes disappeared. Probey exited the jeep and marched up to the door of the house with his rifle pointed toward the sky. 
 
    He hammered on the door and made it clear to those inside that he had seen them. He spoke with plurals even though he had only seen one pair of eyes. 
 
    His assumptions were proven correct when the door opened to reveal a father and son. 
 
    The father had the look of a drunk factory worker. One who had gone longer than he would’ve liked since his last drink. The slack-jawed son was college age but looked like he probably couldn’t graduate high school, even if he really applied himself. Both were white, male, and appeared physically capable, so they met Probey’s short list of pre-requisites. 
 
    Probey anticipated a time in the near future where he would need to throw bodies at problems. He needed to stock up on manpower so he could afford casualties when they inevitably came. Quantity over quality at this point in time. 
 
    The father and son were wary of Probey’s demeanor, but after some convincing safety-in-numbers type talk, they agreed to join the posse. They disappeared inside the house and returned with one bag each. 
 
    On the walk back to the vehicles, a neighboring house spat out a baseball bat wielding geriatric in a bathrobe, ‘No! Don’t go with them!’ the old man screamed. Walking on a bad hip, he swung the bat wildly at the air despite being several feet away. The geriatric spoke with a severe slur to his words, a by-product of more than one stroke. ‘Don’t go with them!’ 
 
    The father grabbed onto his son. Probey let out a laugh. ‘He run out of his meds or what?’ 
 
    Eamon burst out of the jeep and stomped onto the snowy lawn. Probey cocked his head and watched Eamon rack his shotgun. The old man in pajamas stepped toward Eamon swinging his bat left and right. Eamon fired into the old man’s shoulder. The geriatric was blasted off his feet. His bat rolled crookedly through the snow. Eamon pumped and fired a second blast to finish him off in case he wasn’t dead already. 
 
    ‘Ha ha, whoa.’ Probey chirped happily. 
 
    Eamon turned toward the two-person-family, fire in his eyes. He racked his gun and cast a smoking shotgun shell into the snow bank lining the street. A wisp of steam rose into the air. 
 
    ‘Wait, wait, we’re already going with you!’ The father said, forcing his pimply son to stand behind him. 
 
    Eamon stomped back toward the jeep. 
 
    Probey wiped his sunglasses off on his shirt. ‘You’re a real dog on a chain, ain’t ya, Eamon?’ 
 
    Eamon’s internal fire had been briefly quelled by this act of violence. It was clear to him that his rage needed constant outlet to uncloud his mind. Being part of Probey’s posse was starting to seem like an effective way of tending to this visceral need. 
 
      
 
    THEY STOLE INTO an empty house on the edge of the suburb and slept the night in shifts as per usual. At sunrise they were back on the road. 
 
    The new posse members rode with Peter and Georgie. ‘We’ll need a third car for this convoy soon.’ Said Peter to Georgie, forgetting for a moment that he couldn’t expect a response. He was glad to have new people in the car. Driving for hours in silence was boring him to sleep at the wheel, and Georgie never took a turn in the driver’s seat. 
 
    Peter was a DMV worker before the fall of polite. He also happened to be Probey’s neighbor. Peter ran to the cop next door for help once the gunshots from up the road became as constant as the screams and sirens. Probey let him inside, but Peter was caught off guard when he felt a gun thrust into his hand. He quickly grew to relish the sense of power it gave him, though he had never so much as taken the safety off. He never even checked to see if it was loaded. He figured it probably was, and that was good enough for him. It was heavier than he expected. 
 
    Probey laid it all out for him; told him the truth that wasn’t broadcast on Peter’s go-to news source. Probey told him his plans, filled him in on why things went down the way they did, explained the way things would go, let him know what would be necessary to survive…. Peter thought Probey was just about the smartest man he had ever met, and sticking by his side practically guaranteed his safety in a time when safety was in short supply. He was lucky to find the future ruler of the region living next door. 
 
    ‘There’s one,’ Lance said inside Buella, pointing to a four-door in a parking lot that appeared from the outside to be in decent shape. 
 
    ‘Let’s look for something larger. Hold more people,’ Probey said, ‘more economical.’ 
 
    They drove a winding pattern through the town for the better part of the day until they passed by a large cargo conversion van driving in the opposite direction. 
 
    Lance smiled and watched it in the rear-view, ‘Ooh!’ 
 
    ‘Take this left, round the next block up and get ahead of them.’ Probey said to Lance, then he picked up a radio handset and spoke to Peter in the other vehicle, ‘We’re taking that van.’ 
 
    ‘Good call.’ Peter responded into the radio. 
 
    ‘I know it’s a good call. I don’t need you telling me my business, Peter. We’re circling around the front, you flip a bitch and catch up behind them. Don’t get too close until you see us block the street.’ Probey set the radio down. 
 
    ‘Got it.’ Peter hit the brakes and set about a six-point turn in the two lane road. 
 
    Probey snatched the radio back up, ‘Oh, and if we have to shoot them, try not to damage the van if it can be avoided.’ Probey put the radio down and took the safety off his rifle. ‘That goes for you lot too,’ he chirped into the back seat, feeling powerful. 
 
    As Lance circled around to the front of the conversion van via a parallel street, Probey looked to Eamon in the rear-view. ‘Eamon?’ 
 
    Eamon met Probey’s eyes in the mirror. 
 
    ‘I can see you’re itching for more bloodshed, but I’m gonna see about recruiting whoever’s all in there first.’ 
 
    Eamon stared like a stone statue. 
 
    ‘That means hold your fire unless they don’t… or unless I give the go-ahead.’ 
 
    Eamon continued to practice his statue impression. 
 
    ‘We on the same level here, Eamon?’ 
 
    ‘I got it.’ Eamon’s voice was hoarse, like his vocal chords had been crying and screaming in equal measure ever since the retirement home. 
 
    Lance made two left turns (the second of which was more of a drift), and stopped sideways in the street just past the intersection. The conversion van skidded to a stop, and after a second, began to reverse. Peter came up from behind and closed to within ten feet of the van’s bumper. 
 
    All three vehicles were motionless, exhaust funneling out of their tail pipes. Eamon heard music playing inside the van over the humming engines. It sounded foreign, French or German he thought, heavy techno. Probey threw his rifle strap over his shoulder and stood up through the roof of the jeep. 
 
    As Probey gained elevation the sliding doors on both sides of the van flew open. The heavy electronic music flowed out of the vehicle and down both ends of the street that was starting to feel more like an alleyway. Two men leaned out of the van with assault rifles in hand. They wore black tac-vests over blue collared shirts. Hard plastic caps covered their elbows and knees. Thin polymer helmets were strapped to their heads. “SJI SECURITY” was printed in white block letters across their vests. One leant out each side of the van facing opposite directions. 
 
    ‘You guys picked the wrong fucking van.’ Said the father in the backseat behind Peter. 
 
    The security men opened fully automatic fire on both vehicles. Probey dropped back into Buella as bullets ricocheted off the side and roof. Probey slammed into the passenger seat and took a knock to the mouth from his bouncing rifle. His top teeth sunk into his bottom lip and drew blood. 
 
    Buella’s glass was extra thick, and Lance had reinforced whole body of the vehicle to military standards per Probey’s request. The windows cracked but stopped bullets from entering, at least for the time being. 
 
    The other posse vehicle wasn’t as lucky. Gunfire tore through the car’s windshield with little resistance. Peter took one in the arm before ducking beside Georgie who had gotten low the second the van doors opened. Bullets chewed through the seats above them and tore apart the factory dad in the backseat. His son slid onto the floor between the seats and yelled for his dad to do the same as he was showered in his father’s blood. 
 
    ‘Buella, you’ll be okay, baby! I’ll fix you up!’ Shouted Lance, muted by gunfire. 
 
    ‘Kill these fuckers!’ shouted Probey, not daring to be the first to exit the vehicle. 
 
    Eamon’s door was on the outside edge of the conflict. He stepped out, keeping low behind Buella. 
 
      
 
    GEORGIE THREW OPEN the car door and stepped out. He crouched behind the door as bullets dented the opposite side. He knew that if the shooters were closer or using higher caliber ammunition, their shots would have made it through the layered metal. He left his long-gun slung over his shoulder and drew his six-shot Webley. 
 
      
 
    EAMON MANEUVERED TO THE EDGE of the jeep. He flinched away as one of the jeep’s headlights exploded into shards of plastic and glass. He heard the gunfire halt and thought to make his play while they reloaded. Eamon popped up over the top of the jeep and took aim, a bit too far for his shotgun to strike true. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ he muttered. 
 
    The security guard on his side pulled back into the van and began to reload. As he left Eamon’s view, a different guard took his place with a full magazine and picked up where the firing had left off. Eamon dropped back down behind Buella and slid to the ground behind the tire. 
 
    ‘These guys are well trained!’ Probey shouted from inside Buella, staying below the window, knowing it wouldn’t hold out against many more direct hits. The reinforced metal would last longer than the bullet-resistant glass. ‘Alternating fire, they’re good!’ Probey caught a glimpse of the driver of the van, still sitting at the wheel, relaxed, confident in his associates, bobbing his head to the fast paced electronic music and raising the volume as if to score the chaos. 
 
    Eamon put his shoulder to the ground and tried to see if he could get an angle on the shooter from under the jeep, but no such angle was present. The wound he had sustained at the retirement home pinged with pain, like a blip on a radar, and reminded him of Beth. The bandage over it needed changing, and could probably do with an extra pass of disinfectant for good measure. 
 
      
 
    REALIZING HIS PLAN to wait for them to reload had been nullified, Georgie switched tactics. He opened fire on his own car. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you doing?!’ Peter asked, clutching his arm wound and lying by the pedals. 
 
    Georgie fired at the hinges holding the door to the car. After the hinges had been bent and warped, he holstered his gun and grabbed onto the door firmly with both hands. He put his foot against the car and yanked as hard as he could. 
 
      
 
    PROBEY CLIMBED between the seats into the back of Buella with Michael. ‘Why aren’t you out there?!’ 
 
    ‘What the fuck am I gonna do?!’ Michael flailed with his handgun. 
 
    The tactically trained men in the van made another switch, the original two returning to fire. The one firing toward Buella shot out the two front facing tires. 
 
    Eamon made a leap from Buella to a truck parked on the side of the street during the security guard switch. Eamon got into cover against the truck’s grill as the gunfire swept towards his new location. The shooter's aim traced a series of bullet holes through the snow in a tight arc. 
 
     
 
    GEORGIE TIPPED BACK as the car’s door came free from its foundation. He got to a crouched standing position and held the door against his side like a riot shield as it took direct gunfire. Each bullet slamming into his metal protection nearly knocked him off his feet. He knew the door wouldn’t last long as cover, even at this range. There was a finite number of hits the shield could sustain and that number was rapidly decreasing. 
 
    Georgie moved as quickly as he could across the street and onto the sidewalk, a hailstorm hammering against his mobile cover. He made it to the entrance of a barbershop with an apartment above it. He kicked open the door and disappeared inside, leaving the mangled car door on the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
    EAMON WATCHED Georgie enter the barbershop from the opposite sidewalk, and wondered whether his relocation was tactical or cowardly. 
 
    ‘Get out there!’ Probey shouted as he shoved Michael toward the door. Michael climbed out and leaned against the side of the jeep where Eamon had done the same a moment ago. He reached over the top of the jeep and blind fired his handgun in the general direction of the conversion van. The security guard was unshaken. The shooter couldn't even hear the puny pops from Michael's handgun over the thundering of his fully automatic assault rifle. 
 
      
 
    EAMON SLID along the side of the vehicle he used as cover. The truck was at the head of a line of vehicles parallel parked along the street. He recognized that if he could advance two vehicle-lengths down the line, he would be parallel to the conversion van and could fire directly in through the open door. With the gunfire still directed at Buella, Eamon scrambled forward. 
 
    The security guard swept his rifle in a wide arc and took aim at the lumberjack. 
 
    Eamon dropped to the ground and slid across the icy sidewalk as bullets passed overhead. He got behind the next car in line and sat with his back against the tire, his heavy breath steaming. 
 
      
 
    ‘KEEP MOVING!’ Probey shouted as he climbed over Lance and out of the jeep. 
 
    Lance blubbered something inaudible while tears streamed down from under his sunglasses. 
 
    Michael reloaded his handgun and made an effort to actually take aim. He leaned across the back of the jeep and lined up a shot at the security guard whose aim was directed at Eamon. Michael squeezed off a couple of shots. The first shot hit the guard in the vest, the others went high. 
 
    The SJI guard nearly fell out of the van but grabbed onto the plastic interior handle of the van and caught himself. The vest did its job well. 
 
     
 
    EAMON SEIZED THE OPPORTUNITY to advance down the sidewalk another car-length. He bolted forward and again dove to the ground and slid the rest of the way into cover. He was pretty sure he hadn't been noticed. 
 
    The vest-struck guard tried to fire his assault rifle one handed at Michael while hanging half-way-out of the van by the handle but the recoil overpowered his aim by a country mile and he did more damage to the clouds than anything on the ground. He succeeded nonetheless in scaring Michael back down into cover. 
 
    Eamon stood up and laid his gun across the roof of his car-cover. He aimed into the van from a parallel position as the guard pulled himself back to an upright standing position in the van. The guard resumed controlled fire toward Buella. Eamon sent a blast of buckshot across the street and into the guard’s side. The guard’s stomach was perforated and blood ran down below his tac-vest. 
 
    The SJI guard twisted to a sitting position inside the van facing Eamon, and fired back at him, adrenaline keeping him going for the time being. The other guard who he was alternating fire with shot back at Eamon as well. Eamon ducked down behind the car. The windows above him were blown to pieces and sent glass raining onto him. 
 
    Michael made an attempt to push forward while the gunfire was focused on Eamon. The standing guard firing at Eamon caught Michael in his periphery and turned. He unloaded eight shots into Michael’s stomach and chest. Michael fell to his back on the freshly bloodied snow. He coughed blood up into his eyes and failed to take another breath. 
 
      
 
    PETER TOSSED one of the guns taken from Paul's farmhouse into the backseat. The gun bounced off the shredded upholstery and clattered to the floor between the pimply teen and his dead father. ‘Get out there and avenge your pa!’ Peter shouted in a false “strong” voice while quivering below the steering wheel. 
 
    The teen did as instructed and stepped out of the vehicle with the safety still on his newly acquired firearm. He made it less than three feet before being riddled with holes. 
 
     
 
    THE SJI TEAM swapped firing positions again. 
 
    Eamon used the stock of his shotgun to knock the wing mirror off the car he hid behind. He used its reflection to look across the street. The guard he had shot was now kneeling and was in no way out of the fight. He was still laying into the side of the car with automatic gunfire. 
 
    A window above the barbershop across the street shattered and Georgie appeared in it with his rifle. Crack! The security guard firing at Peter’s car was gut-shot by Georgie, just below his vest. The guard fell from the van and landed face-first in the street. He struggled to push himself up, blood leaking from his stomach like a hole in a dyke as Georgie yanked the bolt on his rifle and chambered a new shell. He fired a shot straight down into the guard’s head that burrowed through his helmet and an inch into the pavement below. 
 
    The conversion van's driver watched this happen in the mirror. He stopped nodding to the music now that one of his own was down. In truth he had expected his well-trained buddies to take this lot out in a flash. The fact that they hadn't was worrying. He had expected a load of chum, but found a couple of barracudas squirming around in the bucket. 
 
    Georgie yanked the rifle’s bolt back. He returned his good eye to the scope. The roof of the van precluded him from seeing the upper half of any of the men inside. He shifted his aim to the driver who was now rummaging through the glove compartment. Georgie waited for him to lift his head, then fired a shot straight through his ear. The driver and passenger-side windows shattered simultaneously with the driver’s skull in between. 
 
    Eamon looked around the side of the car and made eye contact with Georgie who pointed down to the van with a single finger, then returned his wide eye to his scope. 
 
    There were four men left inside the van and now they were really starting to get nervous. 
 
    Probey gave a salute up toward Georgie. The show of respect went unnoticed, but his old friend's tactical positioning gave Probey the confidence to throw himself into the fray. He trusted Georgie's covering fire with his life. 
 
    Probey strafed to his right and fired at the van. The wounded guard stopped firing at Eamon and turned toward Probey. Before the SJI man could fire again, Eamon popped up and delivered another blast of buckshot into his torso that put him down for good. His tac-vest looked like a couch cushion chewed up by a mongrel dog. 
 
    Eamon racked his shotgun and fired again through the open door of the van. One of the guards had his leg blown out from under him and slammed onto his back with his top half hanging out of the van on Georgie’s side of the street. 
 
    In 1/3 of a second, Georgie found the guard’s face in his scope and pulled the trigger. A small hole replaced the bridge of the guard’s nose and a larger hole replaced the entire back of his head. 
 
    As Georgie yanked back on his bolt he watched the guard’s dead body be pulled back into the van. Both of the conversion van’s doors slid closed and all firing ceased. Georgie left the chamber open and slid new shells into his rifle one at a time. 
 
    Eamon stood up and looked at the van with his shotgun leveled. 
 
    Peter peaked up above the steering wheel but couldn’t see anything through the spiderwebbed windshield. He ducked back down to wait out the silence, unsure of who was alive or dead. 
 
    Eamon stared at the closed, windowless door. He waited. 
 
     
 
    THE VAN’S DOORS OPENED, just a few inches, and something was dropped to the ground on each side. The doors quickly returned closed. Two low hissing sounds escaped into the air and smoke rose to surround the van. 
 
    Georgie watched the door of the van until the smoke grenades fully obscured his vision and his scope viewed nothing but off-white haze. He pulled away from the window and backed up into the apartment. 
 
    The grenades melted the snow around them and continued to pump solid white smoke until the entire street was consumed. Eamon held his hand in front of his face and moved it further away until he could no longer see it. His eyes had a draw distance of just a few inches. He waved his hand and felt the smoke waft but it was dense enough to remain a solid cloud against his movement. 
 
    Eamon’s ears pricked up at the sound of the van doors opening. He quickly turned and fired in the direction of the van. He pumped his shotgun and listened for a shout of pain, but heard none. Either his shot had killed instantly or had missed entirely. 
 
    Gunfire erupted and demolished the second floor window that Georgie had fired through. Inside the upstairs apartment, Georgie took a seat on the couch and removed his shoes. He rubbed his bad foot. 
 
    Probey took quiet sideways steps towards the van. He walked with bent knees, his gun leading the way. There was a loud metal clink as his gun barrel bumped into the front of the van. 
 
    One of the remaining SJI guards spun on his heels and fired. A bullet whizzed straight over Probey’s shoulder. He dropped to his back and fired between his legs up toward his assailant. 
 
    Eamon watched the muzzle flashes dance across the smoke, like strobe lights in an all-orange disco. 
 
    One of Probey’s shots struck true and the security guard yelled out. Probey listened to his fleeing footsteps head around to the back of the van. He had wounded but not killed. He stayed flat on his back and inched his way underneath the van’s bumper 
 
    Peter shut his eyes in the smoke filled car and tried to quiet his breathing. 
 
      
 
    GEORGIE STEPPED OUT of the barbershop and onto the sidewalk. His rifle hung from its strap off his shoulder and his boots hung by their laces from the pinky finger of his non-dominant hand. He had the fingers of both hands wrapped tightly around his revolver. He stepped silently into the street and in the direction of the van, his bare feet numbing against the snow. He listened carefully for footsteps, and heard a pair heading towards him. He lifted his gun, keeping it tight against to his chest. 
 
    The footsteps neared, then turned and continued past him. They were slow and making an effort to be quiet. Georgie caught up behind the footsteps, bullet casings smushing deeper into the snow under his bare feet. He reached out and filled his hand with a collar. A voice called out that wasn’t Probey’s, so Georgie shoved his Webley forward until it met a patch of hair, then pulled the trigger. For a moment, timed to a thunderous blast, a flash of red shone through the smoke, then the white overtook and removed all visibility. 
 
    Georgie left the street and got behind a vehicle. He heard running footsteps and a moment later gunfire hammered the area where he had just shot from. The footsteps ran off again in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
    EAMON FELT ALONG THE SNOW BANK between the sidewalk and the street. He got his hand on a chunk of ice and pulled it free. With his eyes directed toward the street, Eamon threw the ice chunk at the next car down from him. It shattered loudly against the trunk, and automatic gunfire soon opened on the same spot. 
 
    Eamon found the muzzle flashes through the smoke and shot just behind them. A body hit the ground with a gargle and the area went quiet. 
 
      
 
    SILENCE HUNG above the battlefield until the smoke dispersed and visibility returned. Probey slid his way out from under the van and looked over the dead security guards. He called out to his posse, ‘Who’s all left?!’ 
 
    ‘I am alive!’ Yelled Peter at the top of his lungs, as he climbed out from under the steering wheel. Georgie approached Probey and gave a short wave, then set about re-lacing his boots. 
 
    ‘Glad to see ya, buddy.’ Probey said as he walked up to Georgie and gave him a brief one-armed hug. 
 
    A honk signaled Lance’s vitality. ‘Horn still works at least.’ Lance climbed out of Buella and walked around the vehicle, surveying the damage. ‘Oh baby, what did they do to you?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry about Buella, Lance.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I can fix her. I don’t know. I think so. If I had the tools and enough time. And replacement parts… and some raw materials.’ 
 
    Eamon approached the rest of the posse, reloading his shotgun. He was three shells short of a full load. 
 
    Probey looked surprised to see him breathing. ‘You made it Eamon!’ Probey removed his yellow glasses and hung them off his collar. ‘Wow. You’re quite the soldier.’ 
 
    Georgie opened his top break revolver and shook out the empty cartridges. He displayed the empty Webley to Probey. 
 
    ‘Need more .44 ammo?’ Probey inquired. 
 
    Georgie showed four fingers, then flashed five fingers twice. 
 
    ‘That takes .45?’ 
 
    Georgie shook his head then flashed five fingers twice again, more slowly this time. 
 
    ‘.455? That caliber might be hard to find. Why don’t you ditch that for something else?’ 
 
    Georgie shook his head and loaded his last two cartridges into the Webley. The old gun had been passed down through the men in his family since his great grandfather had killed with it in WW1. He snapped the gun shut and holstered it. 
 
    ‘Let’s see what these guys were protecting.’ Probey approached the van and climbed through the door. Empty bullet casings littered the inside and the area just outside the doors. Empty magazines were strewn about the largely empty interior of the van. There was a thick plastic ammo case ratchet strapped to the wall of the van with the lid popped open. Probey lifted the lid and found the contents had been fully consumed in the shootout. 
 
    ‘Well what’s in there?’ Peter asked, semi-excitedly. 
 
    Probey ignored him and went around the other side of the van. 
 
    ‘What were they protecting?’ Peter inquired again. 
 
    Eamon answered, ‘Nothing. There were just trying to survive.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Like us.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite.’ Eamon grumbled as he turned his back on the others. 
 
    Eamon checked the magazines of the fallen assault rifles; half of them empty, the others bare enough that they totaled under a full load. He consolidated all of the ammunition into one magazine, loaded it into a rifle, and strapped it across his chest. 
 
    He noticed Michael, lying bloodied in the street, and approached his body slowly. He looked to Probey. ‘Are we burying him?’ 
 
    ‘No we are not.’ The cop’s answer was definitive; no room for argument. 
 
    Eamon didn’t push. He took a silent moment for reflection, then gave the corpse a single acknowledging nod. 
 
    ‘On the bright side, we can all fit in one vehicle again. If we squeeze.’ Peter said. 
 
    ‘We don’t even have one working vehicle, asshole!’ Lance shouted, verging on tears again. He massaged Buella’s bullet riddled hood like a clay pot. ‘We need to find a garage and push her there.’ 
 
    ‘You sure that’s fixable, Lance?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not!’ 
 
    ‘Might be irreparable given the state of the world. We'd be awful exposed pushing her around and tryin' to fix her up. Maybe we ought to say sayonara to Buella.’ 
 
    Lance was no longer on the verge of tears… he was beyond that. 
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 10. FIVE, SIX, SEVEN, STRYCH, NINE, TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    MAISEY FOLLOWED Charli and Lucas on foot. Her face was no longer numb and the searing pain was beginning to creep back in. She took another pain killer, and hid her discomfort from the others. She followed, quietly, a few feet behind her parallel leaders. Snow fell gently onto her shoulders and chilled her shaved head. She had tried donning a cap, but even such slight pressure on her wound brought about significant pain and an upgrade to her ever-present headache. In time, she would try again. 
 
    Lucas pointed up ahead, ‘Is that parking garage on fire?’. Two small plumes of smoke wafted from the fourth floor and up into the grey sky. 
 
    ‘No, you idiot. It’s made of cement.’ Charli adjusted course for the structure. ‘There's people living inside.’ 
 
      
 
    THE TRIO STEPPED into the dark cement structure, its walls dirty with varying shades of grey and brown. A chill wind whistled through the parking garage. 
 
    ‘Ramp or stairs?’ Lucas asked. ‘We could try to climb over.’ 
 
    The top of the first floor ramp had been blocked with vehicles, their tires slashed. ‘Let’s take a look at the stairs.’ Charli replied quietly. She softened her footsteps and moved on bent knees over to the wall. The door to the stairwell had a vertical rectangle of a window; glass lined with a wire mesh. Charli peered through it and saw a trash strewn landing and stone steps. She couldn’t see very far up the stairs through the window. 
 
    She drew her gun and gently wrapped the fingers of her opposite hand around the metal door handle. She gave it a pull and found resistance. She gave the door a stronger tug and it opened a few inches before snapping shut. Charli peered through the crack as she held the door open. An elastic resistance pulled the door back to its closed position. Two pairs of stretchy yoga pants were tied together, and connected the inside door handle to the staircase railing. ‘Lucas, your knife.’ 
 
    Lucas approached the door with a serrated hunting knife. It had been a gift from his father on their first hunting trip together. He left his dad sorely disappointed when he couldn’t pull the trigger on any of the game they came across.  
 
    Lucas fit his hand through the opening and sawed away at the pant legs while Charli held the door ajar. Maisey kept her eye on the ramp to their back. Nearing the end of the second pant leg, the fabric ripped apart and the door swung open freely. 
 
    Lucas took a step forward, and Charli stretched her arm out across his chest. He stopped in his tracks. 
 
    Without stepping into the stairwell, Charli leaned inside and looked up the stairs. It was dark in the stairwell. Very little sunlight reached this interior. The first floor landing was absorbed by darkness. 
 
    Charli stooped and took up a shaft of wood that she was pretty sure was once a broomstick. She carefully prodded along the trash covered floor: a mat of empty bags, cups, food scraps, cigarette butts, and lottery tickets rose two inches above the cement floor. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Maisey asked, watching Charli poke the stick repeatedly into the mat of garbage. She turned her attention from Charli to the ramp and back again. 
 
    Charli brushed trash aside. ‘I’m checking for- Ah, here it is. Bear trap.’ Charli cleared empty wrappers and containers away from the metal jawed snare hidden beneath the refuse; locked and ready to spring. It wasn’t large enough for a bear; made for a much smaller animal, maybe a rabbit or a raccoon, but sharp and strong enough to sink into a human’s leg and likely crack the bone within. 
 
    ‘How’d you know that was there.’ Maisey asked. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know for sure. All that trash- It’s how I would hide a trap if I were trying to protect someplace.’ Charli answered.  
 
      
 
    UPON FIRST ARRIVING at the converted gym shelter, Charli had pushed those in charge to add more defensive measures to the perimeter and surrounding area of the building. They had shrugged her off, but now that she had proven herself to the top dogs as someone worth listening to, maybe her warning would hold more weight. She decided she would voice her concerns for a second time. 
 
    Charli’s reputation had steadily grown over the course of her time at the shelter. The government workers in charge first took note of her name when she managed to fix the generator that powered the lights and heaters. Dozens of others had taken a crack at the sputtering machine, but Charli managed to sort it out in six minutes flat. 
 
    Her second notoriety garnering action saw her taking up a national guardsman’s fallen rifle after he was shot by a quartet of angry brutes trying to force their way inside. While others ran and hid, Charli stood alongside trained soldiers and repelled the attack. 
 
    She was asked to join the guard rotation, but declined. Charli felt she could get far more accomplished through other means. 
 
    After their scheduled governmental supply drop of food and medicine missed the expected arrival date by more than two weeks, Charli grew tired of waiting. She had lost all faith in the system. 
 
    She learned that the men and women who were supposedly in communication with governmental officials in Washington DC, weren’t really in any kind of communication at all. Maybe they had been during the early stages of chaos, but all lines of discourse had been severed by the time Charli arrived at the gym. The bosses kept up the charade to avoid panic amongst the shelter’s residents. 
 
    With the approval of those in charge, Charli organized a ragtag team of five. Lucas was her first volunteer. He needed to get out and do something worthwhile; he was tired of being cooped up, and was going a bit stir crazy while feeling thoroughly useless in a world that demanded every kind heart do their part. 
 
    Once they were all trained up, Charli led the group on a medical supply run to a hospital that was rumored to be under the control of an unknown force. 
 
    Charli was cautious. A less pragmatic leader may have attempted the mission in a single day; the hospital wasn’t too far from the shelter. For Charli, the excursion lasted half a week. She led her team into an abandoned flower shop on the other side of the medical pavilion from the hospital and surveyed it from a distance. 
 
    There were nude bodies with broken limbs scattered around the hospital’s front entrance. The gang inside the hospital knew it was a scavenge worthy location that would draw in all kinds of small groups and isolated individuals in need of medicine and other supplies. 
 
    They had a choke point set up in the central stairwell to the third floor that made for an excellent ambush opportunity. They would quickly dispatch anyone who was unfortunate enough to head inside, loot everything they had on them, then toss their naked bodies from the roof. It was a self-renewing supply source that did most of the work for them. They never had to set foot outside the hospital for this supply chain to function, so they never did. It was impossible for anyone to surmise how many members made up the gang or for anyone to catch them off-guard. 
 
    Or so they thought. 
 
    Charli watched the front of the hospital for three days; long enough for her followers to lose faith in her and question her leadership, all except for Lucas. He backed Charli up when the others urged her to make a move, to rush in guns blazing or else turn around and head back to the gym a failure. But still, Charli waited. 
 
    On the third day, a lone man and woman, armed with a tire iron and a chef’s knife, wandered  into the medical pavilion and hazarded the front entrance past the nude corpses. Charli tracked their movement as much as she could through the many large windows, though many reflected too much of the sun for a clear look inside. 
 
    For a while there was silence, then a sudden eruption of automatic gunfire opened up from a half-dozen sources all at once. Charli located the gunfire against the glass front of the hospital; somewhere up on the second or third floor, clustered together in the center of the building. 
 
    She kept her eyes on that spot. As the sun went down, the glare across the glass retreated and she could see inside to the stairwell within. Ah, between the second and third floors, she realized. An hour later, a pair of nude corpses plummeted into the earth from up on the roof. Charli tried but couldn’t get a good look at whoever did the throwing; they didn’t step close enough to the edge of the roof to become visible. 
 
    When the sun had fully left the sky, Charli led her group into the hospital. They didn’t cross the pavilion, instead making the far longer journey of circling around the perimeter and approaching from the side. Charli was cautious enough in her opening of the front door to avoid setting off the string of Christmas bells that was laid over the tops of the interior door handles. 
 
    The entire first floor was picked clean, demanding that anyone in need of supplies head up to the next levels. She quietly told the others that she would be moving up to the next level on her own. ‘I can move more quietly if I’m solo. I’ll grab what I can and meet you back down here. If you hear shooting, hurry on up and help me.’ 
 
    Lucas refused to let her go solo. He demanded to be her backup at the very least if the others couldn’t follow as well. A hushed argument led to three gym residents waiting in the lobby while Charli and Lucas quietly pressed on ahead. 
 
    Charli and Lucas knew to ignore the stairwell. They pulled open the doors of the out-of-commission elevator and looked into the deep dark shaft. Below them led straight down to the basement/morgue, and up on the fifth floor sat the elevator car. 
 
    Any little sound in the elevator shaft would result in a booming echo, so Charli and Lucas were absolutely silent as they carefully climbed up the service ladder to the fourth floor. The doors were left slightly ajar when the power had been cut and they were easy enough to force open while keeping a grip on the ladder. 
 
    They exited the elevator shaft above their would-be ambushers and quietly set about gathering as many useful medical supplies as they could stuff into their bags and still manage the climb in silence from the bountiful, unoccupied fourth floor. 
 
    The duo made two more trips up to the fourth floor with the other gym residents’ bags, and left the hospital fully loaded, without the ambushers ever knowing they had even been inside. 
 
    The two gym shelter docs used up the gathered supplies quickly, but the scavenged goods enabled them to save seven lives that they wouldn’t have been able to otherwise, and to treat a dozen others with less severe afflictions. Charli’s mother was one of them, though she was now suffering from an unrelated illness that wasn’t responding to any attempts at treatment. 
 
      
 
    ‘WATCH YOUR STEP in here.’ Charli said quietly in the parking garage stairwell. She used the broomstick to depress the pressure plate within the foot snare. The trap slammed shut, cracking and splintering the wood and folding itself into a quarter of the size. 
 
    Charli pulled a short keychain flashlight from her pocket and clicked it on. She didn’t carry a backpack on most missions; her mobility was of utmost importance to her. She shone the light up to the landing and found a glare against a metal placard depicting the floor number. The landing was equally trash strewn but the stairs themselves were clear and appeared safe. 
 
    ‘Don’t step anywhere you can’t see the floor.’ Charli held onto the door frame, stretched her leg over the trash covered floor, and found footing on the bottom step. She grabbed onto the railing and pulled herself onto the stairs. 
 
    Lucas followed suit. 
 
    When it was Maisey's turn, she first stopped to kneel down and slide the triggered trap toward herself. She picked it up. It’s metal frame was heavy but not overly cumbersome. She deposited the trap into her bag. 
 
    ‘Don’t weigh yourself down too much.’ Charli said to her from the middle of the stairs. 
 
    ‘I don’t have much else in here, just the stuff from the doc and the gun you gave me.’ 
 
    ‘You might want to take that out now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right.’ Maisey unzipped her bag again and reached past the folded trap to fill her hand with the pistol. 
 
    Charli continued up the stairs, shining the light at her feet. The landing was covered by another rug of garbage. Charli climbed over the railing and onto the next set of stairs where they reversed directions and continued up. 
 
    The trio made their way carefully up the stairs, ascending into pitch blackness, the tiny beam of artificial light made insignificant by the all-consuming dark. The second and third floor doors were both blocked by vehicles parked up against them. 
 
    Lucas considered voicing his desire to turn around, but kept it to himself. 
 
    As they neared the fourth floor landing, the air in the stairwell grew slightly warmer but also smelled far more foul. 
 
    Lucas and Maisey followed closely behind Charli who led the way with her eyes and light pointed at her feet. She stepped slowly and quietly, only able to see a few steps ahead of herself. With her eyes to the floor, she didn’t see the string of cans hanging from the ceiling by a patch of tape. She bumped into the cans and dislodged them from their place of holding, filling the stairwell with a cacophony of banging and clanging as the tin and aluminum cans tumbled down the cement steps. 
 
    Lucas swallowed hard as Charli and Maisey synchronized cuss words, ‘Shit/fuck.’ 
 
    They froze in place, Charli shut off her flashlight and raised her gun toward the door above them where the smallest shaft of light crept in. 
 
    They waited in silence and in darkness. 
 
    The fourth floor door flung open and two silhouettes of men stepped inside the stairwell, one holding a baseball bat, the other holding a long thin pipe he had torn off the parking garage wall. It looked sharpened on one end like a skewer. 
 
    ‘Who’s there?!’ One of the silhouettes shouted. 
 
    ‘Don’t come any closer!’ Charli shouted in return from the darkness. She found the silhouette who spoke at the end of her iron sights. Lucas and Maisey raised their guns and stood to each of Charli’s shoulders, making a staggered line across the staircase. 
 
    The other silhouette spoke, ‘How’d you get in here?!’ 
 
    ‘Look, we’re not here to hurt you!’ 
 
    One of the silhouettes took a step down towards them with his weapon at the ready. 
 
    ‘Stop where you are! We have guns.’ Maisey clicked her flashlight back on and shined it against the side of her gun so the silhouettes could see she wasn't bluffing. 
 
    The men saw three people in the light where they had previously suspected just one. They both shifted uncomfortably and swallowed dryly. 
 
    Charli pointed the light in their direction. Two scruffy looking men in dirty jackets slick with grime squinted their eyes in the small LED beam of the flashlight. ‘We’re not here to hurt you but we will if you make us.’ Charli's voice was strong, confident, and calm. 
 
    The scruffy men looked at each other and then back into the flashlight beam at the unidentified intruders. ‘We don’t have any food if that’s what you’re after.’ 
 
    The other man picked up where the first left off, ‘And we don’t have any guns or bullets or nothin’.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not looking to take anything from you.’ Charli said, in as calming a voice as she could muster. 
 
    The men looked at each other again. Their weapons lowered slightly. 
 
    ‘Can we come up out of this stairwell?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t seem like we have much of choice.’ The closer of the two silhouettes said as he backed up towards the door. 
 
    Maisey spoke up. ‘You do have a choice. We aren’t the bad guys… and it seems like you aren’t either.’ 
 
    The men allowed them up and out of the stairwell. Sunlight mingled with firelight on the fourth floor of the parking garage. Ragged men and women slept in sleeping bags and on blankets on the hard floor. The few vehicles present had their seats reclined and repurposed as beds. Most of the vehicles had been driven or pushed down to lower levels and repurposed as barricades. Fires roared in steel drums near the edge of the garage with several people around them warming their hands against the flames. Snowflakes drifted gently in through the side of the garage and melted in the fire. There looked to be around three or four dozen men and women scattered throughout the encampment. 
 
    ‘My name’s Robert,’ one of the former silhouettes said to Charli. The other grubby man took his leave and joined a woman sitting against the wall. She handed him a half-eaten loaf of stale bread and he took a gracious bite. She kissed his grimy cheek. 
 
    Charli holstered her gun and shook Robert’s hand, clad in a dirty cotton glove with the stitched fingers missing. ‘I’m Charli. This is Lucas and Maisey.’ 
 
    ‘This is our camp, I guess, if you want to call it that. That’s what some of the others do.’ 
 
    ‘Are you in charge, Robert?’ 
 
    ‘No. No one’s really in charge. We just sorta… co-habitate, I guess you’d call it. You’re all welcome to stay if you’re looking for someplace. You seem like decent people.’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s all right, we have a place already. 
 
    Lucas whispered to Maisey, ‘Why don’t you go see if the kid is here?’ 
 
    Maisey nodded and stepped away from the group. She walked further into the fourth floor and had a look around. She thought everyone there looked homeless, and then realized they were, and so was she and most other people too. She walked past sleeping bags and blankets containing old men with patchy white beards; they looked ill. She passed a large striped column and laid eyes on several more men and women curled up on the floor without even blankets to soften their existence. They wore jeans and puffy coats and they shivered in the cold. One of them let out a phlegmy cough and spit onto the floor. The phlegm would freeze solid soon enough. 
 
      
 
    CHARLI POINTED to the can fires at the edge of the garage, ‘Smoke’s giving away your position. You might want to be more careful with those cans.’ 
 
    ‘I know it’s not the safest, but we’ve already lost two of the oldest to the cold. Freezing and starving is a rough combination. We can’t do much about the starving but the freezing we can help somewhat.’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ Charli took a head count of the room. There were far more than she thought could be cared for in the gym, but she couldn't just leave them there. ‘Listen, we have a safer place. We were government run. Still are, I suppose, though we’ve lost touch with anyone who matters or mattered. We have food and protection, and it’s not warm exactly, but it’s a whole lot less cold than here. We're maintaining a livable temperature. You’re welcome to bring your people. We even have a couple doctors who can look at your sick ones.’ 
 
    Robert smiled for the first time a good long while. His face warmed as his mouth creased the opposite direction it had grown used to. ‘That’s so-… That’s very nice of you. Thank you. How far is it?’ 
 
    ‘A little over two miles, I think.’ Charli turned to Lucas for confirmation. 
 
    ‘Maybe two and a third,’ he said. 
 
    Robert looked over his shoulder and bit the inside of his cheek. ‘We’ve got a few who wouldn’t survive the trip. And a couple too stubborn to try I’d reckon.’ 
 
      
 
    MAISEY SAW NO SIGN of the addict mother or her poor son. What she did find was a 60-year-old man with a rubber tube tied around his arm, a needle in his vein, and a speedball running through it. ‘Excuse me,’ she said as she knelt down in front of the man. He sat on the floor beside a pile of trash, his back against the outer wall of the garage. 
 
    Snow drifted silently in from above him and settled on his patchy hair. He spoke in a squeaky-hoarse voice, ‘Who’s that?’ He looked up at Maisey and tried to recognize her. 
 
    ‘My name’s Maisey. I want to know-’ 
 
    ‘Do I know you, Maisey?’ 
 
    ‘No, uh, I’m new here.’ 
 
    He let out a high pitched laugh, ‘Oh, were you the one causing all that commotion by the stairs?’ He let out another laugh and slapped his knee, the needle wiggling wildly in his arm. ‘I thought we were all dying, and I’ll be damned if I’m dying clear-headed.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s actually what I wanted to ask you.’ Maisey said, attempting to approach her question diplomatically. ‘Where have you been getting your drugs?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, well it used to be a lot easier, I’ll tell you that for nothin’.’ He made an attempt to stand that ended with him slumping lower to the floor and looking far less comfortable. He propped himself back up against the wall. ‘You know, I been sleepin’ in this parking garage way longer than any of these other folks. Used to get in trouble for lighting a fire to keep warm. Back before everyone was robbin’ each other and the monsters were killin’ everyone’ 
 
    ‘Monsters?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah those monsters that made the world end. The big tall ones with the extra legs. You know.’ 
 
    A man, who Maisey hadn't spotted, sat up from underneath a newspaper-blanket, and gave her a shock. The surprise man said, ‘I told you there ain’t no monsters out there, Joe. How many times I gotta tell you?’ He slurred his words more than slightly. 
 
    ‘There are too monsters! Why else would the whole damn world be dead?’ 
 
    ‘There ain’t no fuckin’ monsters, Joe. It was them Ko-reans that fucked everything. Them that dropped that nuclear-’ 
 
    ‘No it wasn’t! I heard about the monsters on Robert’s radio. They came up outta the ground. That Jones fella predicted it and no one listened to him before it was too late.’ 
 
    ‘That Jones fella’s a real phooey slinger. A total gobbledygook hocker.’ 
 
    ‘Uh, excuse me!’ Maisey sought to refocus the men, ‘Where do you go for your drugs these days?’ 
 
    ‘These days have been a might dry for old Joe. Running on about empty. Trying to make it last. The fella I been buyin’ from most recent is still out there hockin’ if you’re lookin’ to get yourself good and high. He ain’t takin’ money no more though. Only trades of stuff. And I ain’t got shit worth shit except these Andrew Jacksons.’ Old Joe held up a fat wad of twenty-dollar-bills that he had broken out of a nearby ATM. 
 
    The other gentleman pointed to Maisey, ‘Might sell to you though. Probably would sell to you for some kinda sex-something.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s this guy at?’ Maisey asked. 
 
    ‘Three blocks that-a-way,’ The newspaper covered man pointed to the east. ‘Then one block up. In the red building. Go down the stairs, not up them.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. There anyone else who’s selling?’ 
 
    ‘Nah.’ The newspaper clad man said, shaking his head. 
 
    Old Joe slapped him in the chest lightly with the back of a limp hand, ‘Well wait just a second, there. There is one other guy I know of, but I heard he cuts his stuff with strychnine, and I ain’t about to start being about that shit just ‘cause the world ended.’ 
 
    ‘And where can I find him?’ Maisey asked. 
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 11. A DEPOT OF DEAD CHILDREN 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE FIVE-PERSON-POSSE made their way along the frozen highway on foot. Probey led the way with his rifle pointed at the ground. Georgie was at the back of the single file gang shuffling down the center of the road. 
 
    ‘Are we heading anywhere in particular, Probey?’ Peter asked. 
 
    ‘I believe we are, but I don’t know where exactly.’ Probey looked over his surroundings, ‘God will guide us in our time of need.’ Probey shivered in the afternoon cold but refused to cover his police uniform with an overcoat. 
 
    Eamon’s internal inferno was growing. It had been some time since he killed anyone. Their foot journey was giving him time to think about his dead loved ones, and the pain was unbearable. Ending life was the best temporary cure he had found for his broken heart; an outlet for his personal brand of sad anger. 
 
    The severely diminished posse walked for several more miles, out of town and down an empty road, forest on either side. Probey lifted his yellow glasses and squinted at a tiny structure off in the distance. He cocked his head and turned back toward the group. ‘Lance… You think you could drive a bus?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I could drive anything.’ 
 
    Peter interjected, ‘Not a helicopter though, right?’ 
 
    ‘Okay fine, not a helicopter.’ 
 
    ‘No one drives a helicopter.’ Probey said, continuing the journey forward, ‘You pilot a helicopter.’ 
 
      
 
    20 MINUTES LATER, the posse arrived at a fenced-in lot. The chain-link reached high and was topped with barbed wire. A large sliding gate blocked their entry. Beyond the fencing was the region’s supply of public transportation. Six municipal buses appearing to be in good shape were parked in two rows with a small building at the back of the lot. 
 
    Probey pulled ineffectively at the gate. ‘You think we can cut through this chain-link?’ Probey asked the group. 
 
    Georgie walked around the side of the lot, running his hand along the fence and tugging on it intermittently. He soon came upon a loose spot that had a lot of give for just a little pull. He motioned with his head for the others to follow. Georgie and Eamon grabbed onto the fence and lifted the bottom up and out of the snow. They held the bottom, curled up, as the others crawled underneath. Eamon held the fence for Georgie, then they switched duties. 
 
    Lance ran up to the closest bus and forced the doors open. The interior was clean, the seats no more damaged than the average public transport. 
 
    Probey entered the bus and did a seat count. He imagined his gang growing large enough to fill the entire bus, then two buses, then three. He wished to rule what was left. He figured if he really jammed everyone in, he could fit around 60 men in the bus. His imagination ran wild. He saw himself in a mobile base of operations, sipping on the priciest brown liquor his men could dig up, giving orders to his lieutenants who would pass them on to their own subordinates. There would be law, and he would be the lawmaker. 
 
    Lance hopped out of the bus and looked over the tires: not slashed, not flat. He popped the hood and began his inspection of the engine. ‘Not quite what I’m used to, but it all looks good. I could figure out repairs if need be. It would just take me a while longer. I’ll need more tools though.’ 
 
    Probey stepped slowly down the steps of the bus and to the ground as his mind came back into present focus, leaving his imaginings for later. Gravel adjusted through the snow under his feet. ‘Let’s see if the keys are inside.’ 
 
    The posse approached the small windowless building. It was built of a cinder-block construction and had a thick metal door painted green a decade earlier. Rust had creeped across over the intervening years. Georgie switched from his long-gun to his side-arm. 
 
    Probey readied his rifle and motioned for Peter to open the door. He removed his sunglasses and hung them off his collar, then laid his back against the cinder block wall. 
 
    Peter slowly gripped the door handle and twisted it. He pushed forward but the door didn’t move. ‘Something’s blocking it.’ 
 
    Eamon marched forward. 
 
    ‘It’s not locked-’ Peter began to say, before Eamon grabbed him and shoved him out of the way.  
 
    Eamon rammed his shoulder against the door. It opened a quarter inch. He rammed again. A filing cabinet on the other side screeched along the floor a few inches. Eamon took a step back and gave a final shove that pushed the door the rest of the way in. 
 
    The door swung open and slammed against the inside wall, the filing cabinet having slid diagonally in front of the doorway. A lit camping lantern sat on a desk across from the door. Eamon saw movement in the dim glow. He racked his shotgun and pointed it inside. His breathing quickened as he tightened his grip on the pump-action boomstick. 
 
    The room was still, then all of a sudden it wasn’t. Eamon saw ginger hair poking up over the desk in the light of the lantern. ‘Hey!’ He shouted in his deep woodsman voice. More movement: a head popped up over the desk following the hair. Eamon fired… and blew apart the head of an 8-year-old boy. 
 
      
 
    EAMON DIDN’T RE-RACK HIS SHOTGUN, he didn’t blink and he didn’t breathe. He fell against the door frame and dropped his gun to the ground. 
 
    ‘Eamon, are you all right?’ Probey called from behind him. Eamon’s massive, slumped frame blocked any view inside. 
 
    Eamon’s eyes were wide and growing more wet by the second as he watched three small children clamber into the lantern light and surround their dead brother. The camping lantern had also been blown to pieces and a fire was burning on the document covered desktop. The child’s now unrecognizable face was burned into Eamon’s mind along with his action’s aftermath. He had only seen the child’s face for a fraction of a second, but he knew every detail of it by heart; the slope of the boy’s nose, the freckles on his pale cheeks, the wet irises.... His trigger finger reacted faster than his eyes could process the sight. Eamon turned away from the children and tried to run toward the bus, but tripped and fell to his chest, weeping. 
 
    ‘What the hell happened?’ Peter asked the back of Eamon’s sobbing head. 
 
    Probey entered the building with his rifle raised, Georgie following closely behind. ‘Oh, I see.’ Probey said. Georgie picked up Eamon’s shotgun. The two of them removed the rest of the children from the world. 
 
    Eamon got up on his hands and knees, and vomited into the snow. He vomited again as thoughts of his own daughter’s death raced through his mind, being chased by thoughts of his own murder of someone who had seen only half the life his daughter had. He dry heaved and clutched at his throat with a snow covered hand. 
 
    Probey climbed over the filing cabinet and began tearing apart the office. Georgie lifted each drawer of the fallen filing cabinet straight up and perused their contents. 
 
    At the back of the office was a cork board with keys hanging off of numbered pegs for each of the buses. Probey took all of them and a plastic crate of mechanic’s tools, and exited the office, stepping over the dead children who had been waiting for their parents to return. 
 
    ‘First time killin’ a kid, huh Eamon?’ Probey said as he handed all of the keys to Lance. ‘You’ll get used to it.’ 
 
    Eamon whipped his head toward Probey, puke in his beard and hatred on his tongue, ‘No.’ 
 
    The posse climbed onto the bus and drove off with plans to return for the other buses when their gang had significantly grown. 
 
      
 
    THREE HOURS LATER, the parents returned with food for six. They found their children... and promptly ended their own lives. 
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 12. A TRICK PULLED TWICE, A TRIGGER PULLED ONCE 
 
      
 
      
 
    MARIA COMPLETED the first three hours of her daily eight-hour workout. She was getting stronger and her determination had not diminished. With the constant exercise and need to carefully ration food, she had reached 0% body fat and was building an enviable muscle mass for her size. She didn't fool herself though, she knew a man with a naturally larger build would still be able to overpower her five foot six frame with ease if she wasn't careful. She figured a higher protein intake would speed up her muscle building process, but had no way to supply that. Her endurance was the best it had ever been by a significant margin. 
 
    She didn’t venture far from the cottage. By running laps through the adjoining woods, she hazarded to guess that she could cover a couple of miles without slowing much or becoming exhausted, even in the deep snow. She was through being a victim. She was through being in danger. She was ready to be a force of danger against anyone who stood adverse to her. 
 
    She went upstairs to cool off by the attic window before lunch as had become routine for her. The attic window was the only one she hadn’t boarded up because it was unreachable from the outside. The doors, she kept barricaded until she went outside to run, gather snow (to melt for water), or to forage for firewood. She wiped away sweat with a checkered towel from the kitchen. She wore just sweatpants and a t-shirt for her indoor workouts. Afterwards, the cold air actually felt nice. 
 
    She had developed a habit of never taking off her boots. They took too long to put on and lace up. She wouldn’t be ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice if she was caught barefoot. Some less-than-quiet nights, she even wore them into bed. 
 
    Her food supply was holding out, but wouldn’t for too much longer. She would have to venture into town for supplies before long. She wasn’t sure if she was ready. She was stronger, but still not strong enough. Or maybe it was confidence she lacked, or experience. Minimal knowledge of the nearby town was another deterrent to her travel. There were only a handful of fuzzy trips to the local shop with her dad and aunt in her memory bank. Those memories, fuzzy as they were, had Mark erased from them. Maria would need to fumble around the unknown for her supplies in town and wasn’t yet confident in her abilities. 
 
    She laid on her back looking up at the cobweb covered ceiling beams, breathing deeply. 
 
      
 
    THE NIGHTMARES HADN’T STOPPED, and Maria’s hatred for Mark only continued to grow. Her vision of revenge grew from a beating at first, until nothing short of Mark’s death would mean justice had been served. After nearly a month and a half of revisiting the basement, Buddy barely even played into her nightmares any longer. Her focus shifted solely to Mark, even as Buddy choked her with the axe and forced himself between her legs. In her dreams Maria saw Mark sitting on the other side of the boiler room door. She saw Mark’s passive, un-helping, uncaring face night after night, and each day she worked to transform her body into a state that would be able to make that face unrecognizable. 
 
      
 
    SHE SAT UP and then quickly moved closer to the window at the sight of movement beyond the tree-line across the road. She knelt under the low, triangular attic roof and laid her hands against the hexagonal wood of the open window. A woman stopped just before the road and hid behind the closest tree, watching the house. 
 
    Maria observed as the woman set a gym bag down on the ground and removed her coat and shirt. The woman took a different shirt from the bag and put it on, this one was familiar to Maria, full of rips and the name of a particular New Hampshire beach. The woman took something from the bag and applied it to herself with her fingers, then dropped to her knees and dug a shallow hole in the snow with her hands. She stuffed her gym bag into the hole, then covered it back up. 
 
    The woman stepped into the road and walked slowly towards the house. ‘Help!’ She called out. ‘Someone help me!’ Maria recognized her fake-blood covered face. She was struck by the coincidence of it all. This trickster hadn't been on foot her entire journey, that much was obvious. Her car had probably broken down on some nearby road and she was entering into the same con that had worked for her God knows how many times so far. Maybe she hadn't broken down at all, but just parked and gone out looking for suckers in secluded places with sympathy and things of value that she could take for her own. What are the odds of us both ending up here? Maria pondered. It was an alignment of the stars; fate, telling her that she was destined to have her payback. The universe was presenting her with a small scale opportunity for revenge; a warmup dish before her main course of vengeance against her abandoning brother. The forces of cosmic balancing sought to wet her appetite. 
 
      
 
    HEADING TO THE FRONT DOOR as a knocking fist struck against it, Maria picked up her Aunt’s double barrel shotgun. 
 
    ‘Help!’ the woman cried from outside. 
 
    Maria held the shotgun out of view and opened the door. She stood face-to-face with the woman who had robbed her in her own home. Maria cracked a wry smile. There was only recognition on one side of the gun. 
 
    ‘Help me, please.’ The woman said, pretending to be injured. ‘I- I’m hurt. Will you please help me?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve pulled this trick before, bitch.’ 
 
    A flash of recognition danced in the woman’s eyes. She reached for her concealed knife. 
 
    Maria jabbed the shotgun into the woman’s gut and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The liar was nearly blown clean in half as she was blasted off the steps of the house. Her body flipped end over end through the air and struck the path, chest first, several feet away before sliding further still into the road, leaving a dark red smear behind her. She wouldn’t need to feign injury any longer. She was the model image of it. 
 
    The woman strained to lift her head. She scraped her external guts along the road back toward her stomach. Her blurry vision settled on Maria, approaching confidently. 
 
    Maria wondered how many others this woman had ripped off before making her way all the way up here. Maria strode up to her and pulled her own shoes off the dying woman’s feet. The liar reached a bloody hand up towards her, but Maria continued forward without so much as a downward glance. She reached the tree-line across the road and dug up what the woman had buried. The liar was dead by the time Maria returned across the road. 
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 13. A CHEMICAL ESCAPE FROM A MAN-MADE HELL 
 
      
 
      
 
    A LONG LINE of the mostly sick, mostly tired, mostly malnourished inhabitants of the parking garage followed behind Lucas on the slow foot journey back to the high school. Maisey and Charli continued forward alone. 
 
    The string of men and women behind Lucas was a largely defenseless mass and would make an easy target for any ill-willed group of scavengers. 
 
    Lucas kept his handgun drawn and clearly visible to provide the slightest deterrent against any would be threats who spotted him from the distance. He hoped their sheer numbers would prove intimidating. 
 
    There were a couple parking-garage-citizens who were already struggling badly before they had progressed even three blocks along their journey. They were the oldest and the sickest of the bunch. Lucas wanted to stop right away and let them rest, but he knew he couldn’t for the sake of the others. He had to accept whatever losses couldn’t be helped, and that was challenging for him. 
 
      
 
    WHEN THE POWER SURGED and the lights flickered for the first time, Lucas left his dorm and caught a bus headed toward his grandma’s retirement home. The thought of her sitting in the dark, alone and afraid, made Lucas feel like crying. 
 
    The bus driver was sweating profusely and didn’t look Lucas’s way as he entered. The driver had a friend standing right beside him at the front entrance, carefully eyeing each person they picked up. His hand rested atop a holster at his hip. 
 
    The driver blew right past certain crowded bus stops if he thought that particular cluster of pedestrians looked aggressive. Lucas began to doubt the bus was following any particular route. 
 
    The bus was mostly full when Lucas boarded and, within 10 minutes, was well over maximum capacity. 
 
    Suddenly, the driver took a sharp turn and got onto the highway, following a whisper sent into his ear by the armed friend. The vehicle approached top speed and the crowded occupants fought over bars and hand-loops for balance. 
 
    The friend drew his handgun and pointed it at the crowd, demanding they turn over any and all valuables they had on them; money first, then phones, then jewelry, then anything else worth a damn. 
 
    Lucas was near the front, and found himself compelled to attempt to diffused the situation as the front row of the bus’s occupants began to toss their belongings toward the man, and others shouted their own threats of violence back at him. 
 
    It quickly became clear he wasn’t the only one with a gun, as four other bus occupants drew their own firearms and pointed them toward the front of the bus over the heads and between the limbs of terrified, unarmed travelers. 
 
    ‘Stop the bus!’ 
 
    ‘Put the gun down, fucker!’ 
 
    ‘How the fuck do you think you’re gonna stop all of us?!’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got 10 seconds!’ 
 
    The competing voices shouted over each other, over the rattle of the bus’s metal frame, and over the roar of the maxed-out engine. 
 
    Lucas put his hands over his head and stepped between the armed man at the front and the incensed cluster. He found himself tossed side to side by the rocking bus, but he kept his hands in the air. ‘Put your gun down,’ he said, looking the man square in the eye. He saw regret over the miscalculation on the man’s face. Lucas shook his head gently and gave the man an understanding look. ‘Put it down. It’s your only chance at a happy ending.’ 
 
    The man’s eyes flitted nervously between Lucas and the gun barrels over his shoulders. 
 
    ‘No one has to die. If you need money, for something important…’ Lucas lowered his hands. He pulled out his wallet and took off his watch. ‘You’re not usually a bad person, am I right?’ 
 
    The man didn’t say anything. He trembled and his eyes grew wet, but no speech escaped his quivering lips. 
 
    ‘Why start now?’ Lucas held his offerings aloft. 
 
    The man softened and lowered his gaze to the proffered possessions. 
 
    Lucas thrust his wallet and watch into the man’s hands and gently took the gun from him in exchange. 
 
    ‘Now get him!’ one of the other occupants shouted. 
 
    ‘Kick his ass!’ yelled another. 
 
    ‘No!’ Lucas said, turning to face them. He held the gun above his head by the barrel and grabbed onto a pole with his other hand to steady himself. 
 
    ‘Throw him off the bus!’ 
 
    ‘Just fucking kill him!’ 
 
    Lucas talked them down. 
 
    The disarmed man sat down on the floor, pulled his knees up to his chest, and balled hysterically for the next half hour. 
 
    Lucas made sure the driver eventually took him to his grandma’s retirement home, after stopping at more urgent destinations for other occupants. 
 
    By the time he arrived, every resident of the retirement home had been slaughtered. His grandma was the cherry on top of the macabre sundae. 
 
    Lucas convulsed and vomited as Gerry Rafferty’s voice taunted him through P.A. system. He quickly staggered back out of the retirement home before the celebrating young psychopaths noticed him. 
 
     
 
    A USED BOOK STORE become Maisey and Charli’s shelter for the night. Charli consumed small rations and Maisey drank another of the meal replacement shakes from the doc with two painkillers. Each woman made an attempt at conversation with the other but the attempts were fruitless and amounted to little more than empty exchanges. It was clear there was no friction between them, and they decided that would have to be good enough. This new world wasn't an environment conducive to friend-making. Charli thought about asking Maisey why she cared so much about a stranger's kid, but didn't. Maisey thought about asking Charli how she had secured so much control back at the gym, but didn't. They slept the night through and continued forward in the morning. 
 
      
 
    THE WOMEN WALKED at a brisk pace further into the city. After a brief exchange of information in the morning, their journey was conducted in silence... until Charli said, ‘Hold up.’ She raised her hand and moved into a brick alleyway. 
 
    Maisey followed and got behind Charli in the alley. ‘What is it?’ She asked in a whisper. 
 
    ‘Think I hear an engine.’ Charli lowered herself to the ground and crawled toward the edge of the alley. She laid behind a cement stoop leading up to an apartment building and peered with one eye over the bottom step toward the corner of the street. 
 
    ‘Do you see anything?’ Maisey asked, clutching her gun tightly in front of her. She kept the safety on, like they had practiced. 
 
    ‘Shh.’ Charli listened as the faint rumble she heard grew louder. She identified the engine as one she had personally worked on back at Dirty Jay’s. Her vision confirmed what her ears already knew, as a black muscle car with an exposed engine slowly rounded the corner two blocks away. Snow landed on the hot engine and turned to steam. The car had blood on the bumper and bullet holes in its windshield. It wasn’t being driven by the vintage car collector who Charli had tuned it up for several months earlier. The car moved deliberately slowly, its dead-eyed driver scanning the streets, his passenger dangling a Tec-9 out the window and humming a distant tune. 
 
    Maisey could hear the engine now, it rumbled like a growling animal and rolled slowly like a prowling one. She watched Charli wave a hand back at her from the ground and said ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Back up.’ Charli said as she crawled away from the stoop and got to her feet inside the alley. 
 
    Maisey led as the two of them jogged quietly down to the other end of the alleyway. She laid her back against the brickwork and peeked with her good eye around the corner. The street looked clear. 
 
    Charli looked over her shoulder and saw the nose of the muscle car passing into view down the alley. ‘Move,’ Charli ordered as she gave Maisey a hard shove. 
 
    The women exited the alley and moved quickly up the sidewalk to the east as the purring engine continued slowly west. 
 
    ‘Sorry for pushing you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay.’ 
 
    They resumed their silent journey toward the bartering drug dealer. 
 
      
 
    TWO HOURS OF CAREFUL MOVEMENT later, they arrived at the red building designated as the drug dealer's place of business. The building was three stories tall and had a downward staircase cut right into the sidewalk that led down to the basement. A small sign in black paint on cardboard was affixed to the peeling red paint of the building. It read: “DRUGS FOR SALE”. An amendment had been added below in dark green paint, reading: “TRADES ONLY”. 
 
    Maisey and Charli stood motionless on the sidewalk in front of the steep grey steps. Snow had collected at the bottom but the comings and goings of the city’s addicts had both flattened it and colored it brown. An orange light danced on the other side of the wooden door at the bottom of the icy steps. 
 
    ‘Are you ready?’ Charli asked. 
 
    ‘I fuckin’ better be.’ Maisey replied. 
 
    They made their descent and pulled open the splintery door. An orange hallway illuminated by flickering candle light was home to a 24-year-old black man lying face first on the cold, stone floor. He wore a navy blue boiler suit with the word ‘BUG’ stenciled across a patch on the back. Maisey and Charli shared a glance, then Charli checked his pulse. ‘He’s alive.’ 
 
    Bug had acquired his desired drug. He made it all of five feet before shooting up and taking a forceful “nap” into the floor. 
 
    The women stepped over him and made their way to a door at the end of the hall from which more light spilled. This door was metallic and didn’t open as easily as the first had. Charli knocked. A hollow metal pounding filled the hallway and roused Bug from his slumber for a moment before he slumped back into his chemical escape from this man-made hell. Charli had her gun holstered, but had the snap open and her firing hand at the ready. 
 
    There was a rusty scraping sound on the other side of the door. It swung out into the hallway with a creak. The women stepped inside. 
 
    The room was small and decorated like a home-office. It was a finished basement with smooth walls, a desk in the center, and a thin carpet pasted to the floor. The drug dealer, Marquis, an eastern European fellow, sat behind the desk in a swivel chair in the light of an oil lantern. A guard stood by the door behind the women with a sawed off shotgun in his hands. He had a buff upper body but a scrawny lower one and was dressed in solid gray. 
 
    Marquis crossed his ankles on top of the desk, nearly knocking the lantern over. He gave a smile and revealed he had less teeth than he had fingers, and he was missing one of those too. His hair was thinning but what was left of it was slicked back with stagnant water. ‘Welcome to my place of business, ladies.’ The words tumbled out of his mouth like water from a holey bucket. His gold chains and rings shined brightly in the lantern light. 
 
    The bodyguard spoke up and raised a paper shopping bag with one hand. ‘Weapons stay in here until you’re done.’ 
 
    Charli turned to face him and motioned for Maisey to avoid doing as instructed. ‘Not as long as you’re carrying out in the open.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t like it, you can leave. Those are the rules. Everyone follows.’ The guard said. 
 
    Maisey joined in, ‘What do you think, we’re fucking stupid?’ 
 
    Charli stepped closer to the guard. ‘We’re not about to disarm ourselves just because you say so.’ 
 
    ‘Am I going to have to use this?’ The guard dropped the shopping bag and motioned with the shotgun, stopping short of aiming it directly at her. 
 
    Charli didn't stop short; she went all the way. Her handgun cleared its holster in a flash. She wrapped both hands around the grip and pointed it directly at the guard’s face, safety off, bullet chambered. 
 
    The guard leveled his shotgun at her stomach. 
 
    Maisey pointed her gun at the side of the buff bodyguard’s head and looked to Charli for confirmation. 
 
    ‘Everyone calm down!’ The dealer shouted, his feet now firmly planted on the floor. ‘Let 'em hang onto their guns, Benjamin. They’re just a couple of women. What’s the big deal?’ He asked, attempting to diffuse the standoff. 
 
    The guard lowered his gun, then Maisey and Charli followed suit. 
 
    Charli turned to Marquis and approached his desk. ‘Then I guess you won’t mind if I keep my hand full?’ She motioned with her pistol. 
 
    He shrugged exaggeratedly, ‘Don’t matter none to me.’ 
 
    Charli kept a grip on her gun but lowered it to her side. Maisey did the same. The guard leaned against the wall beside the open door and balanced on one foot. 
 
    ‘So, what are you ladies in the market for? Smack? Crack? Paddywhack? We only do trades in here. No cash. Not anymore.’ 
 
    ‘We’re after information.’ 
 
    Marquis scoffed, then rubbed his chin and gave it a second thought. ‘Okay. Maybe we can trade for information.’ 
 
    Maisey spoke from behind Charli, ‘We’re trying to track down a kid. Has a mother you might’ve dealt to. She’s about 5’8. White, dirty, wild hair, brownish blond, frayed greyish clothing, long yellow fingernails-’ 
 
    The dealer interrupted. ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. I might know who you’re talking about. Let’s talk about what you’re going to give me.’ He leaned over the desk and threaded his fingers together. 
 
    Charli pulled a cereal bar from her pocket. ‘How’s five of these sound?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if I can give out patron information for so little. I had something a tad more specific in mind anyway.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ Charli inquired. 
 
    ‘I’ll trade you your desired information… for an hour with your downstairs parts.’ 
 
    Charli watched Marquis’s tongue slide across the backs of his remaining teeth. 
 
    ‘No fuckin’ way.’ Maisey took a step forward. ‘Just tell us what-’ 
 
    Marquis slammed his fist down on the desktop, ‘I’m not talkin’ to you, honey!’ He waggled a finger at Maisey’s shaved head, scarred face and bandana-covered eye. ‘I’m talkin’ to the pretty one.... No offense, honey, but even in the dire times in which we live, any sane man would still consider you a mite unfuckable.’ 
 
    ‘You’re one to talk, you eroded, sleaze-ball cunt.’ Maisey barked back. 
 
    Marquis shot forward in his seat. 'Skanky pirate bitch!' 
 
    Maisey stepped closer. 'Slimy, syphilitic, fuck-stick!' 
 
    ‘All right, that’s enough!’ Charli reached across the desk and grabbed Marquis by the collar. From behind her, a gunshot rang like a church bell, echoing in the tiny room. Smoke filled the air. 
 
    Charli spun around as the sawed off shotgun clattered to the floor. The guard, a bullet having passed in one ear and out the other, fell into the corner of the room and left a dark red smear along the wall as he slid down to the thin carpet. His blood immediately soaked through to the concrete below. Charli swiveled her vision further to settle on Maisey with her arms still outstretched in the guard’s direction, the smoking gun clutched tightly between her trembling hands. 
 
    Marquis tore his eyes from his dead associate and reached with both hands for Charli’s throat. Before he could get a good grip, Charli latched onto his wrist with her free hand and yanked down. With his thumb away from her throat, Charli wrapped her fingers around the back of his hand and twisted. He let out a groan and jerked to his side before taking a strike to the nose from the handle of Charli’s gun. 
 
    Blood ran down his face and in through the storm drain he called his mouth. He coughed and tried to jerk his hand free, but Charli yanked back and dragged him onto the desktop. His head hung over the edge and dripped blood onto the carpet. 
 
    ‘What the fuck is going on?’ A voice asked from behind the action. Bug stood, exasperated and hazy-eyed, in the doorway. 
 
    Marquis shouted from the desk, unable to lift his head to meet bug’s gaze, ‘Help me, Bug!’ 
 
    Maisey swiveled her aim toward Bug. He threw his hands in the air above his head. 
 
    ‘I ain’t on his side! Oh no, I ain’t on his side!’ 
 
    ‘Get these crazy bitches off of me, Bug!!’ 
 
    ‘I ain’t with him!’ Bug protested. ‘I swear!’ 
 
    Maisey kept her gun trained on him. 
 
    ‘You do what you want to him!’ Bug opined. 
 
    Charli kept the dealer pinned to the desk and put her gun against the back of his head. ’Where do we find the lady?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Marquis grunted. 
 
    ‘Will she come back here?’ Maisey asked, turning her eyes to Marquis, but keeping her gun trained on Bug. 
 
    ‘I don’t know the lady you’re after.’ 
 
    Charli punched the dealer hard in the side. She hit hard for someone her size, a result of two years’ worth of recreational MMA training that was brought to a sudden conclusion with the fall of polite. His ribs would be bruised, at least. ‘You’re lying.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not.’ 
 
    Charli punched him again in the same spot and felt one of his ribs crack. 
 
    He let out a wail of pain. ‘I swear! I’m not lying! I don’t know her!’ He let out another wail of pain, then continued, ‘I was lying before when I said I did know her. I was lying when we were negotiating.’ 
 
    Charli punched him again in the same spot and felt the cracked rib break the rest of the way. 
 
    He yelped. ‘I swear! That’s the truth!’ 
 
    Charli turned to Maisey. ‘You believe him?’ 
 
    Maisey gave it a think, then replied, ‘I do, unfortunately.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Me too.’ Charli raised her gun in the air and brought the handle down hard on the back of the dealer’s head. His body went limp. He made no protest, no noise. ‘Fuckin’ prick.’ She struck him again and the back of his head cracked open. The trickle of blood dripping from his nose was overpowered by the fast stream from his battered skull that splashed onto Charli’s shoes as it struck the already wet carpet. 
 
    ‘Oh shit, did you kill him?’ Bug asked, halfway in the room. 
 
    Charli turned her gun on him. ‘What is he to you?’ 
 
    ‘He’s just my dealer! That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘He knew your name.’ 
 
    ‘Is that weird? I come here a lot. I’m a friendly guy. It's- It's on my back!’ He did a spin and showed off the stenciled patch between his shoulder blades. 
 
    ‘Step into the room.’ Charli said threateningly. 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I should go.’ Bug pointed a thumb down the hallway as he stared down the two gun barrels pointed at him. He took one hand out of the air and rubbed at his glassy eyes. 
 
    ‘Get in here!’ Maisey yelled, her adrenaline high. 
 
    Bug entered the room, his hands raised beside his ears. ‘Really, I just buy my heroin from him, that’s all. He ain’t no friend of mine. He a real creep if you ask me.’ 
 
    ‘Do you buy drugs anywhere else?’ 
 
    ‘I guess I’ll have to now.’ Bug looked to Maisey who made it clear she still wanted her question answered. ‘I used to buy from another guy, then I heard-’ Bug pointed at the possibly dead drug dealer hanging over the edge of the desk, ‘He… was taking trades. And that was better for me since all my cash is stuck in the goddamned banks and I’m probably never gonna see any of it again.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s the other guy?’ 
 
    ‘Next town over.’ 
 
    Maisey repeated her description of the woman and Tommy to Bug. 
 
    ‘I think I seen someone like that there. Don’t know about a kid, but the woman, maybe. I think so.’ 
 
    Maisey stepped up closer to him. ‘You’ll lead us there.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Bug asked, bewildered. 
 
    Charli shook her head. ‘Uh, Maisey, I don’t know if-’ 
 
    Bug lowered his hands. ‘I don’t want to go all the way back there. It’s dangerous as hell in between.’ 
 
    Charli cleared her throat. ‘Uh, Maisey-’ 
 
    Maisey motioned with her gun. ‘Do you get what’s happening here, Bug? I just fucking killed someone!’ Her heart beat like a horse's hooves rounding a bend on a racetrack. 
 
    Bug’s hands reached into the air once again. 
 
    Maisey’s brain was charging fast, a tremor ran through her hands. ‘Let’s keep it friendly, okay Bug? You’ll bring us there, and then, look on the bright side, you can come with us back to a big, safe place with food and armed guards and beds. Surely better than wherever you’ve been sleeping.’ 
 
    Charli stepped against Maisey and took her aside, being sure to keep themselves between Bug and the exit. ‘Maisey, I don’t know if I can keep doing this with you.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘I won’t try to dissuade you. I can see your mind’s set. And I’ll wish you luck.’ 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you talking about, Charli?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t be going all that way away. People need me back at the high school. I was meant to be back yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Are you fucking kidding? People need you?! Who needs you more than a little fucking kid with a psycho meth head for a mom?!’ 
 
    Charli took a step back and cocked her head. ‘How about the firefighter who just had his leg amputated after he took a rusty shiv to the calf when he went out on his own to find supplies for the others? How about the 16-year-old girl who’s starving herself to death because she refuses to eat unless everyone else in the high school is fed first? How about my mom who I’m pretty sure has a lung infection?! My mom who gave up the doc’s attention when we found you with your eye cut in half and your hair full of blood?!’ 
 
    Maisey went quiet. 
 
    Charli continued. ‘Do you think she needs me?! Do you think she needs me more than a kid I’ve never seen?! A kid you’re not even the mother of?!’ 
 
    Maisey sighed. ‘Okay, I get it. Sorry.’ 
 
    Bug wished the angry ladies had been standing a few feet to the left so he could have slipped out during all the yelling. 
 
    Charli shook her head. 
 
    Maisey’s arms hung limply by her side. ‘Go back to your mom. This is a bit of wild goose chase isn’t it?’ 
 
    Charli put a hand on Maisey’s shoulder. ‘I said I wouldn’t dissuade you. This trip isn’t for naught. A whole bunch of people from that parking garage have a better shot at surviving now. They wouldn’t have that shot without you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t try to pump me up. I don’t need that shit. You’re the one who got us up there and talked to all those people.’ 
 
    ‘But we never would’ve gone there without you.’ 
 
    Maisey shook her head hard enough for the wounds on her face to start hurting again. 
 
    ‘Are you keeping forward?’ Charli asked softly. 
 
    Maisey ran her tongue over the dental sutures in her mouth, almost dissolved, and gave it some thought. ‘Yeah… I am. That kid’s got no one looking out for him. I don’t think I could live with myself knowing that.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a good person, Maisey.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t give me that shit. I’ve never done anything worth-while in my whole fucking life. I’ve gotta try to do this right at least.’ 
 
    Charli patted her compatriot on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    BEFORE THEY PARTED WAYS, Maisey collected the guard’s shotgun and a revolver from the dealer’s desk. There were mountains of food and medicine, collected through trades, in the other desk drawers that she gave to Charli to bring back to the high school. 
 
    Bug, with his hands still raised halfway, asked if he could hold onto the contents from the final drawer to “keep his head straight on the journey”. 
 
    Maisey pulled open the bottom left drawer and gazed upon a bulging freezer bag full of smaller bags separating heroin, meth, and crack. She dumped the stash of drugs into her backpack to use later as leverage, whether it be over Bug or the dealer at the end of their journey. 
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 14. A SLEEPY LITTLE TOWN 
 
      
 
      
 
    ROY ARTROW had found himself in a position of power for the first time in his life and it felt great. Men looked to him for guidance as a result of a skillset he previously had no idea he possessed. Roy had promised to do everything he could for the good of his people, and so far he had done a bang-up job. He had grown a humble force of five into a full-fledged militia of able bodied men. He had kept casualties low, he had gained complete control over the town of Brighton, and most importantly, he had kept everyone under him well-fed and warm when it could be helped. 
 
    The gang had taken up residence at a booster station and a mountaintop lodge that neighbored both a water tower and a radio tower. The smartest of the gang worked day and night to get power to the radio tower but they made little progress. His men were fighters, not engineers. 
 
    Their base was nestled in the hills above the town which they plundered. Every resident of the tiny town of Brighton had conscripted, fled, or otherwise been killed. Roy’s innate dispassion for human life was perhaps his finest trait as a leader in these difficult times. Pain and death were not matters of conflict for him, they were tools to be utilized liberally. Roy’s actions and his feelings towards his actions inspired his men to behave in a similar way. His complete lack of remorse made conquering the sleepy little town relatively easy all things considered, and made the prospect of expanding his territory and reach further extremely likely. The undiagnosed, mild sociopathy that hindered his daily life and made it near-impossible to hold down a job in the old world, was now his most valuable trait. 
 
    Roy’s regular spot was at the top of the town’s water tower where he sat in a folding chair, balancing a sniper rifle against the railing, a thermos of fire-brewed coffee at his feet and a wool blanket over his lap. He felt as though he had aged several years in the months since the fall of polite, but in a way that gifted him with great experience and expertise, not in a way that slowed down his faculties. His brown hair was starting to gray even though he was only in his early 40s. 
 
    He watched over the town through his scope. The magnification was high enough to spot targets and provide suppressing fire, but the caliber was not high enough to be lethally effective at such a range. The only movement he saw was that of a deer moving slowly up Main Street. 
 
    It had been a couple of weeks since they recruited or killed and looted the last of the town center's residents who hadn’t gotten out of dodge while the getting was good. Days were slower now, and Roy was starting to grow bored of the routine. It was time to expand. He was sure of it now. 
 
    The gang was in need of a name. Roy pondered possibilities while he moved his view from street to street. He considered “The Artrow Gang” but didn’t like the sound of it. “The Artrow Dozen”, nah, he thought. There had been more than a dozen of them for quite a while and he intended to keep it that way for the foreseeable future. He briefly considered “The Brighton Boys”, then shook his head in disgust at the notion. “The Artrow Army”?, “The Northern Militia”? 
 
    Before he could give “The Brighton Bunch” the thought it deserved, he settled his scope on a human in the town below. He watched as they slowly entered the town on foot, carefully checking their surroundings. 
 
    Roy picked the radio up out of his lap and pressed the talk button. He said over channel 1, ‘We got someone entering the town. East side, coming over the bridge.’ 
 
    A voice crackled back over the radio, ‘We’re on it.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, head down there… but don’t engage if you don’t have to. Try to stay out of sight. It’s just a girl. No way she’s survived this long on her own.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, gotcha.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s try to get her to lead us back to wherever she lays her head. Catch her whole crew off guard.’ 
 
    Roy swiveled his gun away from the girl to find the pride and joy of their motor pool, loaded with five of his men, nearing the other side of town. ‘Go on foot from there. Don’t want the engine spooking her.’ 
 
    The armored vehicle stopped and four of the gang's members stepped out. The driver shut the engine off but remained at attention. 
 
    Roy watched them enter the opposite side of the town. ‘Take it slow. I’ll tell you where she’s at.’ 
 
    Roy swiveled his gun back toward the girl. For a moment he couldn’t see her, then she stepped back into his field of vision between two buildings. ‘She’s on Princess Street.’ 
 
    ‘Copy.’ 
 
    ‘She’s got what looks like a double-barrel in her hands. Could be some kind of hunting rifle.’ It wasn’t snowing, which gave Roy a clear and unobstructed view of his territory. He watched the girl’s blond hair sway in the breeze beneath her black cap. She wore a backpack and a winter coat. He was too far to make much out of her face, but he reckoned she’d be awful pretty up close. Maybe that was just the assumption he made of all petite females. ‘She’s turning. Going down… What’s that… Le Fonte?’ 
 
    ‘Could it be Lee Ponte?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s it.’ 
 
    ‘Got it.’ The voice over the radio said confidently. 
 
    Roy swung his view back to his men. They clustered closely together two blocks away from their prey. He swung back to the girl. ‘She’s going into the grocery. We already picked that place clean, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah we covered it good. Might have left something behind, but not a lot.’ 
 
    Several minutes later, the girl exited the shop and continued down the street. ‘She’s moving again.’ Roy said into the radio. ‘She’s going into-… Hey is Dick there?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you want him?’ The voice over the radio asked. 
 
    ‘Put him on.’ 
 
    The voice on the radio switched to one far more gruff. ‘yeah?’ 
 
    ‘You remember the house where you and me killed those blacks?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘She’s going in there.’ Roy knew they hadn’t scavenged that house. They hadn’t been in that house at all since the gang was only five men strong. He half expected the girl to turn around and come running back out at the sight of the decapitated family they had left in the foyer. 
 
      
 
    45 MINUTES LATER the girl came back out the front door, her backpack bulging and a second small bag slung over her shoulder. 
 
    ‘Well she got something worthwhile out of there.’ Roy said as he watched her head down the walkway and back into the street. She turned and Roy quickly swung his aim to his men and spoke into the radio. ‘She just turned your way.’ Roy looked over his men from his vantage point. ‘Go around the back of the gas station and there’s an alley that’ll put you behind her when she crosses the next block.’ Roy finished his thermos of coffee. 
 
    Roy watched his men do exactly as instructed and stealthily tail the girl out of town. He smiled; they listened well. He enjoyed having people at his disposal. He enjoyed giving orders and having them followed to the letter. Not all of his men were as fine as the four down there, but he was proud of who he had scraped together. 
 
    Roy wondered if his parents would finally be proud of him. 
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 15. THE GIRL WITH THE STAINED-GLASS COMPLEXION 
 
      
 
      
 
    A MANGY DOG tore out the liver of the liar in the road. He wolfed it down, then dug his teeth back in through the open wound in her midsection. 
 
    Maria stopped and watched from a distance. She had left the woman in the road as a warning; a threat to others like her. The dog tore out another chunk of the woman’s insides and choked on a piece of buckshot. The dog hacked and wheezed and walked off into the woods with the bloodied metal caught in his throat. 
 
    Maria went in through the front door of the cottage and reconstructed the barricade behind her. Two heavy polyester chairs and a floral loveseat made up the barrier. The back door she kept blocked with a grandfather clock and an overturned bookcase. The windows she had boarded with wood that she chopped from the forest behind the house using a sturdy hatchet that had seen four decades of use from her dad and aunt. 
 
    She entered the kitchen and set her backpack down on the island. Her newly acquired satchel bag she placed at her feet. The trip to town had been more fruitful than she had anticipated. She pulled a box of cheese crackers from her backpack and immediately ate a handful. They were hopelessly stale, but still pretty good given the state of things. She pulled out an unopened carton of shelf-store almond milk that still had several months to go before reaching its expiration date. A portion of the contents were frozen solid, but there was enough still in liquid form up top to fill a small glass. Maria sipped the drink slowly, savoring a different taste. 
 
    She unloaded the rest of the food (canned goods, dry pasta, rice) and stored it all in the nearly empty kitchen. From inside the satchel she retrieved a few paperback novels. 
 
    In the den she had mounted a pot in the fireplace. It was a small space, just barely large enough to cook in. The warmth supplied by the fireplace had served as a constant source of comfort throughout her days in the cottage. With the house so far from the town or any main roads, she didn't worry too much about anyone spotting the smoking chimney. 
 
    Maria wrapped a blanket around her shoulders, filled the pot with water to boil above the fire for pasta, and curled up in the semicircle of warmth with one of her new books and her box of cheese crackers. 
 
    When the water reached a boil, Maria folded the corner of her current page and stood up off the floor. She went into the kitchen and was reaching for a box of rigatoni when she noticed a change in light beyond the boarded kitchen window. She filled her hands instead with a steak knife from the counter and the hatchet she used to chop wood from the floor by the back door. 
 
    She crouched below window height and watched through the barricade as the back door knob wiggled quietly. She looked across the house to the front door and saw at least two silhouettes pass across the living room window, slashed into bars by the planks of nailed wood. 
 
    A quiet voice filtered through the back door barricade and into Maria’s ears. ‘Go on, jam your blade in there.’ 
 
    A second voice, sounding closer to the door, responded at a lower volume, ‘I’m tryin’ to keep it quiet. We don’t know how many are in there.’ 
 
    ‘You pussy, get out of the way.’ 
 
    Maria listened as a thin blade penetrated the keyhole and broke the tumblers within. The door opened a couple of inches before striking against her barricade. 
 
    A bearded face filled the crack in the door and peered inside at the barricade. Maria stood up and, without pausing to think, plunged the steak knife through the opening. She aimed for his eye and her blade struck true. 
 
    Maria lost her grip on the knife handle as the bearded man reeled back. He fell to the ground, screaming, to reveal four other men standing behind him around the back entrance to the house. 
 
    ‘You fucking bitch!’ The man screamed as he reached for the knife sticking out of his eyeball. 
 
    Maria pushed the door shut and repositioned the barricade. The beating of her heart had already quickened. The sound and feel of her blade entering a human being’s eyeball made her skin crawl. It was easier than she expected. Softer. She didn't have time to think about it, so she stuffed it down, compartmentalized. Maria dashed across the kitchen and grabbed one of her handguns, the other she had left upstairs by the bed. 
 
    ‘Don’t pull it out!’ Shouted a voice from the back yard. The door slammed back into the barricade and two men pushed against the door with all of their weight. The front door slammed into its own barricade and a bald man with a bodybuilder’s physique and a bulging neck vein took a metal baseball bat to the living room window. Glass shattered and one of the wooden planks clattered to the living room floor. The man looked through the window at Maria as she raised her gun towards the back door. 
 
    Maria fired. Her first shot splintered the door frame. Her second shot struck one of the pushers in the arm. She stuffed the gun into her pocket and grabbed the double barrel by its center. 
 
    Another plank from the living room window dropped onto the first and was closely followed by a third. 
 
    Maria ran towards the front door. She held her hatchet wielding arm out and balanced the double barrel atop it, aiming at the man in the window. She cocked just one of the two barrels. She had yet to fire the gun, and hoped she was using it properly. The design seemed intuitive enough, but she wished aunt Kim had stored more ammunition so she could have practiced before this life-and-death encounter. 
 
    The man on the other side of the window ducked out of the way. Maria held her fire. She didn’t have many shotgun shells and didn’t want to waste a single shot, especially since she didn’t know how many more men were part of this team. Suddenly, she spun on her heels and ran for the small hall table that hosted a landline telephone. 
 
    The bodybuilder took another swing at the window and cleared a path inside. 
 
    The back door opened halfway and knocked the grandfather clock over; its glass face cracked against the tile floor. Two arms reached inside to push directly against the bookcase. 
 
    Maria pulled open the drawer in the hall table and fetched the box of shotgun shells from within. She took them out of the box and stuffed them into her coat pocket; four shells plus two in the gun. She tried to think of how many shots her handgun held but couldn’t remember 
 
    The large man who bashed in the window stepped aside and let a shorter man with a handgun enter first. Maria turned towards him as his feet struck the carpet. He raised his gun. Maria ran forward and to her right, getting behind the dividing wall just as he fired into it. 
 
    Maria’s entire body trembled. She was 15 feet from the man by the window with a wall between them and twice as far from the back door that was slowly inching open. From the back door she had no obstruction, no cover. A blow from a blunt weapon struck the kitchen window and glass fell into the sink below it. 
 
    Maria sunk down low against the wall, dropped the hatchet, gripped the shotgun, and tried to steady her breathing. She popped out from the wall, low to the floor. The short man, expecting her to be standing, fired his handgun over her head and struck the back door. Maria blasted him in the chest and sent him crashing back out through the living room window. 
 
    The bookcase slid forward and the back door opened wide enough to allow entry. Two men stumbled inside: one in an olive-drab army jacket, the other in brown leather. 
 
    Staying low, Maria cocked the other barrel of the shotgun and ran the few feet to the kitchen island. The leather-clad man carried a machete, the other, a snub-nosed revolver. 
 
    Maria moved in a crouch around the left corner and positioned the kitchen island between herself and her assailants. She squatted low and ran through possible courses of action in her mind. 
 
    A bullet split a tile in the floor beside her. The shooter cocked his gun. ‘Stand up!’ He yelled. 
 
    ‘What are you afraid of?’ The machete wielder asked of his compatriot, ‘Get after her.’ 
 
    Maria held the shotgun over the island above her head and fired without looking. The gun almost flew from her grip as buckshot careened through the air between the two men and blew a hole in the wall beside the staircase. The thug in the olive-drab jacket dropped to the floor in fear. 
 
    Maria stood up with a twist. She dropped the shotgun onto the island, pulled the handgun from her pocket, and fired three shots into the leather-clad man’s chest. He collapsed to the floor, dead. 
 
    ‘Shit, Charlie!’ Maria heard from the other side of the island. She hopped atop it and ran the four feet across to the other end. She looked down on and fired at the man below her. A bullet passed through the top of his shoulder and traveled through the majority of his torso before stopping somewhere inside his body. 
 
    Before Maria could fire a second shot to finish him off, she was struck in the side by a wooden chair thrown by the bodybuilder who had smashed his way through the living room window. Now that he was inside, Maria could see his full height. He was nearly seven feet tall and built like a brick shit-house. 
 
    The impact knocked Maria from atop the island. She banged her side against the counter below the kitchen window, then fell hard to the tile floor. She let out an involuntary squeal of pain and couldn’t be sure of whether or not she had cracked a rib. The massive brute moved, unhurriedly, toward the kitchen. 
 
    The army poser struggled to lift his revolver with the shoulder he had been shot through so he switched hands and found the task considerably easier. From a seated position on the floor, he reached around the corner of the island with his gun. 
 
    Maria, lying on her back, kicked at the gun and knocked it clean out of his hand. It fired into the ceiling and sailed through air before clattering onto the kitchen tile and sliding all the way onto the wooden floor of the hall. The gun spun to a stop as it thudded against the bottom step of the staircase. 
 
    Maria sat forward and grabbed onto his arm. She yanked him towards her so that his head showed around the corner, then she put a bullet through it with her handgun. Peering through the mushy head-hole, she saw the hulking bodybuilder nearing her. She stood up and returned the handgun to her pocket. 
 
    Another man entered through the back door, this one wielding a heavy pipe wrench and sporting a stomach length beard. Maria scooped up the double barrel and cracked it open. Two empty shotgun shells hit the island and rolled off to the floor. 
 
    A lean man dressed in burgundy began climbing through the kitchen window to her side. Maria canceled her reload and slammed the double barrel shut. She drove the stock into the burgundy man's chest, not doing much damage, but knocking him back out of the window and into the yard. 
 
    Before she could resume her reload, the gun was knocked from her hands by the baseball-bat-wielding giant. He took another big swing. 
 
    Maria ducked as the bat passed over her head and smashed its way through two glass jars on the countertop, one of flour and one of sugar. Fine and coarse powders rained down on her in equal measure as she ran in a crouch to the other side of the kitchen. 
 
    The bearded man cut her off on the other end of the island, and with the giant behind her, she was cornered. The burgundy clad man began climbing through the window again and she could hear footsteps by the front door. 
 
    Maria didn’t slow down. She scooped a ceramic cookie jar up off the counter and hurled it at the bearded man in front of her. He wasn’t fast enough to dodge and it shattered against his face, cutting his cheek badly, knocking him off balance, and showering him in pieces of moldy, homemade oatmeal cookies. The bugs in his beard didn't get the chance to prey on the crumbs. Maria charged at him, driving the tip of her elbow into his sternum before sending a left hook across his padded jaw. 
 
    He hit the ground, dazed, his pipe wrench clattering across the floor. Maria stumbled over him and nearly lost her footing. The hulking figure with the baseball bat followed closely behind her. 
 
    Stepping into view of the living room, she looked into the eyes of a tiny man leveling a shotgun at her. He hesitated for fear of hitting his two fellow militiamen directly behind her, and she seized the opportunity. She withdrew the handgun from her pocket and squeezed off two rounds into his chest and neck as she continued to run toward him. 
 
    He fell limply into the open front door and knocked it shut. His dead body braced it, serving as a replacement barricade. 
 
    Maria let out a yelp as pain shot up the back of her leg.  The baseball bat struck her calf and knocked her off her feet. She fell to her chest and rolled over onto her back. As quick as she could, she gripped her gun with both hands and shot up at the man who towered over her. Her first shot only winged him, blowing off a piece of his coat and biting into his upper arm. Her second shot embedded itself in the ceiling. There was no third shot as the slide of her gun stayed back and the trigger clicked ineffectually. 
 
    ‘Fuck!’ She yelled, before rolling back over and scrambling further into the living room on her hands and knees 
 
    He lifted the baseball bat high above his head. 
 
    Maria reached out as far as she could and got a grip on the handle of the boiling water pot above the fire. She launched it into the bodybuilder’s face and he was instantly consumed by steam. His skin bubbled and peeled apart. He let out an agonizing baritone scream as every inch of exposed skin was covered with blisters and burns. His bat fell to the floor and he dropped to his knees, clutching in agony at his disfigured face. 
 
    Maria reversed directions and crawled as fast as she could to the dividing wall where she had left her hatchet. She gripped it tightly and rose to her feet with an upward swing that slashed through the mid-section of the man in burgundy. His clothes turned a shade brighter and a shade darker all at once. He doubled over and took a chop from the hatchet to the back of his neck that embedded itself half-way through his spinal column. 
 
    She yanked the hatchet free and made for the burned man wailing on his knees, but stopped in her tracks when the front door was shoved back open and pervaded by three men, all with guns. She threw the hatchet in their direction and spun toward the back door. 
 
    The men dipped aside as the hatched sailed through the open door and landed in the snow. The man with the knife in his eye stepped through the back doorway and haphazardly opened fire in her direction. 
 
    His shots went wide, his aim clearly impaired. Maria dove into the kitchen as the knife-blinded man wounded one of his own men with a stray bullet. She picked up the shotgun and laid on the floor behind the island. She reloaded the gun, her shaking hands fumbling terribly with the shells. 
 
    ‘You can do this,’ she said aloud to herself, ‘You can do this.’ She launched to her feet in a full sprint towards the impaired shooter. He fired into a cabinet behind her as the others in the house took aim. She held the gun lengthwise and forced it against the man’s neck. She pushed him forward with her as she ran toward the staircase across from the kitchen. A powerful yell exited her lungs as she ran. 
 
    Automatic and semi-automatic gunfire erupted to her right as she ran. Bullets perforated the wall behind her as she moved, their aim slower than her run. The man on the other end of her shotgun hit the wall and they both crashed down onto the first few steps of the staircase. 
 
    As she landed atop him, she pulled the trigger in the general direction of the shooters in the living room, not trying to hit any of them, but doing what she could to buy time. The ceiling exploded above the three shooters. They cringed away from the impact as their vision was obscured by a haze of wooden splinters and powderized drywall. 
 
    Maria felt along the floor beneath her and got a grip on the fallen revolver. She cocked it, placed it against the one eyed man’s chest who she was atop, and squeezed the trigger. A pop of blood splashed her face and got in her eye. She stepped over him and ran up the stairs as the shooters resumed firing and more men funneled in through the back door. The back of her hand rubbed at her wet eye as she stumbled up the steps. 
 
    Once she could see again, she picked up speed. She ran with one hand on the shotgun and the other on the revolver. Rounding the corner on the landing, she banged into the wall with her shoulder, then made it the rest of the way up the stairs to the second floor. 
 
    Entering the bedroom at a full sprint, she dropped to her knees and slid to the end table where she stored her other handgun. She tucked the Walther PPK away in her pocket and stood up. The Nazi she had taken the gun from had consumed most the ammunition. She tried to remember how many bullets were in the magazine when she had counted, but a great deal of time had passed. Two or three shots was her best guess. No time to check now. 
 
    She bent down behind her aunt’s hope chest and started moving. She pushed the chest out of the room, down the hall and to the top of the staircase. With two men rounding the corner on the landing, she gave the chest a shove over the edge. The hope chest tumbled end over end with increasing velocity and opened up, spilling family photo albums, expensive jewelry, legal documents and old quilts across the staircase. 
 
    One of the men dove out of the way and tumbled back down the first leg of the staircase, the other man took the full brunt of the heavy wooden chest’s impact. His entire torso was pinned against the wall and his back broke half-way through the painted wooden boards that lined the staircase. His mouth filled with blood from internal bleeding and he couldn’t find the wind in his lungs to cry out in pain. Still, he found strength in his unpinned limbs and tried to pry himself free. 
 
    Maria took aim at his head with the revolver and fired. Her first shot caught the underside of the hope chest. Her second shot blew off the corner of his head and repainted the wall red. 
 
    Shouting bellowed from downstairs as the men began climbing over the chaos on the staircase. Maria ran down the hall to the attic hatch. She climbed onto the chair she had parked underneath the hatch and grabbed onto the pull-string. She lowered the rickety ladder and looked up into the black square above her. Unable to climb with her hands full, she tossed her guns up through the hatch, then followed after them. She considered her ability to climb the ladder a good sign that she hadn’t cracked any ribs against the kitchen counter, but didn’t rule out the possibility that she was being fueled by pure adrenaline. 
 
    As she neared the top of the ladder, a blast from a rifle weakened the structural integrity of the ladder. Maria grabbed onto one of the boards that served as sparse flooring in the attic and pulled her legs up through the hatch. She lifted the shotgun, cocked the other barrel, aimed straight down through the hatch... and waited. 
 
    A few seconds later, a mustachioed man ran into sight, a rifle slung over his shoulder and his hands reaching obliviously for the ladder rungs. He looked up as he began to climb. Shock and terror overtook his face, then it was all gone in a deafening flash. 
 
    Maria dropped straight down through the hatch and landed on the newly faceless corpse at the bottom of the ladder. She picked up his gun, a weathered bolt-action hunting rifle, and slung it over her shoulder. She quickly climbed back up the ladder with her new firearm in tow. 
 
    As she was nearing the top of the ladder, the boiled bodybuilder ran down the hall and began climbing behind her. Maria made a hop and kicked with both feet for the weak spot of the ladder. The bottom half was dislodged and the boiled man fell atop his faceless friend. Maria dismounted the ladder inside the attic. 
 
    The boiled man stood beneath the hatch and fired a fully automatic rifle up at her. 
 
    Maria tipped over and scrambled away from the hatch. Bullets punched through the floor below her and out through the roof above. Crooked shafts of light pervaded the dark interior. The attic looked like the hull of a warship that would be well past the point of sinking. 
 
    The gunfire stopped. That means he’s climbing, Maria thought. She moved towards the attic window, keeping an eye behind her. A burnt face lifted through the hatch. Crouch walking backwards under the low ceiling, Maria lifted the revolver and fired. The disfigured bodybuilder ducked back down and hung off the ladder. She squeezed the trigger again to keep him at bay, but found the gun empty. She threw it toward the hatch and covered the rest of the distance to the small hexagonal window. 
 
    She looked down. The drop appeared further than she had anticipated. She knew she would surely break at least one leg, if not both of them, if she fell straight down. 
 
    She looked to her left. The roof over the living room was slanted, and there was a tall snow drift at the far end of the driveway. She threw the double barrel and watched it slide along the roof to the left and land semi-gently atop the snow drift. 
 
    The boiled face rose through the hatch once again. Maria squeezed herself through the hexagonal window and took a single deep breath. She made a fist around the rifle strap on her shoulder and threw herself as far as she could to the left. Her feet hit the icy roof and immediately slipped out from underneath her. It was clear she wasn’t going to reach the snow drift as she slid feet first down the icy rooftop. 
 
    ‘She’s outside!’ Boomed the boiled man from the attic, unable to squeeze through the window to follow. Maria sailed off the edge of the roof and crashed onto the top of her white pickup truck in the driveway. She rolled and fell off the side, crashing face first onto the slushy driveway. 
 
    The sky darkened and the light snow that had been falling picked up speed and velocity. Her hands sliding through slush, Maria got to her feet, clutched her aching side, and pulled open the passenger side door of the pickup truck in front of her. She climbed halfway inside before noticing a man, younger than the others, sitting in the driver’s seat attempting to hotwire the vehicle. He looked as surprised to see her as she was to see him. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ she murmured aloud as she slammed the door and stepped away from the vehicle. There were four other vehicles parked a half mile down the dirt road. Maria dug her hands into the snow and climbed to the top of the mound to retrieve her shotgun. She tumbled down the other side of the drift and commanded herself to, ‘Keep going.’ 
 
    She powered on, running across the road and past the tree-line. Looking over her shoulder, she saw the men begin to pour out of the house. She wondered if they saw which way she went, then her wonderings were invalidated as she witnessed the younger man exit the pickup truck and point directly at her. 
 
      
 
    THE SKY WAS MENACING. The snow and wind continued to grow in speed and intensity until the weather reached the level of a full-blown blizzard. If the weather service were in working order they would have already declared whiteout conditions. 
 
    Maria ran as fast as she could through the deep snow of the forest. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that they were following her a ways back. She could hear them shouting but couldn’t make out what there were saying. 
 
    Every few feet she would slide, or the elevation would change beneath the deceptive snow. She slowed down to avoid tripping outright. 
 
    Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out her last two shotgun shells and attempted to reload. Her hands trembled and the gun bobbed up and down as she ran. The first shell slotted into a barrel, but the second knocked against the side of the gun and fell to the ground. ‘No!’ Maria said, louder than she intended. She made an abrupt attempt to stop in her tracks that resulted in her feet sliding across the slick ground ahead of her body. She slid down a small incline and landed on her back in the snow. 
 
    Rolling over and scrambling back up the incline, she looked for the fallen shell. It was nowhere to be seen. She plunged her hand into the icy snow and felt around, her eyes glued to the horizon. She could see clearly for about 30 feet before the trees faded into a shifting white haze. Her hand scraped along the wet grass beneath the snow. She kept searching. A gunshot rang out from beyond her field of visibility. A muted orange flash shone through the white haze for an instant before all she could see was once again white. More yelling from the distance, something about not wasting ammo, Maria thought she heard. 
 
    At last, her fingers found her missing cylinder in the cold. She tore her hand from the snow and got back to her feet. While stationary she loaded the shell into her shotgun and snapped it shut, then she turned and ran. 
 
      
 
    HER BODY TREMBLED and her limbs pulsed as she sprinted. She could feel her heartbeat in her forearms. Her hands were especially shaky, not just from the cold but also out of fear and outright exhaustion. Another glance over her shoulder told her they were gaining on her. Bodies began to emerge from the white haze, shotguns and rifles clutched in front of their chests. They seemed to be navigating the forest with less difficulty than she was and her lead was quickly being diminished. 
 
    Maria made a hard right turn in the direction she was pretty sure the town lay. In the forest she recognized that she had no chance of outrunning them, but on flat ground she might fare better. There’ll at least be better cover or a chance to hide, she told herself. 
 
    Her muscles were tired and she had been fully out of breath for the last six minutes. Her body was in overdrive, and even if the weather were nice, she knew she wouldn’t be able to carry on running much longer without collapsing. 
 
    She saw what looked to be the final tree before the end of the forest, but it was difficult to be sure with the blizzard in full effect. The pines gave way to white static. Her existence was grim and damp. 
 
    ‘I see her!’ A voice called out from behind. 
 
    ‘This way!’ yelled a second voice. 
 
    Maria didn’t dare look back again. The terrain continued to get increasingly unpredictable as she neared the edge of the forest. She stumbled and fell to her hands and knees, then quickly got back up. 
 
    There was a thunderous crack as a rifle bullet struck a tree and blasted away bark above her head. She stumbled and ran a few feet further before tripping again at the tree-line. 
 
    She found herself at the top of a tall hill leading from the forest down into a runoff ditch. On the other end of the ditch, a steep hill rose back up to a guardrail, and although she couldn’t see it for the blizzard, she knew the town was just beyond that. 
 
    Instead of standing back up, Maria clutched her guns tightly and tipped herself forward in a shoulder roll. She tumbled and slid through the thick snow with no control over her movements. 
 
      
 
    A MEMORY CAME TO HER. She had been on this hill before… a Christmas they had spent at their aunt’s house… they were little… they were sledding… Dad had just bought them new sleds… a blue one for her, a red one for Mark… they all had hot cocoa together… their dad told them a story… what was it about? 
 
      
 
    A GUNSHOT ECHOED through the forest and snapped Maria back to the present. Her mouth filled with snow as she came to a hard and sudden stop at the base of the hill. Had she just blacked out on the way down? She couldn’t be sure. 
 
    She unburied her head and began climbing up toward the guardrail, sliding nearly a foot backwards for every two feet of progress. She looked to the forest; no one in sight yet, but another bullet found its way out past the trees. The hill got steeper toward the top and she began to slide further down. 
 
    ‘There she is!’ 
 
    Maria didn’t need to look to know the forest border was no longer unoccupied. She dug her feet into the snowy hill, threw her shotgun onto the road and made a leap for the guardrail. Her hands caught the metal edge and gripped tightly. 
 
    A small caliber bullet sparked against the metal beside her. She shut her eyes and threw herself over the guardrail, crashing down onto the icy snow bank on the other side. Another bullet, this one a higher caliber, struck the guardrail and tore straight through the metal. 
 
    With the blizzard raging, the road was quickly filling with snow, but the ground was considerably flatter than in the forest. Maria used the last of her energy to sprint across the road and into the town proper. 
 
    Running on empty, she continued past the first couple of houses, knowing they would be searched first. Her footfalls were heavy, her chest hurt, and her throat struggled against the cold air intake. Breathing was becoming harder and harder. Her saliva tasted like blood and battery acid. Her body urged her to give up, but her mind said No. 
 
    Without the trees standing guard against the snow, visibility was even worse in the town. She could only see ten feet clearly, and past 15 feet she could see nothing at all. 
 
    With her run reduced to a speed barely above a stumbling fast-walk, Maria threw open the door of a bakery and collapsed to the floor. She pushed the door shut and crawled behind the counter. 
 
    Catching her breath was a slow process and there was little she could do to quiet her ragged breathing. She looked up at baskets of moldy muffins and hoped the men chasing her would take their time searching the first few buildings. 
 
      
 
    SHE DID AN AMMO COUNT; two shells in the shotgun, three in the pistol, two in the rifle. It took her some time to look the rifle over and figure out the workings of it. The bolt was confusing at first but her tactile reasoning picked up on the mechanism before long. Up and back to eject. Forward and down to ready the next shot. She knew the rifle was meant for long range but she didn’t trust her aim much, and the gun had no scope, not that one would do much good with visibility as it was. 
 
    Lifting her jacket and shirt, she checked her side. It was badly bruised and tender to the touch, but nothing was broken. 
 
    She was afraid to move. After resting on the floor behind the counter for a full 15 minutes, she heard chatter outside. 
 
    The door opened and she listened closely to two pairs of boots making their way inside. ‘Yeah, you’re right.’ One voice said. 
 
    ‘Okay. You want me to do it?’ A second voice replied. 
 
    ‘No, no. I’ll do it. Keep searching.’ 
 
    A lone pair of footfalls continued across the bakery and toward the counter. Maria held her breath. She braced the shotgun against her shoulder and placed her finger on the trigger. 
 
    A man came into view around the corner. He wore a full camouflage outfit and had a fully-automatic rifle in his hand balanced over his shoulder. He didn’t look at Maria, instead he continued straight, and entered the kitchen area of the bakery. 
 
    Maria let out a silent breath of relief as she heard the back door open and close. She kept her gun raised and listened for the other man, but heard nothing. 
 
    After she had held her breath for a straight minute, the man spoke, ‘Tim for Roy.’ 
 
    The voice came from the middle of the room. There was more silence, then a voice crackled back over the radio, ‘Go for Roy.’ 
 
    ‘We chased her to the town.’ 
 
    After a moment of silence, the voice spoke, ‘Say again, the blizzard’s-’ Static overpowered his speech but Tim got the gist. 
 
    ‘We chased her to the town. We’ve taken heavy casualties. Over.’ 
 
    Static continued to break up Roy’s speech, ‘-ow many- ost?’ 
 
    ‘Five I think. A couple others wounded. We lost Toby, Liam, Josh, and uh, a couple others went down but I’m not sure if they’re dead or not. Uh, it’s pretty chaotic here. I’m wounded too… Do you copy?’ 
 
    Maria tried to remember how many men she had wounded without killing. This might be the boiled man, she guessed, but no, his voice wasn’t deep enough. 
 
    ‘How many on their si-’ 
 
    Maria heard a shame filled sigh on the other side of the counter. ‘It’s just the girl. Over.’ He waited for a reply, but got only silence. ‘Sorry, Roy.’ 
 
    The voice returned ‘I-… ore-… eep- as- go- out- ility.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t catch any of that, Roy. Can you repeat?’ 
 
    More static persisted, followed by ‘Sending backup- tower- doubt I’ll-… visibility.’ 
 
    A third voice from a different radio came through the speaker. ‘Don’t- end anyone else Ro- We can ta- care of h-’. 
 
    Roy responded ‘The- on their-…’ 
 
    ‘Was that, they’re on their way, Roy? Can you confirm?’ 
 
    A single word came through static free, ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Copy.’ Tim said and began walking again. 
 
    Maria re-adjusted her grip on the shotgun as the footsteps neared the counter. Just as the first man had, Tim went straight past her and into the kitchen. 
 
    Once he had disappeared into the room, Maria crouch walked behind him. The kitchen wasn’t very large. There were stainless steel cabinets along the walls, a metal table in the center, and an open door on the other end of the room. 
 
    Maria moved slowly and quietly behind him. He was quite large, but he wasn’t the bodybuilder. She didn’t remember him, then noticed a piece of white cloth tied around his bicep, and realized he must’ve been the one she had shot reaching through the door. 
 
    She knew a blast from the shotgun would give away her location. Tim circumvented the table and continued toward the back door. Maria set her shotgun down on the floor and quietly lifted a thin knife with a red handle off the center table. He was too tall for her to easily reach his neck. She hoped he wouldn’t make too much noise, as she snuck up behind him. 
 
    Maria froze as Tim pressed the talk button on his radio. ‘Tim for Dick.’ Maria didn’t move. Tim took two last steps towards the door and settled within its frame. 
 
    ‘Go for Dick.’ Crackled from the radio. 
 
    ‘Already checked the first couple of buildings and the bakery on the East side of town. She’s not here. Where are you at?’ 
 
    ‘Headed toward-’ Static kept his location a secret, ‘-She’s probab- moving around.- gonna have- double check locations to- sure.’ 
 
    ‘Copy that.’ 
 
    As Tim released the talk button and lowered the radio toward his belt, Maria dragged the knife across the back of his knee, slicing cleanly through his pantleg like it was nothing. He let out a low grunt and dropped to his knees. Maria pulled out the knife. He was almost as tall on his knees as she was standing up. 
 
    She grabbed tightly onto his hair and stuck the knife into his throat, removing his ability to alert the others. He clenched a massive fist and punched up over his shoulder. 
 
    Maria felt a jackhammer impact her eye. She fell backwards,  dragging the knife diagonally through his throat as she fell. 
 
    Blood poured down his chest and side, and made the floor slick. He clamped a hand down on the wound, blood pumping between his fingers. He rose to a woozy standing position and took two jerky steps forward before collapsing dead on the kitchen floor. 
 
    Maria’s eye stung. It began to swell immediately. She scooped her shotgun back up and peeked outside through the doorway. The blizzard nipped at her cheeks and stopped her from seeing even the next building over. 
 
    She took Tim’s radio and clipped it onto her waistband. She felt surrounded, trapped, but hoped the radio might give her the slightest edge, so long as it didn’t give away her position with its crackling. She turned the volume down. 
 
    A collapsible baton was the only weapon she found on his person. She threw it across the room angrily. 
 
    An engine rumbled outside the bakery. 
 
    Grabbing onto his jacket, Maria dragged the corpse away from the doorway using all her strength. She brushed a handful of snow from outside over his spilled blood and flattened herself against the wall. With her shotgun pointed toward the doorway, she waited. The radio at her waist crackled, ‘-ould be- town by now.’ 
 
    The engine got closer, then it got further away. A second engine came from the opposite direction. 
 
    Maria ran out the door and into the blizzard. A cyclone of snow swirled in the street. She reached the next building, unable to tell whether it was an apartment or a business. The wall was flat and made of orange brick. 
 
    Hugging the wall, Maria moved around the corner and read the words “Brighton Souvenirs” painted on a glass storefront window. Snow assaulted her eyes. At least the cold might slow the swelling, she thought. The puttering of the engine continued behind her and seemed to be moving slowly in her direction. She tried the souvenir shop door; glass framed in green wood. 
 
    The door opened and a bell above it chimed loudly. Maria cursed under her breath. Before her heart could hope that no one heard it, a voice from across the street in the white haze confirmed the opposite. ‘She went into the souvenir shop!’ The same words crackled from her radio. 
 
    Maria started inside the shop, then stopped in her tracks and spun back around. A row of three metal newspaper dispensers sat on the sidewalk next to a telephone pole and Maria crouched down on the sidewalk behind them. She leveled her shotgun at the shop entrance and waited. 
 
    A man moved quickly into her line of sight toward the shop, not quite running. Maria squeezed the trigger halfway, then stopped herself. She listened closely. No. Two sets of footsteps. She watched the man enter the shop and held her fire until a second man reached for the door. She fired into his back. The glass of the door shattered and he fell halfway through it, impaled by the glass shards clinging to the bottom of the frame. 
 
    For a moment, the only sounds were the whistling of the wind and the wild flapping of an American flag hanging from a mount on the upper left corner of the building. Maria cocked the other barrel, her last shot, and aimed through the shattered door. 
 
    A much louder sound took form. The glass store front shattered and a bullet ricocheted off one of the newspaper dispensers. The painted glass fell in massive shards to the icy sidewalk. 
 
    Maria scrambled to the side. Another bullet struck the dispenser, this one closer to her. Staying low to the ground, Maria circled her newspaper-dispenser-cover and got behind it in the street. She peered between the metal dispensers and looked into the shop, but could see only blackness. 
 
    An explosion of fiery orange illuminated the inside of the shop for an instant and another bullet slammed into the opposite side of Maria’s cover. 
 
    ‘Fuck,’ she said out loud, switching to her rifle. One of the engines grew louder as it moved toward her through the sightless haze. She moved further down the row of dispensers and aimed her rifle between the last dispenser and the telephone pole. 
 
    She tried to calm her breathing as she waited for another flash inside the store. 
 
    Quickly it came. The man in the shop fired again, illuminating himself and his surroundings for a fraction of a second. 
 
    Maria adjusted her aim and fired. The kickback from the rifle nearly knocked her over backwards. Her bullet’s destination was in darkness but she was sure that she had missed. Up, then back. Forward, then down. 
 
    The engine roared down the street and two foggy beams of light shined through the haze. Suddenly a vehicle penetrated her field of visibility. It was a grey hummer loaded with men and armored with thick metal plates riveted to the hood and doors. The windshield had been covered by slotted metal and the wheel wells had iron plates that covered the top halves of the tires. The front was fitted with a V-shaped snow plow. 
 
    Maria stood up and ran for the other side of the street. A man popped up through the sunroof of the hummer and braced an AK-47 against his shoulder. The driver of the vehicle slammed on the gas, speeding towards Maria and throwing off the shooter’s aim. 
 
    Automatic gunfire hammered the street and sidewalk chaotically. The car sped toward Maria, its engine roaring. 
 
    She let loose her final shotgun blast at the armored windshield while running. Golden sparks consumed the front of the hummer for but a moment, then dissipated. 
 
    Maria dropped the shotgun and dove for the sidewalk, putting a lamp post between herself and the vehicle. She landed hard on her chest. 
 
    The hummer crashed into the lamp post and dislodged it from its base. Maria scrambled forward as the lamp slammed into the ground, its glass bulb shattering on the sidewalk. 
 
    She sprinted across the sidewalk and onto a snowy yard as the hummer reversed off the base of the lamp and the shooter yelled angrily at the driver for making him miss. 
 
    The hummer circumvented the lamp post and drove up onto the sidewalk. Maria kept running, the wind fighting against her. A wooden staircase and porch revealed itself from the haze ahead of her followed by the old white church attached to it. 
 
    Maria ran up the stairs, the jeep’s headlights shining against her back and projecting her shadow onto church wall. She rammed into the door, but was rebuffed. A stained glass window beside the entrance had been smashed in a few weeks prior. Maria climbed atop the porch railing and reached for the window. 
 
    The hummer reached the church and drove straight into the wooden staircase. Possibly in an attempt to ram her, or maybe it just wasn’t able to stop in time with how quickly the building emerged from the haze. Old, wet wood was obliterated by the plow and the front of the hummer buried itself in the porch. 
 
    Maria leapt from the railing as it fell apart, landing with her upper body half-way through the window. The side of her head knocked against the frame. In a daze, she tipped forward into the building and landed atop a corpse on the church floor. There were several other corpses littered throughout the church and the front door was braced by a pair of heavy, wooden pews. 
 
    She picked herself up and looked through the window. The hummer’s 4-wheel drive pulled it free from the porch. The vehicle’s back doors opened and men funneled out, then the driver backed the vehicle into the white-nothing. 
 
    Maria began a jog toward the back of the church between rows of overturned pews. She gripped the rifle’s bolt, yanked it up, then jerked it back. A brass casing spun out of the firearm and clinked onto the stone floor. She loaded her final rifle shot. 
 
    The radio at her waist crackled, ‘She- the church!’ 
 
    She turned back toward the window; a man was climbing in, already halfway through it. Maria raised the rifle and told herself not to rush; there was time to aim carefully while he was pulling himself through. She took a step closer to him and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    A bloody hole drilled through the man’s puffy jacket right where his heart ought to be. He fell backwards out of the window. 
 
    Maria let the rifle hang against her shoulder, and withdrew her handgun. She continued down the aisle toward the back of the church. As she moved, the stained glass window to her right was blown apart by a shotgun blast. Flying shards of colored glass showered her, ripping up her coat and slicing the right side of her face. 
 
    Maria fell to the floor atop the glass. Shards of stained glass stuck out of her cheek and forehead like shrapnel. She left them alone and got back on her feet. Another window exploded as she began to run, this time on the other side of the church. Men began to climb through all three exposed windows. Maria turned and squeezed a shot from her Walther PPK into the man climbing through the window closest to her. 
 
    His shoulder jerked back and blood coated the window frame. He toppled inside the church atop the glass, but quickly rose back to his feet with machete in hand. 
 
    Maria sprinted for the back of the church. She went past a hanging curtain into a room where three dead infants lay in a line atop a plastic folding table, swaddled in coarse blankets. A religious offering? The sight gave Maria pause, but she knew there was no time to waste. She compartmentalized the horrific sight and pushed on. It made her feel dizzy, how sick the sight was. Her ability to successfully ignore it so easily made her hate herself. 
 
    Kicking open the back door of the church revealed a man coming up the back steps with a rifle pointed at his feet. He looked surprised to see her coming at him and she used that surprise to her advantage. While still running towards him, she lifted her handgun before he could raise his rifle and fired a single shot into his midsection. 
 
    He let out a grunt and grabbed onto the railing to keep from falling over. Maria leapt from the top of the stairs. She grabbed onto the sides of his head, and drove her knees into his chest. He fell backwards off the staircase and Maria landed atop his chest on the ground. She heard and felt cracking beneath her knees. Blood blasted out of the man’s mouth and dribbled through his black beard. A drop of his blood clung to the underside of a stained glass shard embedded in Maria's cheek. 
 
    Now keeping a careful count, Maria knew she only had one bullet left in her pistol and none in her rifle. She drove the stock of her empty rifle into the man’s head and he stopped his wailing. She dropped her rifle and picked up his. It appeared to be the same model. 
 
    ‘You fucking bitch!’ A voice shouted from behind her inside the church. The machete wielding man, blood leaking from his shoulder, stepped from the shadows of the back room and into the hazy sunlight. 
 
    Maria twisted on the ground to face him, raised the rifle and fired. Dust and splinters exploded from the top of the doorframe. The man ran towards her down the staircase. 
 
    She yanked the rifle bolt up and back, ejecting the old shell. 
 
    He stepped off the bottom step and onto the snow. 
 
    She shoved the bolt back forward, chambering the new shell. 
 
    He raised his machete for a strike. 
 
    With the barrel a mere three inches from his chest, she pulled the trigger. Blood and jacket stuffing shot into the sky. 
 
    The corpse fell on top of her. She pushed him off and quickly chambered a new shell from her sitting position on the ground. Another man stepped into the light from the back room, this one holding a large, silver revolver. Maria fired, her aim too far to the left. The man pulled back into the room and got behind the wall. Maria chambered another shell. 
 
    The man leaned out from his cover and fired at her. She got down low behind the two corpses she had just created. The man fired again, his bullet striking one of the dead bodies. 
 
    Maria fired at him; again she missed. She attempted to chamber another shell but found the gun empty. ‘Fuck!’ 
 
    The man popped out and fired another shot that struck his deceased compatriot’s thigh. 
 
    Maria, keeping as low to the ground as she could, dug through the bearded man’s pockets. His first coat pocket was empty and his second had only chewing gum. A bullet struck the corpse’s stomach, just beside her hand. The puttering of an engine became audible and soon two beams of obscured light swiveled like synchronized searchlights with the turning of a vehicle. 
 
    Maria could see the start of another sidewalk across a small lawn from the back of the church. She dug into a Velcro pocket in the bearded man’s cargo pants as the headlight orbs grew larger through the haze. Another bullet struck the bearded man’s torso. 
 
    She found what she was after and pulled a handful of ammunition from the man’s pocket. She quickly slipped one of the shells into the rifle and shoved the bolt forward. The man in the church popped out for another shot. Maria fired. The bullet didn’t catch his head as she was intending, but instead bit through his wrist. 
 
    He let out a scream of pain and the revolver clattered to the ground. The engine roared behind Maria and she turned around as the vehicle emerged from the white haze. Expecting to see the armored hummer, Maria instead laid eyes on the other vehicle she had heard: a green, late-80s Volvo, lovingly maintained but with no visible reinforcements. 
 
    The car skidded to a stop on the lawn a few feet from Maria. She loaded another shell into the gun, closed the bolt, stuffed the rest of the ammunition into her pocket, and stood up straight. She saw two men in the car through the windshield and aimed at the one in the passenger seat. Her bullet punched a small hole through the glass and buried itself in the passenger’s chest. 
 
    The man gargled blood and clutched at his wound. She now recognized the driver as the boiled bodybuilder and the passenger as the young one who had pointed the others in her direction. The boiled man glanced at his wounded passenger, then opened his door as Maria filled her hand with the fallen machete. 
 
    She sprinted towards the car and drew the machete upwards. The bodybuilder stepped from the car, leaned back inside and pulled out an automatic assault rifle. He cleared the gun past the car door, but before he could fire, Maria had buried the rusty machete halfway through his neck. He reached for the blade and gripped it with his fingertips. 
 
    Maria drew her arms in, dragging the blade through his neck and splitting his carotid artery. Blood sprayed from his burnt skin as he spun to the ground, dead. 
 
    Maria stepped over him, pausing only to pick up his assault rifle. She climbed into the driver’s seat and turned to the young passenger, clinging to life by a thread.  
 
    ‘Please,’ he managed. 
 
    She reached past him, popped open his door, and kicked him out of the vehicle. 
 
    She set her guns down on the bloody passenger seat, threw the car in reverse, and backed up off the lawn. The car bounced as it rolled over the young man's leg, then bounced again as it traversed a mound of ice and snow and settled in the street. She shifted to drive and turned down the street. 
 
    Bullets flew toward her car from far off in the haze and the radio crackled. She set it down on the dashboard in front of her. ‘Dick’s dead! Di- ead!’ 
 
    There was a small bubble compass mounted on the visor. Maria turned the car East and increased speed. 
 
    ‘She’s head- own’s east entran-’ The radio crackled, ‘Send- hummer- nd the others!’ 
 
    Even with the headlights she couldn’t see very far ahead of her, then a thought hit her. 
 
    She switched off the headlights. The drive was more dangerous, but she would be harder to spot from a distance. Maria drove another block, then made a sharp turn. The car drifted on the slick road, then charged south. She listened for acknowledgement of her direction change over the radio but heard none. Turns raced up towards her from the snowy abyss and she decreased speed to avoid crashing. 
 
    She came to a covered bridge and plunged into darkness as she crossed it. Returning to the light on the other side brought a sigh of relief through Maria’s lips, having exited the sleepy little town. With the road now a straight shot, she increased speed. 
 
    After a moment, she picked up the radio and thumbed the talk button. ‘You pieces of shit will give up if you know what’s good for you.’ She rolled down her window and cast the radio to the side of the road. Once she had put 15 miles between herself and the town, she turned the headlights back on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    THE SHAME BURNED HIS SKIN. Roy could feel their judgmental eyes burrowing holes into him. Surrounded by his tired and wounded men, and by the grieving families of those who had perished, Roy knew they needed an act of leadership from him at that moment. He clenched his fists and used anger to cover his embarrassment; how the hell could this girl beat me?! 
 
    ‘Don’t any of you think for even a second that this atrocity will go unpunished. That demon ended the lives of many good men today.’ Roy made eye contact with crying wives and children. ‘I will hold funerals for all we have lost. I will see to it that all injured survivors are properly treated and duly compensated for their pain. I will ensure that we replenish our ranks. And when our force is at its strongest, I promise each and every one of you that I will bring this demon to justice.’ 
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 16. A HOMEMADE SWASTIKA HUNG WITH CARE 
 
      
 
      
 
    EAMON SAT AT THE BACK of the bus, alone. The others occupied the front rows of the bus and chatted about something that Eamon did his best to tune out. In the past few days they had recruited five new members to the posse. Eamon learned no one’s name, nor had he spoken a single word to anyone since leaving the bus depot. 
 
    ‘I’m not saying to take them with us,’ Jim, the oldest of the new recruits by two decades, said to Probey, who stood in the aisle watching through the windshield as the bus moved down the highway. ‘Just that if we happen to come across any women… it would be nice to, you know…’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Probey said sternly. ‘Women wield sex as a weapon. Even when you force it on them. Plus, sex weakens a man. You lose testosterone each time, and of course it’s testosterone that gives us our power.’ 
 
    Lance turned to face him from the driver’s seat, ‘Is that true?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. It’s how we stay superior. Never give a woman any power.’ He pointed to an upcoming exit. ‘Turn off here.’ 
 
    Once, and once only, had Probey let a sense of love, the fool’s emotion, cloud his mind. This one-time love had been both deep and unrequited. Her name was Shelly B.; a girl in his high school class. He fell for her at first glance, but she refused every advance he made. He tried anything and everything to win her love, but nothing worked. Young Probey, then known as Preston, couldn’t wrap his head around why she didn’t like him back. 
 
    Over time, Probey came to understand the “truth”. It was her fault. Of course it was her fault; there was nothing wrong with him. Shelly B. should’ve counted herself lucky. And where is she now? Probey would often ask himself. He had looked up her obituary online; she died of smoke inhalation in an apartment fire that claimed 12 other lives in her first year after college. Right where she belongs, the stuck up bitch. 
 
    Probey embedded himself in an environment that was conducive to his worldview. He met likeminded men both in person and online through chatrooms and forums. Their comradery strengthened and validated his opinions, and led to the formation of new beliefs. 
 
    He accepted celibacy. He thought it akin to how a boxer abstains before a fight… but Probey’s whole life was the fight. 
 
      
 
    EAMON RESTED THE STOCK of his assault rifle on the floor of the bus. His shotgun laid lengthwise on the bench across the aisle. He gently laid his chin on top of the rifle barrel. The image of the ginger 8-year-old’s face, in the instant before he obliterated it with buckshot, was seared into Eamon’s mind. His thoughts bounced between that child and his own, then to his wife, then to the fuzzy memory of the drunk who’s life he had taken in Kansas City. Alley, Beth, the lush, and this unknown boy were frozen in his brain as a mess of senselessly destroyed life; half his fault, half the fault of a world gone rotten to the core. He was a part of the rot, and he didn’t want to be any longer. 
 
    His finger reached down for the trigger. His eyes closed. The four innocents took to his mind’s stage and performed a most heartbreaking play. 
 
    The bus lurched to a stop. Eamon’s eyes cracked opened and looked out the window beside him. Two bald men stood on the side of the road with guns filling their hands. They aimed at the door to the bus, a shopping cart full of food and batteries sat idly on the sidewalk behind them. 
 
    Eamon watched as Probey exited the bus and confidently approached the men. They spoke inaudibly for a long while, then Probey returned to the bus and said excitedly, ‘God has delivered us our destination!’ 
 
    The two bald men lifted the shopping cart on board, squeezing it through the folding doors of the bus. 
 
    ‘Meet Beau and Henry.’ Probey said, then took a seat beside Georgie. 
 
    ‘Hello.’ Said Peter and Lance in perfect unison. The bald men nodded and returned the greeting. They were somewhere in their late 40s or 50s, wet from the weather. Snow boots covered their feet and dirty gloves covered their hands. Beau had a patchy blond beard and they both had blue eyes. 
 
    They sat beside each other on the bench behind Peter. Henry gave directions to Lance as they drove. 
 
     
 
    EAMON TOOK STOCK of his life. He thought of his brother, his sister-in-law, and his nieces for the first time since he had departed their farm. They were a reason to live when Eamon thought he had none. 
 
    He rose to his feet and wiped the tears from his eyes. He stepped into the aisle of the moving bus and made his way toward the front. 
 
    Beau caught a glimpse of him in one of the bus’s many mirrors, and was startled. He stood and spun around to face the lumbering man in the aisle. 
 
    Probey let out a laugh. ‘Relax, that’s just Eamon.’ 
 
    Beau returned to his seat. 
 
    ‘He mostly keeps to himself. He’s the sad, quiet type, but man, you gotta see him in action.’ Probey thought of something and let out another laugh, ‘His bark might not be loud, but he has one hell of a bite.’ 
 
    Eamon finished the walk up the aisle and Probey stood up to match his gaze. Eamon steadied himself with each hand on a seat. 
 
    ‘Need something, Eamon? Or are you just coming up to join us finally?’ 
 
    ‘I want to go back to the farm.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Probey asked. 
 
    Henry pointed through the windshield, ‘There it is.’ 
 
    Probey turned on his heels to face the windshield. His eyebrows raised and a smile grew. ‘My God. It’s glorious.’ 
 
    The sight through the windshield filled Probey with warmth and sent chills down Eamon’s spine. 
 
    A military base stood a hundred yards down the road. From the tallest watchtower, a large, homemade swastika flag was hung with care. Men and women milled about beyond the tall chain-link fence, some dressed in full military garb, others in camouflage, and others still in dark winter coats. There were 15 men and women beyond the fence and dozens more inside the military base’s various buildings and tents. 
 
    For all the differences in their dress, there were things they all had in common. They were all white, they all had blue eyes, all wore red, homemade swastika arm bands, and all of the men had shaved heads. Many wore iron crosses in addition to their armbands and most of them carried firearms with them wherever they went. There were far less women than men on the base, but the ones who were present, were just as passionate and vitriolic in their beliefs as their male counterparts, if not more. 
 
    The neo-Nazis in view past the fence carried out their daily duties: sorting looted goods, shoveling snow, standing on guard duty, cleaning the base, and working on military vehicles. 
 
    The bus idled atop snow covered gravel. The heavy rolling gate remained unopened and several rifle barrels were pointed in their direction. The bus doors opened, and Beau stepped out. 
 
    The gun barrels lowered upon his emergence. Beau and Henry took the shopping cart from the bus, and an old man met them at the fence. They had a quick chat, then the gate rolled aside. 
 
    Eamon looked to the new recruits. They seemed to share in his discomfort, except for Jim who shared in Probey’s giddiness. The two of them looked as though they had just come across an oasis in the middle of this barren tundra. 
 
    ‘Everyone off the bus!’ Probey shouted gleefully. 
 
    ‘You can’t be serious.’ Said one of the new recruits, a well-groomed, black haired 30-something named Lee. 
 
    Another of the new recruits chimed in, ‘This is too much.’ 
 
    Jim stood up and looked down on the others. ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ 
 
    ‘This is not okay. I didn’t sign up for this fucking- fucking…’ Lee struggled to find the appropriate words. He gestured angrily out the window, ‘Fucking fascism! Nazism!’ 
 
    ‘You God damn race traitor.’ Jim sneered, then turned to Probey, ‘You’re really okay with liberal fucktards in the gang?!’ He turned back to the seated recruits and stepped into the aisle. ‘For the first time in a century, the superior race doesn’t have to feign equality. If you race traitors want to align yourselves with the kikes and the coons, then you can rot in hell!’ He reached into his waistband and withdrew a semi-automatic handgun. 
 
    Three of the other recruits put their hands up, Lee didn’t. He stared in defiance. 
 
    Probey reached over Jim’s shoulder and grabbed onto the handgun. He filled his other fist with Jim's hair, stuck his knee into the small of his back, and yanked down. Jim bent over backwards. Probey kept a tight grip on the old man’s hair, ripped the gun from his hand, and stared into his upside down eyes. ‘Let’s get one thing straight, I run this posse. I call the shots and I alone make the decisions.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, I apologize. I got heated. I acted out of line, but you’re really fine with these race traitors being on board?’ 
 
    ‘They’re white. That’s good enough for me for the time being.’ Probey let go of Jim’s hair and allowed him to retake his standing posture. He looked to the other recruits. ‘As for your objections, we will be back on the road soon enough, but we are recruiting men from the base and, if I can, I’m going to strike an alliance with them. Share resources, trade protection, use the base as a spot to regroup…’ Probey left a silence and studied their faces. ‘If you can’t abide by that… know that the alternative is death. Does anyone have a problem with that?’ 
 
    Lee spat at Probey, his hazel eyes flashed fire. ‘Yeah, I’ve got a fucking problem with that.’ 
 
    The other recruits averted their eyes. 
 
    Probey wiped the glob of spit off his cheek. ‘Okay then.’ Probey cocked his gun and leveled it at the troublemaker. 
 
    ‘Hey, hey, wait!’ Lance shouted from the driver’s seat, ‘If you’re gonna shoot someone, take ‘em off the bus first.’ 
 
    Probey lowered the gun. ‘Right-O’. 
 
    Eamon spoke up, ‘Probey!’ 
 
    ‘What, Eamon?!’ Probey reached for the troublemaker who shook away his hand, then took a blow to the face from the handle of the gun. Probey pulled Lee into the aisle, then forced him toward the exit. 
 
    ‘Probey, I need to talk to you.’ Eamon said, following him toward the exit. 
 
    Georgie entered the aisle between Eamon and Probey. He glared at Eamon with his wide eye, then turned and followed Probey off the bus. 
 
    Eamon stepped down onto salted ground. The Nazis were keeping the area fairly well maintained. Lee gave Probey a shove and tried to make a run for it. Probey took aim at him, but had no need to fire as Georgie slugged the recruit in the gut and dropped him to a knee. He placed his Webley against the side of the Lee’s head. 
 
    ‘Probey!’ Eamon shouted and was again ignored. 
 
    Probey turned to face the military base and addressed several skin heads who had directed their attention toward the scuffle. ‘No cause for alarm, just executing an unruly one.’ 
 
    They went about their day. 
 
    ‘Probey I need to talk to you!’ Eamon said urgently. 
 
    The cop turned toward him, ‘About what?! If it’s about sparing this son-of-a-bitch’s life, then I don’t want to hear it!’ 
 
    Eamon looked from Probey to the compound of neo-Nazis, then to the kneeling man whose eyes pleaded for help. Biding time, Eamon reverted to his initial request ‘I want to go back to the farm. I’ve done good for you. I’ve done what you wanted.’ 
 
    ‘What farm? What the hell are you on about?’ 
 
    ‘My Brother’s farm.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Paul’s place? Why? Nothin' there.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve done right by you, and I want to see what family I’ve got left.’ 
 
    ‘What family do you have left?’ 
 
    ‘… What?’ 
 
    ‘No, fuck that. Waste of goddamn time. This place is a golden opportunity.’ 
 
    Eamon went quiet as the implication sunk in; Georgie splitting off from the group, the looks he and Probey shared on return… it made sense now. 
 
    Probey turned his attention back to the sorry fool on his knees. He lifted the handgun. 
 
    Eamon made the decision he had been thinking about ever since he joined the posse. The safety was already off on his assault rifle. In a moment of frozen time, Eamon evaluated his best course of action. Probey had given the order to kill his family, but Eamon was correct in assuming it had been Georgie who pulled the trigger at the farm. Eamon’s fury made Georgie his first target, and his rational side agreed, believing Georgie to be a larger threat and a quicker shot than Probey after seeing them both in action. Inside the bus, Eamon counted on between one and three threats. He planned the order of his actions carefully. 
 
    Probey, always following trigger discipline, moved his finger within the trigger-guard. Eamon made his move. He raised his assault rifle and fired two shots into Georgie’s chest and one into his shoulder. 
 
    Georgie hit the ground silently. Before Probey could fully pronounce, ‘What the fuck?!’ Eamon swiveled his aim and stepped toward Probey. As he moved, he unloaded a burst of automatic gunfire into Probey’s torso. The cop undulated on his feet as hot lead burrowed through his body and continued through to the military base beyond. 
 
    Speeding lumps of metal burst both of Probey’s kidneys and his liver. A bullet punctured his stomach and sent gastric acid spilling over his insides, corroding them. Eamon lifted his aim higher. A dotted line of bloody chasms advanced up Probey’s chest and neck until a final bullet drilled through his forehead and hole-punched his brain. 
 
    Probey’s yellow-tinted glasses fell in two halves to the snow and were crushed by his perforated torso. 
 
    The lead that killed Probey continued as stray rounds that caught two separate skin-heads in their limbs. Eamon had started a broader conflict. The unarmed among them ran for their guns. Eamon continued his advance toward Probey, now a leaking corpse. Behind him, Lance yelled, ‘No!’ 
 
    Eamon sprayed the rest of the ammunition from the rifle in a wide arc toward the skinheads who were taking aim. The action bought time as the neo-Nazis scattered and ran for cover. 
 
    Eamon grabbed the handgun from Probey’s holster and swapped assault rifles with him. Keeping two hands on the rifle, Eamon walked quickly toward the bus with his aim on Lance who had stood up out of his seat. 
 
    Lance moved his hand along the massive center console of the bus and reached for his handgun that had slid to the corner of the windshield near the doors. 
 
    ‘Get back in your seat, Lance!’ Eamon shouted commandingly as he ascended the stairs. 
 
    Lance stopped short of grabbing the gun, but his hand hovered over it. He looked Eamon in the eye, cautiously. 
 
    ‘Sit down!’ Eamon commanded in a booming voice as he climbed the last step into the bus, towering over Lance. 
 
    The jumpy driver did as instructed. Jim wrestled a gun away from one of the other recruits. 
 
    Without missing a beat, Eamon turned in place at the head of the bus and aimed down the center aisle. He found his target at the end of Probey’s sights and squeezed two shots into Jim’s center mass. The bigot hit the floor and two bullets dented the metal at the back of the bus. 
 
    Eamon swiveled the rifle toward Peter, who threw his hands in the air and scrunched his face up in terror, ‘Wait, no! Don’t shoot me! Don’t shoot me, please!’ 
 
    Eamon withdrew Probey’s handgun and aimed it at Lance, ‘Drive!’ 
 
    Peter continued, ‘Don’t shoot me! I liked you more than Probey anyway! You’re in charge now! You’re in charge! Let me live!’ 
 
    Lee ran to the bus and climbed inside as it started to move and the skinheads began to open fire. 
 
    ‘Turn this thing around!’ Eamon shouted to Lance, the gun still trained on his head. 
 
    Lee pulled the bus doors shut by hand as bullets, slung from the base, slammed into the side of the bus. Dents formed on the outside of the bus and a few of the side windows shattered. The passengers ducked down. 
 
    The bus completed its rotation and picked up speed back the way they came. Soon, the gunfire stopped chasing them. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Lee said, crouching on the bus’s miniature staircase. 
 
    ‘Keep an eye on this one.’ Eamon said to Lee in regards to Lance. He motioned towards the gun against the windshield. 
 
    Lee took the gun in both hands and pointed it at Lance. 
 
    Eamon lowered his guns and started down the aisle. He sat beside Peter and muscled him up against the window. 
 
    Peter looked at him in fear. The other recruits looked at him gratefully, but it gave him no solace. 
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 17. ONE UGLY CUNT KILLS ANOTHER 
 
      
 
      
 
    BUG WALKED A FEW STEPS ahead of Maisey. The beginnings of their multi-day journey to Bug’s old dealer had been conducted with a gun to his back; now it sat in Maisey's pocket. They had crossed from one town to the next and Maisey hoped they were getting close, but Bug knew the truth. 
 
    The horizon worried him. Bug pointed at the sky ahead, ‘You see that?’ Maisey looked up. Bug continued, ‘Storm comin’ right at us.’ 
 
    Maisey saw. The blizzard was moving toward them from the north. ‘How far are we?’ 
 
    ‘Still a whole day’s walk, movin’ as slow as we are.’ They continued forward slowly. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry as hell, and don’t exactly feel like getting caught up in a full-on snow storm.’ 
 
    They came across an Italian restaurant a block down and took refuge inside. It was moderately sized and relatively upscale. 
 
    ‘Don’t look like it’s been raided.’ Bug said, walking deeper into the restaurant. White, padded chairs sat upside down on top of wooden tables. None of the utensils or tablecloths were out. The carpet was soft and clean and colored a deep red. 
 
    The two entered the kitchen and took stock of the food. Maisey looked over a large rack of pasta. 
 
    Bug peeked over her shoulder and said, ‘We can maybe light up one of those pilot lights, boil some pasta.’ 
 
    Maisey nodded. 
 
      
 
    WHILE BUG TENDED to their meal in the kitchen, Maisey took down two chairs and set a table. She rubbed her face and realized the stitches had dissolved. She felt along her gumline and found the same result with the dental sutures. Just in time for chewing. She had run out of the doc's meal replacement shakes and her stomach grumbled for something solid. She had lost several pounds on her all-liquid diet. 
 
    She sat down and took another pain killer; only one left. She looked with worry into the bottle. They weren’t half as strong as whatever the doctor had first given her before she woke up. Even still, they dulled the constant pain significantly and the thought of pressing on ahead without any pain suppressant was distressing. 
 
    Bug stepped out of the kitchen. ‘It’ll be ready in a couple minutes.’ Maisey nodded, and Bug shook his head. ‘Don’t just nod, girl. Come on, let’s be friendly, it would do us both some good.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘You know, you ain’t said but ten words to me since we started walkin’… and I’m pretty sure three of them were fuck.’ 
 
    Maisey cracked a smile. ‘Yeah, that sounds like me. Sorry, you seem like a nice person, it’s just hard to trust anyone these days.’ 
 
    ‘Oh I understand that. Completely. But we can talk and be all jovial-like, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Sure.’ 
 
    ‘Good. It’ll make dinner less boring.’ Bug went back into the kitchen. Maisey followed. 
 
    Bug grabbed a jar of tomato sauce, a jar of vodka sauce, and a jar of alfredo sauce off of a metal storage rack, and tossed one into the air. He began juggling and a smile immediately formed on Maisey’s face; wide enough to hurt a bit where her lip had been split. 
 
    ‘What sauce do you want?’ 
 
    ‘You can juggle?’ She laughed. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Bug said, continuing to juggle, ‘I learned in middle school and no matter how many drugs I pump into my system, I can’t seem to dislodge the skill. I guess it’s like riding a bike.’ 
 
    Maisey laughed and gave the pot of pasta a stir. 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So, what?’ 
 
    ‘Which sauce?’ 
 
    Maisey turned back around. ‘Oh fuck, yeah. Red.’ 
 
    ‘Cool.’ Bug had a realization. ‘Oh shit, hang on.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know how to stop actually. I usually only juggle with bouncy balls or something and just let them fall on the floor when I’m done. I might need your help.’ 
 
    Maisey chuckled and walked over. 
 
    ‘Just grab the red sauce and I'll catch the other two.’ 
 
    Maisey grabbed the jar, Bug caught one and missed the other. It smashed on the floor and the white sauce spread out in all directions. They both looked down at the alfredo covered tiles and laughed. 
 
      
 
    IT WAS A GOOD MEAL. Especially filling when running on shrunken stomachs. They sat talking and approaching empty plates. 
 
    ‘What did you do before?’ Bug asked. 
 
    ‘Before what?’ 
 
    ‘Before the uh- before the… I don’t know what to call it. Before the laws went away.’ 
 
    ‘Before shit was fucked?’ 
 
    Bug chuckled, learning first hand just how dirty Maisey’s slashed mouth was. 
 
    ‘Well, I didn’t do much.’ 
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘Was thinking about giving college another go. I was still living at home.’ 
 
    ‘With your parents?’ Bug surmised that meant they were likely dead, and regretted even saying the word “parents”. 
 
    Maisey nodded and took a longer pause than usual. 
 
    Bug had thought she was older than him, but now he wasn't so sure. It was hard to tell with all the damage done to her face. 'How old are you, Maisey? I'm 24.' 
 
    '23. Oh shit... I think my birthday might have passed. I guess I'm 24 too.' Maisey didn't know whether that was funny or depressing. ‘Tina is- oh, I have an older sister, her name’s Tina. She’s 30 and she's a genius.’ Maisey gave the air in front of her a karate chop to punctuate her words, ‘I mean a literal fucking genius. Certified by… uh, whatever the fuck that group is that certifies geniuses.’ Maisey let out a little laugh, ‘I always looked like a fuckin’ idiot next to her. I was keeping in touch with her until my phone died.’ The phone was still in her pocket, as was her charger in case she ever came across a functional power outlet again. It wouldn’t be enough to stumble across a random phone with a little juice left. She didn’t know her sister’s number by memory and could only rely on her dead phone’s contacts menu for any hope at future telecommunication. ‘She’s over in Japan. Got some kind of job in robotics a few years ago. She wasn't allowed to say much about it but she hinted pretty strongly that it was some kind of military sub-contractor type deal…. She told me about an expression they have over there, and I keep thinking about it.’ 
 
    Bug gave her an inquisitive look. 
 
    ‘Like giving a kanabō to an oni.’ 
 
    ‘What that mean?’ 
 
    ‘Well, a kanabō is this crazy powerful weapon, and an oni is a demon.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s like… making matters worse?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, like, adding fuel to the fire. Every day I see some new fucked-up thing that I never thought I’d see in the world, and that phrase pops into my head.’ 
 
    Bug grinned. ‘A whole lot of people gave a whole lot of kanabōs to a whole lot of onis.’ 
 
    Maisey sighed. ‘Yeah…’ 
 
    ‘Is shit fucked over there too?’ Bug asked. 
 
    ‘Not nearly as bad as here, at least not last I heard… Which now that I think about it, was quite a while ago. She said the place was in a panic, economy falling apart, protests mounting more and more, taking some cues from Hong Kong, but people weren’t fuckin’ killin’ each other and shit like here.’ 
 
    ‘Well that’s good.’ Bug said with a nod. 
 
    Maisey laughed, ‘Yeah it is good, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    THEY FINISHED THEIR MEAL and sojourned to the kitchen to sit near the warmth of their cooking station. 
 
    ‘Maisey?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Can I ask a favor?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ 
 
    ‘You know the heroin you took from the desk?’ 
 
    ‘…Oh.’ Maisey looked down and away. 
 
    ‘You think I could get a bump?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you wanna kick that shit?’ 
 
    ‘Oh I’m past that. I quit now and the withdrawal could kill me… You could take some too, ya know?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Just a little. I seen you takin’ painkillers, and I can tell they don’t do as much as you’d like.’ 
 
    Maisey stood up, ‘Fuck no.’ 
 
    Bug stood up to meet her, ‘Well hey, hey, I’m not gonna pressure you or nothin’.’ 
 
    Maisey shook her head and walked out to the restaurant floor. She returned to one of the two downturned chairs and took a seat. The blizzard now surrounded the building. Maisey watched snow swirl violently outside the windows which rattled in their frames. 
 
    A few minutes later Bug stepped out of the kitchen with his hands hidden behind his back. He spoke in a sing-songy voice, ‘Maisey, I’ve got a surprise for you.’ 
 
    Maisey turned around and saw him hiding his hands. Instantly she reached for her pocket but found only the painkillers. Fuck, gun’s in the backpack. She thought, backpack’s in the kitchen. Shit. Maisey stood up and hid her worry. She wore as pleasant of a face as she could muster, and positioned herself with the table between her and Bug as he stepped across the deep red carpet. 
 
    Bug wore a smile as he moved towards her. The door was too far for Maisey to reach quickly. She would flip the table and get behind it if he pulled a gun. ‘Guess what I’ve got behind my back.’ Bug said, the smile still on his face. 
 
    Maisey shook her head and shrugged again. ‘I don’t know, Bug.’ 
 
    He brought his hands in front of him. Maisey shut her eye tight, then when there was no bang, she slowly opened it. He stood before her, a metal spoon in one hand and a 3-gallon tub of chocolate ice cream in the other. ‘Ta-da! There’s a whole freezer full.’ 
 
    Maisey shuddered and let out a sigh of relief. Bug took it as excitement. 
 
    ‘Bet it’ll feel good on your, uh-’ Bug gesticulated with the spoon toward her mouth, ‘Your uh, mouth cuts or whatever.’ 
 
    ‘That’s nice, Bug.’ She took the ice cream. ‘Do you want some too?’ 
 
    ‘I certainly do.’ Bug held the spoon up high, then waved a hand in front of it and revealed two spoons. 
 
    Maisey smirked, ‘That magic?’ 
 
    ‘The most basic form possible, I suppose.’ Bug went back toward the kitchen, ‘I’ll get my own, plenty in there.’ 
 
    Maisey followed him into the kitchen. Glancing over to her bag, she saw it zipped shut, and the shotgun still on the floor beside it. 
 
      
 
    THE NEXT MORNING, they ate again of the restaurant’s bounty. The blizzard had died down over night, and by the time their meal was finished, the storm had been over for a few hours. They gathered their gear and headed for the exit. 
 
    Maisey pulled open the front door, washing herself with sunlight. ‘Fuck,’ she said as her eye landed on the black muscle car with blood on the bumper and bullet holes in the windshield. ‘Fuck,’ she cursed again, this time at herself for not hearing the engine like Charli had despite the car being much closer. She felt her skills inadequate. 
 
    The muscle car was prowling slowly down the street and came perpendicular to the restaurant entrance. The passenger tapped the driver on the shoulder and pointed at Maisey with his Tec-9 as she pulled the door shut. 
 
    ‘God damn it. Backdoor!’ Maisey said as she pushed Bug toward the kitchen and broke into a sprint. 
 
    ‘Give me one of them guns!’ Bug said as they ran. 
 
    The front door of the restaurant was kicked in and the car’s passenger hopped inside. He held his gun out with one arm and fired his semi-automatic firearm across the restaurant floor. 
 
    Maisey handed the shotgun to Bug and withdrew the handgun from her backpack as splinters of wood blasted into the air from the tables beside them. A lighting fixture shattered above them. 
 
    The passenger, his fuzzy collared winter coat billowing open, a bloodstained wife-beater beneath it, chased behind them, still firing his gun as fast as he could pull the trigger. He wasn’t accurate and the gun was prone to jams. 
 
    Maisey grabbed the edge of a table and flipped it over behind them. She ducked down and ran in a crouch. Bug fired a blast from the shotgun over his shoulder behind them, then ducked down as a bullet impacted the overturned tabletop. The passenger ran wide to circumvent the obstacle. 
 
    The two ran through the kitchen and straight to the back door. Maisey fired two shots at the passenger, who pulled back out of the kitchen and freed a bullet casing that was jamming his Tec-9. 
 
    Bug yanked open the back door and stepped outside. 
 
    The muscle car drifted around the corner into the parking lot and came to a crooked stop just a few feet from the back door. Bug stumbled back into the wall to avoid being run over, and before he could raise his gun, the dead-eyed driver threw open his door and fired a long barreled revolver into Bug’s stomach. 
 
    Bug slid down the back wall of the restaurant onto a pile of trash bags that hadn't made it into the dumpster. The snow coated garbage was surprisingly soft and held him like a cushion. 
 
    ‘Shit!’ Maisey yelled as she stepped outside and crouched down beside Bug. Her priority was getting Bug to safety. She grabbed his boiler suit and pulled him back toward the door. The driver stepped out of the car and cocked his revolver. 
 
    Bug braced the shotgun against his waist and fired while Maisey dragged him. Buckshot hit flesh, metal, and glass all at once. The driver collapsed onto the puffy snow; the car window shattered. 
 
    Maisey pulled Bug through the doorway, dragging snow onto the brown kitchen tiles and covering both with blood. A bullet whizzed over her shoulder. She let go of Bug and tipped over, landing on her back. 
 
    The passenger lowered his aim. Maisey grabbed her gun with both hands and aimed from the floor, upside-down at the passenger. She fired, striking his shoulder. 
 
    He stumbled, letting out a pained wail. The passenger slipped in the spilled alfredo and fell backwards toward the floor, splitting his skull open on the corner of the metal kitchen counter on his way down. His wailing stopped immediately and was replaced with a resonating, metallic clang. 
 
    Maisey sat up, dropped her gun, and put both hands on Bug’s wound, holding in blood. 
 
    ‘Make sure they’re both dead.’ Bug struggled to get the words out. 
 
    ‘Keep pressure on that!’ Maisey said as she rose to her feet. While Maisey confirmed their attackers' expirations, Bug laid gut-shot on the floor, trying to plug a leak in his abdomen. He attempted to stand, but found himself unable to. He moaned in pain. 
 
    Maisey returned to him and offered her final pain killer. He shook his head. ‘The smack,’ he said. ‘Please.’ 
 
    She begrudgingly complied. 
 
    With a bump of heroin in his system, Bug’s moaning subsided. His voice went fuzzy and his breathing grew slow. His hands drifted away from his bullet wound, but Maisey put them back in place. She found a first aid kit in the employee bathroom and brought it to him. 
 
    ‘Before you…’ Bug drifted away for a moment, then returned with a sputter. ‘Did it go out the other side?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘It’s important that the bullet came out. Check.’ Bug sat forward with Maisey’s assistance and she checked his back. 
 
    It was hard to tell with all the blood, so she felt gently down his back until she found a hole in his boiler suit. ‘Yeah, it’s out.’ She bandaged him and stood him up, then they made their way to the car, Bug’s arm draped over both of Maisey’s shoulders. 
 
    Bug could barely stand even with her help. She deposited him in the passenger seat and took the windowless driver’s seat. The engine was already on. 
 
      
 
    ‘STAY WITH ME,’ Maisey said a dozen times on the car ride. Bug gave directions but was at risk of nodding off any time his mouth wasn’t moving. ‘Stay with me,’ she said again. Maisey doubted he had much time left on the earth. She thought there was a chance that returning to the high school and delivering him to the doc might save his life... but he might die on the way, and then she would never find the second drug dealer... and she would never find poor Tommy. She hated to admit it, as she was starting to grow fond of him, but Bug was expendable in her quest to save Tommy. 'Stay with me,' she urged. They pressed on, driving as fast as possible without skidding out on the snowy roads. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     ‘IT’S THAT.’ Bug said with slightest tilt of his head toward a faded, blue house. He shut his eyes and laid firmly into the leather headrest. 
 
    ‘Okay, you just stay here.’ Maisey exited the car and put on her backpack. She left the shotgun with Bug and put the semi-auto handgun in her pocket. 
 
    She had no hesitation approaching the house. Beside the doorbell was a small, crudely-made sign, “Ring bell 4 drugs”. Subtlety had left the drug trade as soon as it was no longer a necessity. She rang the bell, and stuck her hands in her pockets. 
 
    A minute later the door opened halfway. A tall, lean man holding a baseball bat by its center stood in the frame and said, ‘Money or poker chips. No trades.’ A neck tattoo peeked out from under his collar. 
 
    ‘I have drugs actually. Thought you might like to buy?’ 
 
    ‘Hm… probably. What you got?’ 
 
    ‘Heroin, coke, meth.’ Maisey reached into the backpack and pulled out the bottom drawer contents. 
 
    He turned and shouted down the hall behind him, ‘We buyin’, Clem?! Lady here’s got hard shit!’ 
 
    The voice that responded sounded preoccupied and there was a slight moan in his vocalization; one of pleasure, not of pain. ‘What?! Why are you talkin’ to me right now?! Let me finish!’ 
 
    The lean man looked amused with himself and stepped back to allow Maisey inside. ‘Hang around a minute or two. Clem’s busy gettin’ his dick wet.’ Maisey followed him down the hall. ‘Hey you wanna see?’ He chuckled, ‘It’s real gross. Chick’s got serious meth-mouth. I don’t even know how he gets it up every time she comes around. She looks like a goddamn dust-witch or something.’ 
 
    Maisey’s ears pricked up at the description. She figured dust-witch was a pretty good label for the dirty addict who slashed her eye. She played into the lean man’s curiosity, ‘Yeah, I wanna see. Sounds fucked up.’ 
 
    The lean man laughed. ‘Totally.’ He brought Maisey to the end of the hall and pointed to a door on the right. He held a finger to his lips, then pushed the door open quietly. 
 
    A mid-20s drug dealer sat in a leather recliner, the gold medallion around his neck raising and lowering as his chest heaved. His eyes were closed and his hands were in the dirty hair of an addict on her knees. 
 
    It’s her, Maisey knew, certain it was the woman who blinded her in one eye, even from behind. Same impossibly dusty clothes. Same matted hair. Same boney elbows and scabbed skin. Maisey felt herself lucky. 
 
    Clem opened his eyes and saw his guard and Maisey peeking through the door. ‘Hey, what the fuck?!’ He pushed the meth/crack-head off and put himself away. ‘What the fuck are you doin’ comin’ in here, Johnny?! Who’s this?’ 
 
    Maisey drew her handgun and pointed it at the meth-head mother. The room filled with overlapping questions shouted at full volume. 
 
    ‘What the fuck?!’ 
 
    ‘Who the fuck is this?!’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Tommy?!’ 
 
    ‘Who the fuck are you?!’ 
 
    ‘Why did you let her in here?!’ 
 
    Clem reached behind his chair and armed himself with a sawn-off shotgun. 
 
    ‘I’m here for her. I don’t give a shit about you.’ Maisey shouted to the dealer. The room decreased in volume but not in tension. 
 
    ‘Gun down.’ Said Clem. 
 
    Before Maisey could refuse, Johnny reached over the top of her and wrestled the gun from her grip. ‘I’ve got drugs, a lot of them,’ Maisey said to the dealer. ‘You can have ‘em, free. Just give me her.’ 
 
    The crack head chimed in, ‘Oh fuck off!’ Split flew unintentionally from her meth-addled mouth. She turned to the dealer, ‘Just kill her and take the drugs.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a businessman, honey.’ The dealer replied condescendingly. He swiveled his gaze to Maisey, ‘What do you want with her? You gonna kill her?’ 
 
    ‘I want to help her son.’ 
 
    That set the meth-head mother off like a voice-activated explosive device. She screamed and sprinted across the room, grabbed Maisey and threw her to the floor. 
 
    Johnny looked to his boss who shrugged and turned to watch the show. 
 
    ‘You ugly cunt, judging me?! You know how hard it is to be a mother?!’ She kicked Maisey in the ribs. 
 
    Maisey scrambled backwards and took her backpack off. She set it in her lap, unzipped it, and reached inside. Metal clicked within the bag. 
 
    The meth-head mother dropped to the floor and grabbed onto the bag, ‘I know you’ve got another gun in there!’ She snarled, ‘Fuckin’ idiot!’ 
 
    Maisey let go of the bag. The mother jerked it away and smirked. She reached inside… and then it was Maisey who smirked. 
 
    The dust-witch’s hand triggered the pressure activated foot snare that Maisey had just set to spring inside the bag. 
 
    She screamed in utter agony and pulled her arm from the bag, metal jaws clamped onto her hand. Her index, pinky, and ring fingers were left behind in the bag. Her middle finger hung on by a sliver of cracked bone. 
 
    Maisey rose to her feet and looked down on the mother writhing on the floor. She looked to the boss, ‘We have a deal?’ 
 
    ‘Drugs for that bitch? Sure.’ 
 
    Maisey tossed him the bag of drugs and Johnny tossed her back her handgun. 
 
    Maisey squatted over the dust-witch. She figured the mother would at first refuse when asked where her son was, so she skipped the first round of questioning. Maisey placed the gun barrel against the crack-head’s knee and pulled the trigger. 
 
    ‘Holy shit!’ hollered the dealer, inaudible over the woman’s screams. ‘I like me a no-nonsense lady!’ 
 
    Maisey found joy in the crackhead’s screams. A true aural gratification at the highest level. She tore the foot snare away from the crack-head without opening it, ripping torn flesh the rest of the way off, then she jammed the hot gun barrel into the meaty gap where her fingers had just been. 
 
    ‘God! Damn!’ Clem exclaimed, wishing he had popcorn to go with the show. 
 
    ‘Stop! Stop!’ The crackhead screamed. 
 
    ‘Where’s Tommy?’ 
 
    ‘Block down!’ The woman screamed again, her voice going high, ‘To the- to the left! In the blue dumpster!’ Maisey pulled the gun out of the woman’s meat. The crack head started to catch her breath but her agony had hardly diminished. ‘I’ll take you there. I’ll bring you to him. You’ll see!’ 
 
    'No. I believe you.' Maisey stuck the gun into the dust-witch's meth-addled mouth and pulled the trigger. Teeth blew through the back of her throat. Chunky gore splashed the floor. 
 
    'Whoo!' The dealer rose and clapped his hands, a standing ovation for her display of brutality. ‘You want a job?’ He inquired with a big smile on his face, ‘I could use someone like you around here. I pay real well. Don’t I, Johnny?’ 
 
    Johnny nodded. ‘That’s a fact.’ 
 
    ‘No, thanks.’ Maisey took her leave with haste and, a block down, she found Tommy exactly where the crackhead said he would be. The boy looked surprised, then confused, then elated. She helped the emaciated boy out of the bin and told him everything would be all right. He hugged her with more strength than an underfed child should have been able to muster. 
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 18. THE LONG, COLD HUNT 
 
      
 
      
 
    THREE BALD HEADS looked down at him. He was flat on his back inside a building, but couldn't remember how he got there. His body was in more pain than usual, but his mind felt sharp and agitated to a state of frenzy. 
 
    Georgie rose to a seated position against the wishes of the neo-Nazis who had revived him. They had pulled the bullets out of him and patched him up. He found himself sitting atop a covered table in the military base’s operating theater. 
 
    ‘Don’t try to stand, you’re barely alive.’ 
 
    Georgie ignored him and slid off the operating table. He had three tasks on his to-do list before expiring, and listening to a single word spoken by anyone in his line of sight was not one them. First: find out if Probey is still alive. Second: Recover the guns. Third: Kill Eamon. 
 
    The resolution to his first to-do item came quicker than expected when the youngest of the neo-Nazi's spoke. ‘Your friend, the cop… he’s dead, and everyone you came with is gone. Can you understand me? One of yours betrayed you.’ 
 
    He looked young, maybe 19 or 20, and had the embarrassing early stages of a mustache on his upper lip. Georgie began moving around the room, scanning for his weapons. 
 
    The neo-Nazis watched, amazed that he was in motion so soon after the devastation his body had experienced. ‘You need lots of rest and lots of fluids.’ 
 
    Georgie moved with a limp, but that was only new knowledge to the neo-Nazis. Georgie had always felt at odds with his body. He thought of his body as a separate person from his mind, the supervillain to his superhero, stopping him from accomplishing all that he could otherwise. It never functioned quite the way he wanted, but he had to give his body some credit. He’s a resilient son-of-a-bitch, Georgie thought of his own heavily damaged torso and limbs that kept on pumping in spite of it all. 
 
    Georgie pushed open the door to the operating room and headed down a hallway with his saviors in tow. They continued to caution him against doing anything other than lying down, but he ignored them. The older two lagged behind and grew less interested in following their ungrateful patient around with each subsequent step. 
 
    Georgie rounded one corner, then another. He spotted his jacket on the floor, his rifle on a metal cart and his Webley beside it. He scooped up his firearms and checked to make sure they were still loaded: seven shells in the rifle, two in the Webley. Then he put on his coat. 
 
    ‘We coulda brought those to you. We weren’t going to keep ‘em or anything. You’re welcome to stay here.’ The young skinhead said. 
 
    Georgie kept walking. He pushed open a door that he was pretty sure would lead outside and was proven correct. It was night time, but his internal clock was still set on “day”. 
 
    ‘All right, I’m gonna go back to organizing the new food.’ One of the disinterested skinheads said. 
 
    ‘I’ll help.’ Said the other bored bigot. The two took their leave. 
 
     The young one stuck around and followed Georgie outside and over to the vehicles. ‘Look, I get it if you wanna go out for revenge. I don’t know the whole story with your gang but I think I know that you want blood.’ 
 
    Georgie stopped at one of many trucks parked within the base, nothing too nice, but good enough to handle the snowy roads without trouble, and full canisters of gasoline in the back to boot. Georgie held a hand out, palm toward the sky, and drew his fingers inward. When the neo-Nazi showed hesitation, Georgie lifted his Webley toward the man’s face. 
 
    ‘Hey now, there’s no need for that. We fixed you up. We saved you.’ 
 
    Georgie repeated the hand motion, his wide eye stared, unblinking, at the man. 
 
    ‘Listen, I’m happy to help you get payback. We can kill ‘em and bring that bus back here. Let me just tell the others, we can put a whole group together-’ 
 
    Georgie shook his head and repeated the hand motion one final time. He cocked the revolver. 
 
    Once the keys were in his possession, Georgie waited for the gate to open, then drove off the base. The bus’s tire tracks were clear as day and Georgie knew it had gone back the way they had come. He had a good guess where they were headed and it made tracking them easier. 
 
    Georgie drove straight through the night. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed since Eamon turned on them. His mind wasn’t tired, but his body was. He had a coughing fit three hours into the drive that didn’t let up for another hour after that. He wasn’t surprised to find blood in his cough. 
 
    His body was falling apart and he knew his timeframe was shrinking. He had a final task to carry out before expiring. 
 
      
 
    BY MIDDAY, Georgie had reached the farm house. The front door was open and the house was as still as stagnant water. The bus’s distinctive tire tracks entered the driveway, then backed out and continued down the other end of the road. The sky was clear and the tracks were in no danger of being filled by snow. Georgie recalled seeing cases of water in the house when he had executed Paul and his family. He entered the home and located the water. He downed a bottle, took two more with him, and headed back out on the road. 
 
      
 
    GEORGIE SPENT THE REST OF THE DAY following the tracks. By sunset he had crossed town lines twice. He no longer knew Eamon’s destination, but the tracks made his route clear. He ignored any other vehicles he saw on the road or anyone on foot. After another six hours of driving, Georgie parked on the side of the road and slept for two hours under the moonlight. When he awoke the sun was starting to rise. His journey resumed. 
 
    By noon Georgie reached the termination of the tire tracks. The bus sat in the middle of the road, blackened; a burned out shell of metal with ash all through the snow around it. A diminished plume of smoke gently wafted toward the clouds. Georgie got out of his vehicle and approached the bus. 
 
    The left side of the bus was riddled with bullet holes, as was the house across the road, it’s windows blown out. The area was silent, aside from the sharp whistle of cold wind through the perforated hull of the burned-out bus. Georgie endeavored to kill Eamon himself, along with Lance and Peter for letting Eamon get away with it, and anyone else who was with them. He hoped he wouldn’t find their bodies inside the bus as he climbed the charred metal steps. He would not be happy to be robbed of his kills. They were his prey. 
 
    The cushions of the bus benches had burned away, leaving only metal frames behind and there was a section on the left side of the bus facing the house that had been destroyed entirely where it was struck by multiple Molotov cocktails. Georgie spotted burnt legs sticking out into the aisle, barely decipherable amongst the other charred debris. He approached the blackened corpse and gave it a once over. Too small to be Eamon, could be any of the others. 
 
    Georgie exited the bus and approached the house with his Webley drawn. He neither heard nor saw any movement from inside the house, nor from anywhere else for that matter. The front door was ajar. He carefully gave it a light push and let it swing inward. The air stunk just as badly as it had in the bus, but the bus had better ventilation. There were several corpses in the front two rooms of the house, but no members of the posse. 
 
    Georgie returned to the road and analyzed the ground. The snow all around the bus was disturbed, clearly chaos had taken place. He ventured further down the road, away from his own vehicle. Eventually the randomness of the disturbed snow began to take relative shape. There was a stripe of well-trodden ground that Georgie took to be a jumbled collage of footprints. six pairs of feet, not walking side-by-side but seemingly in two malformed rows. 
 
    With the trail found, Georgie continued forward on foot. It would be an easy track for the seasoned hunter as long as the weather remained cooperative. He looked to the horizon, then to the sky. The clouds were pleasant. The sky was bright and calm. 
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 19. A DEADLY CONVERGENCE AT KING’S GAS FARM 
 
      
 
      
 
    MARIA FELT DIFFERENT. Older. She had already learned to transmute sadness into anger, now she was learning how to do the same with pain. Any time her bruised ribs hurt, or the cuts on her face from the stained glass stung, she refocused that energy on Mark. She had pulled the shards from her face, but still felt slivers of colored glass beneath her skin that she couldn’t remove. She thought of a film shown in her social studies class; a documentary checking in on children who were near the Hiroshima bombing, now as adults. 
 
    One woman had lived with a shard of glass in her forehead without realizing it for most of her life, until it eventually worked its way out through her skin decades later. In thinking of Mark’s abandonment of her, Maria found her pain muffled and her hatred of him recharged. Her mind was too busy with anger to linger on pain. Maybe the glass would work its way out of her skin by the time she caught up to Mark. 
 
    The blizzard had stopped trailing behind her and now the sky was clear. Synthetic heat blew from the vents of the green Volvo. The old car had fought valiantly against the snowy roads and, with some slowing down and careful driving, had managed the journey so far without automotive incident. She found herself leaving the first tire tracks through the snow on some roads, while others seemed well traveled by foot and by vehicle. She followed the highway toward the state line and saw the toll pop onto the horizon like a blip on a radar. The lights of the toll-line lit up before her eyes, red Xs filling LED monitors above each lane. She hit the brakes with the toll still far off in the distance. 
 
    Two nights had passed since she left Brighton. Both nights she slept on the car’s rear facing way-back seat. She took an exit off the highway, found a crowded parking lot, and slotted the vehicle in amongst the abandoned cars, making sure to obscure the tracks that were left across the lot. On the first night, she found a pair of binoculars beneath the passenger seat, stuck lightly to the fuzzy floor with melted candy. 
 
    Through the windshield, she raised the binoculars and looked with enhanced sight toward the toll. She saw the LED “X”s above the tolls up close, then lowered her vision to the inside of a booth. It sat empty, as did the ones on either side of it. She noticed what looked like a wooden barricade stretching across each toll lane. It didn’t appear reinforced, and didn’t look too strong. 
 
    She moved the binoculars farther down the line and found a man through the glass. He was in his 40s. A brown fur coat draped over his shoulders and hung all the way down past his knees. He wore a black turtleneck and tight black pants under the luxurious coat. Gold chains hung around his neck and multicolored rings graced the fingers of both hands. Maria watched him bend down beside one of the barricades and pick something up. He turned to face her with a gasoline canister in both hands. He didn’t seem able to see her from so far away, and his lips were puckered like he was whistling. He walked with the gas can around to the back of the tolls and continued off the main road to a small unmarked building about 100 yards from the tolls. Maria watched him approach a large red generator behind the building, pour some of the gasoline in through an opening on the top, then set the can down beside it. He walked around to the other side of the building and left Maria’s line of sight. 
 
    She figured he went inside. She also figured one of those barricades wouldn’t be strong enough to stop the tough old car. She was willing to bet. 
 
    With the pedal to the metal, the Volvo surged forward. The “X”s above the toll booths disappeared, then reappeared and started to blink. The man inside the building fiddled with the controls, unaware of Maria’s presence. The “X”s became green arrows pointing down, then switched back. Maria didn’t release the peddle, she got in a lane and blew straight through the flimsy wooden barricade. The car was slowed none, and continued its forward charge. In the rearview she saw the man run out of the building in bewilderment, soon he became nothing more than a shrinking dot on the unfavorable horizon. 
 
      
 
    SHE WAS BACK in her home state, but still far from her actual home. The gas tank was nearly empty. She took a random exit and followed signs for the closest gas station. 
 
    “King’s Gas Farm”, the massive sign read. It looked like it was meant to rotate, but without being connected to a working power source, it only swiveled slightly in the wind. The sign was about as large as the entire adjoining mini-mart.  The store and just two pumps made up the whole gas station. 
 
    The green Volvo became the first car in the lot and took a post at one of the two pumps. Maria exited the car and set about trying to find a way to get the gas into her car without electricity. The cold wasn’t as biting as it had been in recent weeks. Maria had lost track of the days, but with the air starting to warm, she thought maybe spring was approaching. 
 
    She wasn’t having any luck with the pump. She thought of siphoning the gas like she had seen in movies, but was sure the pump would have some kind of locking mechanism in place, and there was nowhere on the pump to insert a siphoning hose at any rate. She looked over the pump for a maintenance hatch of some sort, then thought back to what she had seen at the gas station down the street from her house. When the gas trucks came to refuel the station, they didn’t run their hoses into the pumps, they ran them into the ground. 
 
    Maria stepped away from the pump and began brushing away snow with her feet. After a few minutes of searching, she kicked clean a patch of cement that housed a manhole cover. Words etched in the metal lid confirmed that the gas tanks were beneath her feet. There was a thin slot around the perimeter of the manhole cover that she figured she could use to pry it open, but with what? How do I get the gas out of there once it’s open? Maria wondered. She knew where she was from a distant memory. Unaware of the town’s name, she knew she had driven through it with her family at least once. She hoped there would be a hardware store nearby as she left the parking lot on foot. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    EAMON HAD LEARNED the names of the remaining recruits. Lee, who had made a stand against Probey, seemed the most capable. The other two were Grant and Alton. They hadn’t said much, but Eamon had said even less. He stood a few feet back while Lance looked over a mini-van parked on the side of the street. Lance had the hood up and was conducting a thorough examination of the engine. He had proven that he wasn’t going to be a threat, so Eamon no longer kept a gun trained on him. 
 
    ‘Looks pretty good.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, finally,’ Peter said. It had proven to be a challenge to find a vehicle that was in working order and could seat six. 
 
    Lance did a circle around the car and his twitchy smile dissipated. ‘Oh, wait.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Hang on.’ Lance got down on the ground and slid himself under the van. ‘No good,’ he said from under its chassis. ‘This won’t work.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Peter asked, irritated and tired of walking. 
 
    ‘Someone punched a hole in the underside of the gas tank and oil pan. Drained ‘em.’ He tossed a dirty funnel into the street. 
 
    The men looked to Eamon. He shifted and aimed his body down the sidewalk. The group continued the direction they had been heading. The others looked to the lumberjack for leadership, but he had none to give. He had no goal; no destination. His internal fire was dying and he couldn’t fight back the sadness any longer. He couldn’t even bring himself to enter the farmhouse upon finding Paul dead outside. 
 
    Each night the group had stopped, Eamon had planned to end his life, but each night he had the same thought: tomorrow. Why tomorrow? He didn’t know. It didn’t feel like cowardice; he wanted to die. It felt like something else that he couldn’t place his finger on. He hated what life had become; what he had become… and yet something stopped him from pulling the trigger every time he stuck the gun in his mouth. He was only leading this group in as much as they followed whatever direction he shambled. He felt a hand on his arm. 
 
    ‘You think that’s big enough?’ Lee asked, pointing to a green Volvo sitting in the shadow of the massive “King’s Gas Farm” sign. 
 
    ‘Might be.’ Eamon answered quietly. He started across the street toward the gas station and the others adjusted course to follow. He approached the car and placed a hand on its glass. The car had a way-back seat in addition to its front and back seats, the perfect size for what was left of the posse. ‘Lance.’ 
 
    That was all Eamon needed to say. Lance sprang into action, hopping into the driver’s seat, popping the hood, and giving the engine a twice over. 
 
    ‘We could stock up on food from in there.’ Lee said of the mini-mart. Eamon nodded silently and started toward the small building. Lee could lead the others when Eamon finally ended it, he figured. Not that he truly cared what happened to the rest of the posse. They could burn in hell right beside him for all he cared. 
 
    The rest of the group left Lance with the car. Once he was satisfied with the condition of the engine and the underside of the vehicle, he closed the hood and joined them inside. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    SHE HADN’T COME ACROSS a hardware store, but, a block away from the gas station, she had found a tractor supply store. She exited the store carrying canvas bags containing what she hoped would serve as useful implements in procuring the gas from its underground tank. She was feeling confident, having found a hand pump that she was sure would get the job done if she could reach the gasoline. She had also acquired a pair of bolt cutters in case there was a lock on the tank, a rubber tube and hoses of differing widths and lengths in case one of them didn’t work, and a crowbar that she was fairly certain the store didn’t sell, but a looter had brought in himself and then expired with. She had torn it from the frozen hands of a corpse wrapped in a black rubber mat used to line the floor of a vehicle. Whether he starved first or froze to death hardly mattered. 
 
    On her walk back to King’s Gas Farm, she wondered if everywhere was as bad as here. She had no idea whether the mayhem was confined to the United States, or indeed, a smaller portion of the country. With how bad it was in small town New England, she guessed the chaos must be far reaching. She had never imagined a world where seeing a stranger meant kill or be killed, but she found herself living in one anyway. 
 
    I’ve gotta be more careful, Maria told herself upon seeing that she had left the door to the Volvo open. Can’t afford stupid mistakes like that. She crossed the parking lot to the exposed manhole cover, knelt, and broke away the ice. Once the manhole was exposed, she stuck the crowbar into the slot on its perimeter. 
 
      
 
    ‘SHH! QUIET.’ Lee said to the others inside the dark store. He pointed through the mini-mart window at a girl kneeling in the snow. ‘Should we see if she wants to come with us?’ He asked Eamon. ‘We might be able to squeeze one more into that car.’ 
 
    Eamon lifted his eyes from the linoleum floor of the mini-mart to the window and the girl beyond it. His breathing quickened and something sparked in his chest like two defibrillator paddles coming into close proximity. He took this re-crossing of paths to be a sign; the reason he was still alive. Without saying a word, Eamon left the mini-mart. 
 
      
 
    A BELL RANG above the mini-mart’s door. Maria didn’t dare look up without her gun at the ready. She had both hands on the crowbar, and had the manhole cover halfway lifted. Her big guns were still in the car and her handgun had only one shot left. Footfalls thudded towards her. She dropped the crowbar and the manhole slammed back into place. She made the decision to draw her gun instead of rising to her feet. She gripped the lightly loaded firearm with both hands and took aim even as she lifted her eyes to meet whatever force had exited the mini-mart. She recognized him instantly. ‘Eamon?’ She said aloud. 
 
    He continued towards her as she lowered the gun and stood up. He was the last living person she had made actual conversation with. She felt glad to see him, until the look on his face made her doubt that he felt the same way. The mini-mart door opened for another five men to pour out behind him. 
 
    ‘Eamon, you’re alive!’ She said happily, but his expression made her uneasy. 
 
    Before she could back up, Eamon had already closed to within three feet of her. ‘Did you kill her?’ He asked as he continued forward. 
 
    ‘What?’ Maria asked, distracted by the five armed individuals now populating the parking lot behind him. 
 
    Eamon wrapped his massive hands around Maria’s neck and kept walking away from the mini-mart with her in his grasp. ‘Did you kill her yourself, or just let your sicko friends do it?!’ She began to lift her gun but he closed his fist around it while still holding her neck with his other hand. He pushed her up against the Volvo, bent her backwards over the hood, tore the gun from her grasp, and threw it to the ground. His men hurled questions at the back of his head, but Eamon didn’t hear any of them. He had questions of his own to ask. ‘Did you kill Beth?!’ He loosened his grip on her throat just enough for her to squeak out words. 
 
    ‘Eamon, what are-’ 
 
    ‘My wife!’ Eamon pulled Maria off the hood and slammed her back down onto it. ‘Did you kill her?!’ 
 
    ‘No! I swear!’ Maria looked into his face, searching his blue eyes; just as sad as they were angry. ‘I swear to you, Eamon.’ She felt his grip loosen further but not enough for her to wriggle free. 
 
    Eamon looked away from her. He pointed his face at the ground and shut his eyes. The voices of the men who looked to him as their leader filtered into his ears but they seemed to speak a foreign language. He turned back toward Maria and opened his teary eyes. He replayed her voice in his head and studied her face. 
 
    Maria saw his vulnerability. A tear fell from his eye onto her lips. She thought she saw recognition in him. ‘Eamon, lo-’ 
 
    ‘Were you there?... When it happened? Were you there when she died?’ 
 
    Maria saw herself in third person. She saw herself lying asleep in the backseat of the blue pickup truck with the peeling paint. She saw Beth reach into the glove compartment, pull out a gun, and commit suicide. 
 
    She looked up into Eamon’s sad eyes, ‘I was there, yes. Eam-’ She found her voice gone before she could finish. 
 
    Eamon’s grip tightened even more than before. He squeezed the air out of her throat. Sadness had just lost to anger in the fight over Eamon’s eyes. His big hands could've snapped her neck like a twig, but then it would be over too quick. He picked her up and slammed her down onto the hood again. She felt a grunt of pain run up her throat and smash into the roadblock of Eamon’s hands. She pulled on his fingers and found herself feeling weaker and weaker. Her vision started to darken. She saw a black vignette encircle the world. 
 
    His internal, infernal inferno raged anew. He looked down at her face as it began to change colors. He stared into her eyes as they grew glassy. He saw Maria standing in the retirement home. He saw her standing off to the side as her classmates murdered Beth. He saw her, unfazed, as the love of his life was thrown onto a pile of corpses and entombed within a mountain of butchery. 
 
    With his hands squeezing ever tighter, he felt her grip on his fingers loosen. Her hands fell limply to the hood, her mouth hung open, no longer gasping for air that couldn’t pass into her lungs. The blood vessels in her face were swollen; her eyes lost recognition. He kept squeezing. 
 
      
 
    ACROSS THE STREET and three stories up, Georgie looked through the open window with the scope of his rifle to his good eye. He watched the girl’s arms drop onto the hood and took her for dead. Georgie drew in a breath and settled his crosshairs on Eamon’s heart. 
 
      
 
    A DISTANT POPPING sound synchronized with a flash in a third floor window across the street. Spurts of Eamon’s blood shot off in two directions. The thunderous crack of the rifle came an instant after the shot’s impact. Eamon collapsed backwards onto the ground. The shot had missed his heart, but had succeeded in puncturing his lung. Eamon, though just barely retaining consciousness, knew straight away that it was a kill-shot. It was only a matter of time. He remained cognizant enough to recognize that the line of sight between himself and the shooter had now been broken by the body of the car. He assumed the shooter was with Maria. 
 
    Without Eamon to hold her up, Maria’s body slid off the hood and hit the ground like a sack of dirty laundry. 
 
    As the cobbled together gang attempted to make sense of what was happening, another jet of blood colored the air, followed shortly by the thundering of the rifle and the thumping of a dead body hitting the snowy pavement. Grant was dead before he hit the ground. 
 
    ‘Where are they?!’ Lance yelled, moving toward Eamon, ‘Where the fuck-’ His head popped like a cherry pie with a firecracker in it. Pastry crust fell to the ground and red fruit dyed the air red for but a moment. A body terminating at the neck fell to its knees. 
 
    ‘Fuck! No!’ Peter yelled. He turned around and ran back toward the mini-mart. The window beside the mini-mart door shattered. He at first took it to be a missed shot aimed at him, then he realized with a glance over his shoulder that the shot had ended Alton’s life. Peter yanked open the mini-mart door and ran inside. 
 
    Lee ran to the side of the lot and got behind a dumpster. He had a view of Eamon and tried to discern whether or not he was still alive. 
 
      
 
    GEORGIE AIMED into the dark mini-mart through the shattered storefront window. You don’t get to slink away again, Peter. He settled his crosshairs on a patch of Peter’s hair poking out from around the corner of one of the shelves. It was a small target, and barely visible in the dark store. The wounds in Georgie’s chest stung badly and a blood laden cough came through that he tried and failed to suppress right as he pulled the trigger. 
 
    Georgie pulled away from the scope and coughed. His aim was off. He knew he had missed without the need to look. He let two more bloody coughs slip out before he was able to quell the respiratory fit. He wiped the blood from his lip, chambered a new shell and returned his eye to the scope. Where his shot had failed at connecting, it had succeeded in scaring Peter out from behind the shelf. The coward ran down the aisle and attempted to climb over the cashier’s counter. Georgie fired into his spine. Shooting a coward in the back; a fitting end, he thought. 
 
    Peter’s head broke through a cigarette display case. He fell to the floor on the other side of the counter where he lay bleeding and paralyzed. 
 
      
 
    A MUCH NEEDED breath of air came rushing into Maria’s lungs. Color rushed back into her world and the dark vignette receded. She sat forward with a burst of panicked energy, and reached for her throat. It was already badly bruised and the hue would only get worse with time… if she lived long enough for that to happen. Her first few breaths stung badly. 
 
    She located her gun on the ground and crawled over to it. She was still a couple of feet away when she noticed a man with a handgun stepping out from behind a dumpster, and taking aim at her. He had the drop on her. She shuddered as a bullet entered the man’s temple at a downward angle and blasted out through the cheek on the other side of his head. 
 
    She looked behind her, then refocused her attention back on her gun. She scooped it up, rose to her feet and ran toward the mini-mart. She felt dizzy as she ran, and nearly fell over more than once on her way to the door. 
 
      
 
    GEORGIE’S SCOPE LINGERED on who he thought was his last target, lying dead on the ground. In his field of vision, no creature still drew breath. He considered it having come just soon enough; his rifle had slung its last bullet. 
 
    But something didn’t sit right with him. That last guy was aiming at someone. Georgie pulled his eye from the scope and looked naturally from his third floor vantage point. With unencumbered eyes, he saw an un-magnified view of the entire King’s Gas Farm property. The girl was back on her feet; not dead after all. Georgie stood from the chair he had placed in front of the window as the girl ran into the mini-mart. She clearly thought he had more shots left to fire. He was about to leave, but that something-off feeling was still there, nagging at him. Then it came: movement. Georgie raised the empty rifle back to his shoulder and returned his wide eye to the scope. 
 
    A bloody hand pressed down on the corner of the hood with enough force to make the whole vehicle sink low on its tires. Eamon hauled himself back up to his feet and stumbled toward the mini-mart as fast as he could, leaking blood by the cupful. Georgie cursed himself for missing the lumberjack’s heart. It was, This damn bloody cough, he told himself. 
 
    Georgie slung the empty rifle over his shoulder, went out into the hallway and began his descent from the building. 
 
      
 
    MARIA SAT ON THE FLOOR in the darkest corner of the mini-mart, hoping to wait out the gunfire. She had just one bullet to her name and no idea where this sniper was firing from or how many adversaries she still had in the immediate vicinity. It looked like Eamon had accrued some enemies. She heard glass break against the linoleum floor. Someone had just come in through the window and Maria didn’t know whether to hope it was one of Eamon’s men, or one of their assailants. 
 
    Eamon picked himself up off the glass covered floor, leaving more blood behind than he had hoped. Every breath in and out was filtered by a punctured sac in his chest. Blood swirled around inside his lung and came up into his mouth and up the back of his nasal passages. He knelt on the floor below the window to stay hidden from the sniper. He choked and spat bloody mucus onto the glassy floor. 
 
    Eamon had seen Maria go into the mini-mart. He had initially planned on playing possum until the sniper lost interest, ran out of ammo, or let their guard down, but seeing her pull back from the brink of death gave him a change of plans. He knew he was on borrowed time, and if he could accomplish one last act before meeting his maker, it would be to avenge his poor innocent wife. He moved, doubled over to stay a smaller target, toward the back of the store. Blood leaked from his chest and mouth with each frail breath. 
 
    Eamon reached the back shelf and got behind it to separate himself from the front view of the store. His eyes settled on Maria in the dark corner at the other end of the store, an exposed aisle separating them. She looked back at him. He couldn’t read her expression in the darkness, but her eyes shone white through the shadows. ‘How could you just stand there?’ He asked the shadows. ‘How could you let them do that to her?!’ He screamed, blood pouring from his mouth and streaming through his desert island beard. 
 
    Maria was confused. She raised her gun, but with only one bullet left, she couldn’t afford to miss, and she didn't even know if a single bullet could take this beast down. 
 
    Eamon’s damaged body shifted from side to side as he shambled toward her through the dark store. She waited for him to get closer, to become an even larger target to increase her odds. 
 
    'We waited for you, Eamon.' 
 
    He looked into her bright eyes in the dark. 
 
    'She didn't want to live without you.' 
 
    Eamon stopped walking in the middle of the last aisle before Maria’s corner. Sunlight blasted one half of his body between the two shelves. 
 
    'That's why she killed herself. She just couldn't live without you.' 
 
    Eamon stood in place. His fire was snuffed out. He believed her. He understood. Tears came at last. 
 
    He opened his mouth, 'Maria... I-' 
 
    Glass shattered at the front of the store and a bullet burrowed into Eamon's side, just below his ribs. The bullet stayed inside his large torso. He hit the back wall of the store and spun to his back on the floor at Maria’s feet. She remained seated, her finger still resting on the trigger, though now her aim was toward the aisle. 
 
    The bell above the door chimed. 
 
    Eamon looked up at her. He didn’t seem able to move. He took in sharp, shallow breaths broken up by horrible coughs that sent blood up into his own eyes. 
 
    Georgie rounded the corner, his Webley gripped with both hands. He looked at the girl, then back to Eamon. 
 
    Georgie stepped beside Eamon, then placed his foot on the lumberjack’s chest, directly onto the first bullet hole. He laid all of his weight on Eamon. 
 
    There was a stabbing pain in Eamon's chest. One of his ribs had been broken by the first bullet on its way inside and was being forced into his lung by Georgie’s boot. 
 
    The men exchanged the blood filled coughs they had burdened each other with. Georgie bent down and used a dirty thumb to wipe the blood away from one of Eamon’s eyes. He straightened back up, held his gun over Eamon’s face, waited for him to look up at the barrel, then fired his last shot into one of Eamon’s sad blue eyes. 
 
    Maria’s mouth hung open in disbelief. She felt frozen in place. 
 
    Georgie pointed his empty gun at the girl. She was of no concern to him, clearly at odds with Eamon. He took a step back toward the exit, thinking the girl wouldn’t have the nerve to fire… 
 
    He underestimated her... and soon felt a hole in his tiny black heart. To hell with it, he thought as he collapsed to the floor and got a faceful of glass. 
 
      
 
    AN HOUR of gasoline retrieval later, Maria left the parking lot in the direction of Bristol as the skirmish’s sole survivor. King’s was now as much a graveyard as it was a gas station. 
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 20. BRIGHT SIDE KIND OF THINKING 
 
      
 
      
 
    TOMMY SAT ON THE HUMP in the two-seater muscle car. He had wrapped both of his arms around one of Maisey’s and was determined to keep them there until the end of their journey. He didn’t talk much, and Maisey thought about how small his amount of schooling had been, and about how small of a chance he had of getting anything more in the way of a proper education. She hoped she would be capable of teaching him all that he needed to know, or at least finding someone who could do the teaching for her. 
 
    She looked down at Tommy. He looked asleep, or at least close to it. She looked past Tommy to Bug. 
 
    His bandages had been soaked through, and beneath his person, a shallow pool of blood was collecting on the leather seat. Bug was doing all he could not to complain. It proved to not be too much of a challenge with all the blacking out he was busy doing. For now, he was clinging to life by a thread. 
 
    Bug sputtered back into the state of consciousness that he kept slipping out of. A groan of pain came with his arrival. 
 
    ‘We’ll be there soon, Bug. They’ll be able to fix you up there, I promise. If the doctor could fix up my ugly mug, a little hole like that should be no problem at all. He could probably patch you up with his fucking eyes closed,’ she said, trying to add a degree of levity, but not managing to convince even herself. 
 
    With his eyes closed and his teeth grit, Bug made a request for more heroin. 
 
    Maisey looked over at him, concerned. ‘I told you, Bug, that shit’s gone.’ This was the third time Bug had asked after the heroin and been informed of its departure. She consider it a terrible sign that he kept forgetting. ‘We’ll be there soon,’ she repeated softly. ‘I’m sorry,’ she added, before he slipped back into darkness. 
 
      
 
    MAISEY HEARD A FAMILIAR SOUND as she neared the high school. It was a sound that she had found comforting as a child and now did again as an adult. A rumbling snow plow passed the cross-street ahead of Maisey, an orange light swirling and flashing on top of the giant metal vehicle; a sign of civility, a sign of order. As the sound dopplered away, Maisey could hear a second plow off in the distance. She remembered waking up in bed as a little girl to the rumbling sounds of the passing plows; her bedroom windows rattling in their frames and her rapidly awakening mind filling with the youthful hope of being snowed in. 
 
    The best excuse to avoid going to school was a snow day. No need to feign sickness, and plenty of hot chocolate to go around after they were done playing outside. As soon as their mother got the cancellation call from the school, the sisters would run out into the yard in the snow gear they had already donned in anticipation. Tina would make a snow angel and Maisey would try to bury her while she did it. Whenever a plow came down their road, they would run to the edge and stand atop the snow bank so the plow would spray them with slush. Their mother hated that. Warming up always felt great after getting so wet and cold. 
 
      
 
    THE ROADS AHEAD were flat. The plows were clearing all of the streets leading to and from the high school. They worked their way outward from the center, forming a clean circle of civilization and order. Members of the gym community were out on foot, hammering painted signs into the ground that directed the sick and scared toward their safe-haven 
 
    Bug shuddered awake again with a pained groan. Maisey touched his shoulder, ‘Hey, Bug, look! There it is!’ 
 
    Bug opened his eyes and saw a high school rushing towards him through the windshield. The sight energized him. He tried to sit up straighter from his slumped position but only managed to move about half as far as he intended. ‘Oh shit.’ Bug said happily as they pulled into the parking lot. 
 
    She echoed him, ‘Oh shit.’ 
 
    Maisey had exited the school conscious, but the only time she had entered had been immediately following a brick to the head. She parked in the half-full parking lot and opened her door. Tommy wouldn’t let go of her, and she didn’t want to wake him so she picked him up and carried him. ‘Wait here, Bug. I’ll get someone to help move you.’ 
 
    ‘Right-eo.’ He flashed a bloody thumbs up. 
 
    Two national guardsmen were posted on the gymnasium entrance. They had risen from folding chairs when the car pulled into the lot. A makeshift canopy and tunnel had been constructed over the gym entrance, and every other entrance into the school had been permanently sealed shut, not just with barricades and with locks, but also by welding torches. Two more national guardsmen circled the building on foot patrol. 
 
    Maisey approached the men with Tommy in her arms. There was apprehension in her steps as she eyed their rifles. ‘I was in there before,’ she said, ‘I left with Charli and Lucas to go-’ 
 
    One of the guards noticed her concern and put her mind at ease, ‘I remember you, don’t worry.’ She was pretty hard to forget with a shaved head and one eye. ‘We’re not a shoot on sight kinda place anyhow.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Jesus-fuck.’ Maisey let out sigh. ‘I am so fucking grateful for that.’ She walked the rest of the way up to them. ‘I’ve got someone wounded.’ She noticed the guards look to Tommy with concern. ‘No, he’s okay. Someone else. In the car.’ She turned with the guards to look toward the muscle car. ‘He’s been shot. He’s having trouble moving…’ 
 
    The guard raised a walkie-talkie to his mouth and pressed the talk button. He spoke to someone inside the gym, and within a minute, the doors behind them opened. Two men came out with a stretcher and pulled Bug out of the car. Maisey stayed to make sure he got in okay. 
 
    She walked beside his stretcher into the gym, ‘You’re gonna be okay, Bug. They’ve got a great doctor here.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure he can fix this? It doesn’t feel fixable.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he can. Once again, exhibit A:’ she pointed at her scarred face. 
 
    Bug started to laugh, but it hurt too much to continue. 
 
    ‘Oh, you’re back!’ The doctor said to Maisey as Bug was transferred from the stretcher to the cot. ‘I was afraid to ask Charli what happened to you… but honestly I’m afraid to ask Charli anything.’ 
 
    Bug spoke from the stretcher, ‘She the one who broke my dealer’s head open?’ He turned to the doctor, ‘She scares me too. Samesies.’ Bug held up a bloody, trembling hand for a fist bump, which the doc completed with an awkward chuckle. 
 
    Maisey told the doctor what happened and how long ago it had transpired. She told him about bug’s addiction too, and when the doctor didn’t seem too solemn, she felt a bit more at ease. 
 
    The doctor got to work, unwrapping bug’s soiled bandages and cleaning the wound. Maisey turned and looked across the gym. She scanned the crowd for Charli, and spotted her at the far end of a semi-circle of people. 
 
    Charli stood in front of the cop who she had just learned was directing certain men toward a neo-Nazi camp when they departed the school. 
 
    ‘No.’ He said to her. He looked over the semi-circle that had trapped him against the bleachers. They were clearly on Charli’s side. 
 
    ‘Go on, try it.’ Charli said, antagonizing him. She reached down and grabbed his gun, tore it from his hands, and handed it to a member of the semi-circle. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on!’ He yelled, reaching for his gun back. ‘You can’t do that! I’m a cop!’ 
 
    ‘Take a swing at me!’ Charli taunted him and gave him a shove. ‘I know the fact that I can roll my Rs makes you think I don’t deserve to be listened to. Come on, big boy, do something about it. Take a swing.’ She gave him another shove and knocked him into the bleachers. 
 
    He came forward with balled fists and threw a punch. Before the punch could connect, Charli drove both of her forearms into his forearm and his shoulder. His arm stopped in its tracks. From his shoulder she sent a chop into the side of his neck. She gripped onto his wrist, reached over his shoulder onto the back of his jacket, and pulled up and back while at the same time sending a hard kick into his shin. She flipped him over and laid him out on his back, then she drove the heel of her boot down on top of his ankle. There was a muffled crunch inside the leg of his uniform. The cop wailed; a decent enough impression of his old cruiser’s siren. 
 
    ‘Get up.’ Charli told him. When he did nothing other than shout in pain, Charli kicked him in the stomach. ‘Get up, I said!’ 
 
    He made an attempt to stand but the pain in his ankle was too severe. ‘You broke it!’ He said spitefully. 
 
    ‘I know. Back on your feet.’ 
 
    He leaned against the bleachers and stood with all of his weight on his other foot. 
 
    Charli pointed to the exit. ‘Out.’ 
 
    The cop stammered. ‘I- I- I don’t- No, I’m not going. I won’t. I’m-’  
 
    Charlie kicked his good foot and swept it out from under him. His full weight landed on his bad ankle for a moment, before his entire body collapsed  in the echo of a wail that bounced around the rafters. All eyes in the gym were on him. Charli hauled him back to his feet and said, ‘You are leaving this place, right now.’ 
 
    He looked back and forth between her and the semi-circle of onlookers who displayed no sympathy. ‘You can’t expect me to walk out of-’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ Charli said and crossed her arms. ‘Do I really need to kick-start you?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Fucking bitch.’ He turned toward the exit. The semi-circle parted. He hobbled slowly to the door and left the building. 
 
    Maisey procured a child-sized sleeping bag for Tommy and laid him down gently; still asleep despite all the shouting. She crossed the gym to Charli. 
 
    ‘Hey, you made it!’ Charli said excitedly. 
 
    ‘Fuckin’ right. Tommy’s safe. He’s asleep.’ 
 
    ‘That’s great. That’s so great.’ 
 
    ‘How’s your mom doing?’ 
 
    Charli was taken aback by the question; by the concern. She smiled. ‘She’s doing a little better, I think. At least in terms of her mood, now that she’s got the doc’s attention. He’s still struggling to treat her properly though…. Do you want to meet her?’ 
 
    ‘Hell yeah.’ 
 
    ‘She’s right over here.’ They started walking. ‘Try not to swear in front of her though. She knows all the English cuss words and she's old fashioned.’ 
 
    ‘No fucking promises.’ 
 
    They shared a laugh as they made their way toward the other end of the gym. ‘It’ll be spring soon.’ Charli said with a nod. ‘Things’ll start to get better once the snow’s gone, I think.’ 
 
    Maisey didn’t voice her opinion, but she doubted things would ever get better. This place is probably as good as things’ll ever get. 
 
    ‘Maybe when the-’ Charli’s sentence continued but Maisey didn’t hear the rest of it. Another voice had stolen her attention. 
 
    ‘Maisey! Maisey!’ A small voice shouted from the middle of the large room. 
 
    She spun on her heels and sprinted back to Tommy. The boy had sat up inside his sleeping bag and was surrounded by strangers in a room he had never seen before. He had never been inside any high school before. 
 
    She sat down on the floor beside him and they shared a hug. ‘It’s okay. You’re safe. You don’t need to be afraid anymore.’ Maybe things can get better, she thought, for him at least. It would be hard for them to get worse. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 21. THE SISTER COMES HOME 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE GROUND WAS SLICK. Pavement was beginning to show again through the melting snow. Maria was back in her hometown, though there were parts of it that were hard to recognize. Bodies littered the streets, some rotting and some fresh. Abandoned cars sat in what was at one point traffic. Other cars sat, burned out, on the side of the road. Her hometown seemed even more hostile than some of the others she had left behind. 
 
    She decreased speed after getting a clear picture of the level of destruction.  Rolling slowly down the wet roads, she saw the backs of three men as they crowbarred open a house and disappeared inside. They seemed to all be wearing the same outfit, a grey or possibly dark blue jumpsuit of some kind. 
 
    Maria neared the town square and set the car in park at the top of a hill. There was something in the road that didn’t look like the usual mangled car or corpse. 
 
    Through the binoculars, she examined the mystery shape. A deer lay in the road, bullet holes in its body, a slash in its stomach from some kind of blade, its guts spilling out onto the slush covered road, most of its meat intact. She lowered the binoculars and gave the scene a think. It seemed strange to her that nobody had taken the carcass for its meat, then she realized that the deer was the free cheese in a mouse trap. 
 
    She turned the car around and drove a different route toward her home. The alternate road didn’t get her all the way to her house, but instead, one street up. She pulled open the garage of an abandoned home, stowed the car inside, and headed out on foot with her guns in tow. The hunting rifle had come with a strap to hang it off her shoulder and she had fastened a similar one for the assault rifle out of one of the Volvo's seatbelts. 
 
    She could see into her backyard from the street above. She knelt, brought the hunting rifle to her shoulder, and placed her eye in front of the scope. She saw the back door; the one that led into Buddy’s apartment. She moved her aim up to the second floor and observed her old kitchen windows, one of them broken from when Buddy kicked in the door. 
 
    She hoped Mark’s head would bob into view through the window so she could obliterate it simply and from a distance. She didn’t want to hear his voice if it could be helped. She didn’t see any movement, until she aimed further right and saw past the side of the house and into the street. 
 
    She saw two people, a man and a woman, both wearing outfits similar to the other three she had seen. One was a jumpsuit and the other was a pair of coveralls. The colors were slightly different between them. Regardless of the differences, they still had the effect of appearing to be in uniform. She had only seen the other three from behind, but with these two she could see their eyes, even if she still couldn’t see most of their faces. The woman had a medical mask over her mouth and nose; the man: a painter’s mask. Maria wondered if the other three had been wearing similar masks as well. 
 
    She guessed whatever gang they belonged to were the same ones who set the trap in the town square. She hadn’t seen anyone else since returning to Bristol, and she was starting to get the feeling that these people were in charge now. 
 
    After descending the hill and climbing a tall wooden fence, Maria dropped onto a crusty mound of dirty snow in her old backyard. It was a small yard, one that they had never used much, even when they were much younger. They had always preferred to go down to the playground or the park instead. She stepped beside the entrance to Buddy’s apartment and slid open a window to the downstairs hallway. 
 
    She climbed inside, then knelt with the assault rifle at the ready. She listened carefully for any movement. The basement staircase was immediately to her right; a splintery descent into blackness. She tried not to look, then she swore internally and forced herself to look. She didn’t pull her eyes away from the darkness despite the softest parts of her willing a retreat. 
 
    When enough time had passed with no sound emanating from anywhere in the house that she could detect, she stood with bent knees and stepped quietly into the basement stairwell. 
 
    Mark had made it clear that his plan was to hide in the boiler room for as long as possible. She doubted he would have followed through with that once he came to his senses, and surely he would’ve run out of food a long time ago, but she needed to be thorough and wanted to get her search of the basement over with as quickly as possible. 
 
    The air was thick and the stench was nearly unbearable. Stepping as lightly as possible still produced low creaks on the old wooden stairs. The snow in front of the basement window had already melted and once she rounded the first corner, she could see everything clearly. Buddy’s rotting corpse occupied roughly the same position she had left it in, but the ax had been removed from the side of his head. His and her blood had dried into the dirt floor. Mice nibbled at a stump where his arm had been and more chewed away at his exposed rib cage. The sight didn’t sicken Maria as it once might have. Instead she felt gratified. She knew she was stronger now than she had been then, and seeing a family of mice feast on Buddy’s corpse was a fulfilling experience. It had the effect of a nice meal. 
 
    She could tell that killing Mark would feel good. There was no doubt left in her mind. She wondered if she would kill him quickly or make him really feel it. She kept going back and forth on the decision. 
 
    The boiler room door was open, past the pipe. The room was empty, as were the packages of food that littered the dirt floor. Flies buzzed and maggots festered around a corner that had been used in place of a bathroom. 
 
    Maria turned around and ascended the basement steps with her gun barrel leading the way. Moving further down the hallway, she spotted a few faint, bloody footprints clinging to the wood. She surmised they were her own. 
 
    The door leading upstairs was open. So was the door into their kitchen. She climbed the narrow steps and aimed the automatic weapon through the kitchen door. She stood in the hall with her arms and head leaning into the kitchen. She stopped to listen again. A breeze played ugly music through the broken window beside her. 
 
    The Dubrek sister moved silently into the kitchen. The bathroom, the living room, the bedrooms: all empty, but apparently scavenged by someone or someones. It seemed her search for Mark would extend beyond the house and encompass an expanded area. She took a picture frame off the wall in the living room. Inside was a photo their dad had taken of the siblings on a hike. It was from the year before he died. Mark already had his long hair, Maria hadn’t yet dyed hers blonde. Her natural hair color, a chestnut hue, was starting to overtake the artificial blonde. 
 
    Her hair color was of no concern to her anymore, and it seemed like a lifetime ago that something so cosmetic would have been important to her. She couldn’t remember why she had dyed it in the first place. It certainly wasn’t for any element of appeal, but the thought that doing it would have somehow made her feel better about herself seemed like a foreign concept to her now. 
 
    She took the photograph out of the frame and tore the picture down the middle, separating the Dubrek siblings. She folded Mark’s half and stuffed it into her pocket, then she dropped her half and the frame to the floor. 
 
    She looked toward the corner. Their little white Christmas tree had been knocked over and the presents wrapped by their dad were torn open. She stepped over slowly and knelt beside the blue, snowman wrapping paper. It seemed most of the contents were long gone except for a backscratcher, a David Bowie CD, and a book of poetry by Margaret Atwood: The Circle Game. Maria remembered asking her dad for it on the same morning of the fight that led to Mark’s broken wrist. 
 
    As she picked up the book, a tear fell onto the hard cover and slid off, settling in a wrapping paper crease on the floor. She had promised herself that she was through crying... but here, for her dad, she made an exception. 
 
    She wasn’t concerned with being quiet any longer. It was clear the house was empty and looked like it had been for some time. She kept the assault rifle in her hands, but no longer let the gun barrel lead the way. 
 
    The front door of the house was closed, but the barricade wasn’t in place. She wondered if Mark had ever reassembled it after she left. She pulled open the door and stepped onto the porch. The view ahead was obstructed. Some kind of banner hung from the roof of the porch; long enough to run the entire front edge. It was cream colored. 
 
    The side facing her was blank. She ducked under the banner. It was thick and made of a woven, weather-proof material. 
 
    She walked along the mostly melted snow that covered the walkway, past the withering corpse in the walkway. She turned around to read the banner: thick, black, block letters painted carefully by hand: 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry Maria” The first line of the banner read, “Please forgive me” the sign concluded. 
 
      
 
    She knew her response immediately: Never. 
 
      
 
    Apology not accepted. 
 
  
 
  



 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    HIS FIST POUNDED THE METAL door in a coded rhythm. The rusty scraping of heavy latches gave way to the silent inward swing of the door. The two outside guards stepped aside, and the one pulling open the door gave a half-wave, half-salute to the returning medic and the new recruit. 
 
    The recruit’s stomach was rumbling with a mix of hunger and anxiety as he stepped inside the building. He had a bad feeling that he was walking straight toward his own execution. He wasn’t a big man, in fact, he didn’t even think of himself as a man yet, still a young adult in his mind. 
 
    He had feared they wouldn’t accept his request to join their ranks based on his scrawny size alone, but the medic he walked alongside now had shown no apprehension about bringing him in to meet the boss. Most of the medics roaming the area were a lot tougher looking than him, he thought. 
 
    The medic led him down a long, carpeted hallway and into a cafeteria where a dozen other medics ate warm meals. Real food. The scent alone was almost enough to knock the new recruit off his feet. His guide didn’t slow down. He craned his neck as they walked to peek into the kitchen over the serving counter. A wide man under a white apron added spices to a tall, bubbling pot of stew. 
 
    The medic led him up two flights of stairs and into another long hallway. ‘Almost there. Right up ahead,’ he said, acknowledging the length of the journey. 
 
    The recruit didn’t say anything. His mouth was dry, and every step closer to the boss filled him with more and more nervous energy. He knew which door they were headed toward now; the red door at the end of the hall, guarded by two seated men armed with shotguns. 
 
    ‘Got a newbie here for orientation.’ The medic guide said to the guards. One of them rose from his folding chair and knocked on the door in a different coded rhythm. 
 
    After a moment of silence, an eye-level slat in the door slid open and a pair of brown peepers peered out. 
 
    Is that the boss? The recruit wondered. 
 
    ‘Newbie here for orientation.’ The guard said. 
 
    The slat slammed shut. Muffled voices conversed quietly beyond the door. Following the sounds of multiple locks unlatching, the door swung open to reveal a lavish office. 
 
    The new recruit stared through the doorway. 
 
    ‘Go on.’ His guide said, and gave him a nudge. 
 
    The recruit stepped from the thin maroon carpet of the hallway onto the lush burgundy carpet of the large office. The centerpiece of the room was the polished, dark, wooden desk, large enough to serve six men, but only serving one. That must be the boss. The recruit thought, laying eyes on the flat leather exterior of the high-backed desk chair that was turned away from him. He could see one of the boss’s hands on the smooth arm of the chair, a nickel-plated M1911 handgun in his grip. Its shiny surface reflected the overhead lights. 
 
    A guard stood to each side of the giant desk, but these two were unlike the other guards the recruit had passed. They were bigger, stronger, and meaner looking. They still wore the regulation medical masks, but they did not wear the regulation dark grey boiler suits. Instead they wore matching pairs of red coveralls, and spray painted onto each of their masks was the symbol of the Fleur De Lis. Purple for the man on the left, gold for the one to the right. The left-hand man carried a military grade M4 assault rifle with an extended magazine and a red dot sight. The right-hand man carried a Saiga-12 semi-automatic shotgun with a foregrip and a laser sight. The new recruit quaked in his boots. 
 
    ‘Take a seat.’ The medic standing over his shoulder said. 
 
    The recruit didn’t realize he was trembling until he grabbed the arms of the round leather chair opposite the desk and sank into it. He clasped one hand over the other and tried to steady himself. He pretended like the shakes were from the cold, even the office was a comfortable temperature. 
 
    ‘Why do you want to join the medics?’ The boss asked without turning in his chair to face him. 
 
    The recruit’s dry mouth fought against him. He struggled to speak and nearly panicked upon realizing how long he had been silent. Do I tell him the truth? He asked himself. He didn’t know if the truth would be agreeable, but lying to these men seemed like certain death if they picked up on any falsehood. ‘I want to join… to be safer,’ he said in earnest. 
 
    ‘Safety is a valuable commodity.’ The boss said. ‘One that I do my best to provide my men with… but my men work for that sense of safety. My men go outside and risk their lives for the safety of those who stay inside…. Are you a freeloader?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, a freeloader? No, I’m not. I’ll work. I’ll work hard.’ 
 
    The boss spun in his chair. His long, shiny hair framed his face as he made eye contact with the recruit. ‘What’s your name newbie?’ 
 
    The recruit was surprised to see the boss wasn’t wearing a medical mask, even more surprised to see how young he was. He might even be a year or two younger than me. The recruit thought. How the hell did he organize all this? He suddenly became aware that he was asked a question, and had yet to answer. He blurted out his name, ‘Patrick!’. 
 
    ‘Okay, Patrick. I’m Mark, and I’m in charge here. Anything I say is law to you, and if you break the law-’ He pointed out the door with a flourish, ‘you’re back out on your own…. These men here-’ He gestured to his two personal bodyguards, ‘are joint-second in command. Anything they say is also law, unless it contradicts myself. Do you understand?’ 
 
    Does this mean I’m in? The recruit wondered. ‘Yes I understand… uh, sir.’ 
 
    Mark set his handgun down on the desktop. ‘I am well aware that looks can be deceiving, so correct me if I’m wrong, but you don’t look like much of a fighter.’ 
 
    The recruit shifted in his seat. ‘I uh…. Not really.’ 
 
    ‘Are you good with a gun?’ 
 
    ‘With training I could be. I-’ 
 
    ‘What are you good at?’ The recruit blinked at him nervously. ‘What are your skills, Patrick? Everyone’s got to pull their weight around here.’ 
 
    The recruit’s mind went blank and he began to fear for his life again, instantly missing those few brief seconds where he felt safe. He couldn’t help but stammer. ‘I, uh, I- Um, I-’ 
 
    ‘Are you good with tools? Do you know how to sew? Are you a gifted cook?’ 
 
    ‘I’m really clean!’ He blurted out, the first thing that came to mind. He felt his skin go hot and turn red. Stupid, stupid. 
 
    ‘You’re really clean?’ Mark repeated, studying him. 
 
    The recruit decided to lean into it. ‘I- I mean I’m good at cleaning. You must need to people to keep this big place clean, right?’ He asked. 
 
    Mark gave it some thought. We have been neglecting cleanliness, he conceded. The living quarters could do with some dedicated cleaning, the kitchen was a mess (to a concerningly unhygienic degree), and no one was happy when it was there turn to clean the bathrooms. Plus, Mark thought, if he can be taught to properly clean the weapons, he’ll definitely be carrying his load. ‘Fair enough.’ 
 
    The recruit smiled with relief. ‘Does this mean I’m in… sir?’ 
 
    Mark pulled open one of the many drawers in his large desk and fished out a fresh medical mask. He tossed it into the recruit’s lap. 
 
    ‘Oh! Thank you, sir!’ 
 
    ‘Levi will give you the tour.’ 
 
    The purple-masked left-hand man stepped over to the door and pulled it open. 
 
    ‘Start by scraping the mud and muck off everyone’s boots. Do that until 7PM and then go get yourself a hot meal in the cafeteria.’ 
 
    ‘Will do.’ The recruit headed for the door, but turned back at the sound of Mark’s voice. 
 
    ‘I’m gonna check in on you at the end of the week, and when I do, I want to see you’ve sorted out an efficient system for doing laundry. Can I count on you for that?’ 
 
    The recruit didn’t know how he would do it, but he knew he could figure it out. ‘Yes you can, sir.’ 
 
    ‘All right then.’ 
 
    The recruit followed Levi out of the room. The gold-masked right-hand man shut the office door and did up all the locks. 
 
    Mark slid open the top drawer of his desk and deposited the handgun inside. ‘Hey Anthony, any word from the last search party?’ 
 
    Anthony Glandow pulled off his gold mask, now that it was just the two of them alone. ‘Yeah, they got back an hour ago. Still no sign of Maria.’ Anthony watched Mark get a little sadder, the way he did every time a search turned up empty. 
 
    ‘I’m thinking we’ve got enough men now to ramp up the searches. Maybe we send out two search teams at a time. Have them check different ends of town.’ 
 
    ‘I had an idea.’ Anthony said. ‘You could tell everyone we send out scavenging or whatever to keep an eye out for her as a sort of secondary objective, not just the dedicated search teams.’ 
 
    ‘They should already be doing that. If they’re not, then that’s a whole lot of wasted time.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, you know these guys don’t do anything without your say-so.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck. You’re right. God damn it, maybe they would’ve found her by now.’ Mark kicked the underside of his desk and swiveled in his chair to face the wall. 
 
    ‘We’ll find her, Mark. We’ll find her eventually.’ 
 
    ‘I know we will.’ 
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