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Chapter One

 


 


Day 1

Phoenix, Arizona

 


“I’m glad they’ve removed the bodies.”

So was she. Mavis Spanner inhaled a shaky
breath and scanned the curb. God help her if she ever saw more
human-shaped logs wrapped in blankets, towels, sheets or garbage
bags piled onto the stained sidewalk. A dark shadow skimmed over
the windshield of her Honda Civic, before a fat black bird plopped
down. Mavis shuddered as it pecked at the ground near a trimmed
Texas Sage.

Guess they’d washed the smaller bits into the
bushes.

“The Guard did the best they could to collect
the dead as quickly as possible.” Mavis spared her niece a glance,
before turning into the parking lot of the strip mall. Cars packed
the area around the fast food chain and an armada of bicycles was
chained to every available pole, table and tree.

So many vehicles meant people—cheeks bright
with fever, oozing green snot, spraying the infection with every
sneeze, and coughing blood. Her hands slipped on the steering
wheel. But, that was in the past. Today was a new day. She could do
this. Her niece deserved this, and Mavis owed her only living
relative.

“They should have been faster.” Mavis’s
niece, Sunnie Wilson, tossed her head. Her long brown ponytail
wiggled over her shoulder and cast a web of fine hair across her
fleece jacket. “No one wants a corpse in their house for a week or
more.”

“No one had expected the death toll to be so
high.” Or to spike so fast and stay elevated. Mavis cranked the
wheel and pulled into a recently vacated spot. Two days after
exposure, people had become sick.

They had filled up the hospitals.

Then the schools,

Then the stadiums,

And still the number of infected kept
climbing.

Three days later many died.

Week after week, month after month, the cycle
repeated and the numbers kept climbing. Nurses fell ill. Doctors
died in their offices. EMTs worked until they drowned in their own
sputum. The crowded corridors of makeshift care facilities became
epicenters of the Influenza. The walls shook with the wheezy cough,
giving rise to the name Rattling Death.

Finally, the government told the infected to
stay home and be taken care of by their loved ones. And when Mom,
Dad, Son or Daughter died, they were hauled to the curb and stacked
like yesterday’s garbage—to be ripped apart by coyotes, have their
eyes pecked out by birds and the soft tissue eaten by rats.

“The cities had planned for ten percent
mortality, not thirty-five.” After shifting into park, Mavis killed
the engine. Her hand clung to the keys from the ignition. The
Rattling Death had aged her well beyond her forty-two years. Her
lungs seized as she fought the tidal wave of memories. They’d tried
so hard to get a handle on things, to contain the infection, to
stop the deaths...

Dark stars hemmed in Mavis’s vision. She
commanded her lungs to work in measured increments. In. Out. In.
Out.

The pandemic was over.

The last case of Influenza had been diagnosed
eight weeks, three days and, she checked her watch, four hours,
thirteen minutes ago. All that remained was to bury the stacks of
dead and figure out how to live.

This was why she needed to be here for
Sunnie, even if it meant going outside where the people and germs
were. She slid the keys out. Best to get this over with now, while
the chance of infection was reasonably low.

“The government should have hired more
Refermen.” Sunnie jerked her head toward the large refrigerated
semi-truck bed humming at the end of the lot. Fat black cables fed
it electricity to keep the dead cold and the smell of rot down.

“They’re Guardsmen, not Refermen.” Mavis
yanked on the car’s handle and opened the door. Why did Sunnie’s
generation have to give derogatory names to everything? “And they
weren’t hired, they were activated. Those soldiers served on
Mortuary duty as well as food distribution, masks and medicine
dispensing and fire fighting and policing. Everyone who could was
activated. And don’t forget, they died too in large numbers.”

Mavis inhaled the smoke-tainted air, detected
the undertone of decomposition and refrigerant. Gad, how long until
she got that smell out of her nasal passages?

Sunnie slammed the passenger door before
practically skipping to the rear of the car. “So many people
wouldn’t have died, if the government had kept the sick
isolated.”

Mavis closed her eyes and counted to three.
More internet wisdom and hindsight. How many deaths had been
because of those fools spouting such nonsense? Relaxing her jaw,
she opened her eyes and followed her niece across the parking
lot.

“By the time someone exhibited symptoms,
they’d had days to infect everyone around them.” When she hit the
alarm button, the Civic chirped. Her keys jangled to a stop at the
bottom of her purse. “Soon the fever hit. Within hours it shot to
over one hundred four then the lungs started filling with fluid,
giving the familiar rattling cough and—”

“I know the symptoms.” Sunnie tossed her
ponytail over her shoulder.

But, she’d been spared seeing it in those
she’s loved. Death had visited her niece from a distance. That made
things worse, yet better for the girl to accept the death of her
parents, brother and sister. No one should have to stand by,
helpless to prevent those they love from dying. Unfortunately,
Mavis’s job had brought her to the front lines. She clutched her
purse’s strap, until her knuckles turned white. The decaying
remnants of strangers were forever etched in her memory.

Sunnie paused in front of the fast food
restaurant’s double doors. “Did their eyes really turn red?”

“Not like you think.” The brisk spring wind
buffed Mavis’s cheeks and cold metal leached the warmth from her
fingers, before she pulled the door open. “The blood vessels in the
eyes burst as the sick tried to cough up the sputum that was slowly
drowning them.”

“God!” Sunnie Wilson hunkered low in her
jacket.

Mavis’s skin itched. Had she not mentioned
that bit before? She tried to shield her niece from the worst. The
damn internet had spread so much disinformation. She’d had to
debunk most of it, while sparing her the more gruesome
realities.

“Death occurred within seventy-two hours.”
With her free hand, she clasped Sunnie’s cold fingers. “It was
relatively fast.”

It must have felt like an eternity.

“And, it’s over.” Sunnie slowly exhaled and
entered the restaurant.

For now. Mavis bit her lip to stop from
uttering those words. If the Rattling Death followed the pattern of
other Influenza pandemics, the dying might start again in the
fall.

Might, hell.

Would.

It was one nasty virus that followed its own
rules. Not that anyone believed her, when she’d mentioned the
possibility of another outbreak. Boxing up the negativity, she
stepped over the threshold and froze—cold air at her back,
suffocating warmth pressing against her face. Oh God, so many
people.

Her shaking hand reached up to adjust her
face-mask, while her frantic gaze shot to Sunnie’s oval face. Just
as her fingers encountered uncovered skin, her eyes noted her
niece’s lack of mask. Sweet Jesus! What had she done? Her heart
thumped wildly against the cage of her ribs.

Sunnie was out in public.

Unprotected.

“We don’t have to eat here.” Standing in the
lobby, Sunnie clasped her hands together.

Get a grip. Bugs are everywhere. You know you
can’t live without them. You’re a microbiologist, for Christ’s
sake! Mavis stuffed her fists into her pockets. Not anymore. She
had the pink slip to prove it. Creating a mental file, she shoved
it into her mind’s recycle bin. Her job now was to keep Sunnie safe
and alive.

They had survived.

Now, they had to learn to live again.

Starting today.

Mavis forced her lips into a smile. The
muscles throbbed from the exercise. It was safe for Sunnie to be
here. She’d seen the numbers herself. Besides the girl asked for so
little and had lost so much. “Leave? Nonsense. Do you know long
I’ve waited for this?”

This was true, in a way. She’d yearned for
while dreaded the lifting of the public gathering ban. Mavis sent
the negativity to a ‘think about later’ file in her head. Her
nostrils twitched. Grease, French fries, Seared meat—Yum.

And the swell of voices.

Her breath lodged in her throat, and every
bodily function seized. In the corners of the dining room,
flat-screen televisions flashed images of white-teethed people
spouting about the economic recovery, while ticker-tape updates
scrolled across the bottom.

People talked—a mixture of Magpie chatter and
the loud hush of children staying up past their bedtime.

Each flap of the jaw, each uncovered laugh,
and each sneeze spread bugs—microbes indelibly etched as the virus
that caused the Rattling Death.

Blood drummed in Mavis’s ears, drowning out
the sizzle of meat on the grill and crackle of a newly dunked batch
of potatoes. Oh God! She’d exposed her niece and broke her promise
to keep her safe. Numb fingers lost their grip on the door and it
slowly slid home, sealing her and Sunnie inside with infected
strangers.

She had to get her niece home where she’d be
safe. Yet, her body remained stationary—even her breath was locked
in the prison of her lungs. Thoughts of the last six months played
like a film inside her head—mountains of corpses, dwindling
resources and the relentless disease that resisted her efforts to
annihilate it.

“Aunt Mavis?”

Pressure increased along the base of Mavis’s
spine as Sunnie’s fingers spasmed against the small of Mavis’s
back. Her chocolate-brown eyes widened as she scanned the
restaurant’s occupants and her radiant smile faltered, then
collapsed. Sighing, she looked at the packed tables. “I guess we
can always get it to go?”

Go? Leave. Mavis nodded, and then shook her
head. She dropped her hands to her sides. They were safe. For now.
She had to remember that.

“Get it to go?” Mavis removed her hands from
her pockets, released her pent-up breath, and flung the tension
from her fingers. “Nonsense. We’ve waited a long time for this.
It’s your nineteenth birthday celebration, remember?”

“The six-month anniversary of it.” Sunnie’s
thin shoulders relaxed and a smile softened the tight skin around
her eyes. “I thought I’d be twenty before they lifted the public
gathering ban.”

“Exactly! Let’s not wait any longer to
celebrate.” Mavis’s loafers squeaked on the wet tile as she trudged
farther into the building. Her hands retreated to her pockets once
more.

“Welcome to Burgers in a Basket.” A pimply
faced teen slapped her rope mop into a yellow bucket, and then
rubbed her ear on her shoulder. Wheels squeaked as she eased the
bucket backward. “We still have a few toys from the new animated
movie, Hatshepsut.”

“Thank you.” Glancing over the girl’s
shoulder, Mavis eyed the tan, smiling cartoon face. The Pyramids of
Giza rose from the sand, and a cheeky crocodile basked in the sun
behind the young woman Pharaoh. Despite the light-darkening film on
the restaurant’s windows, the poster’s bright colors had faded over
time.

Six months time to be exact, when the Arizona
Department of Health Services had outlawed public gatherings. A
good two months, before the Rattling Death had reached its
peak.

Sunnie bumped her shoulder, when she skipped
past to stare at the picture. “We should go see it, when the
theaters open this weekend.” Ponytail wiggling over her shoulder,
she glanced back at Mavis. “What do you say?”

Two public outings in the same week? The idea
was a punch to her gut. All those people and their invasive bugs.
Fingering the hand sanitizer in her pocket, Mavis felt her smile
stiffen like setting cement. She hated to disappoint her niece,
but... “Opening weekend is bound to be packed.”

Her attention drifted over the restaurant. A
cashier stood behind the counter, waiting but not pushing—no doubt,
used to the hesitation, the fear of company. How many had walked
in, only to walk out again? Not many, she’d bet. Only two booths
remained empty of talking people, spewing germs with every word,
eager to connect with other human beings face-to-face.

The way nature had intended.

The way the Rattling Death had spread so
effectively.

Rocking on her heels, Sunnie traced the
large, white letters of last year’s scheduled release date. “This
was Armand Strong’s last film.”

Armand Strong, the dark brooding hunk that’d
set women’s hearts aflutter only to die—the first A-list Hollywood
casualty of the influenza. The first, but not the last. At least
he’d be remembered—a James Dean of the new millennia. The mop hit
the tile with a slurpy thump.

Mavis set her hand on Sunnie’s shoulder and
gently squeezed it through the warm fleece jacket. “What are you in
the mood for?”

“I don’t know...” After one last glance at
the poster, Sunnie turned to the digital menu.

Not that the vast majority of Americans
didn’t know the items by heart, but the outing was a treat to be
savored, not rushed. No matter Mavis’s wishes, it was time to be in
the company of mankind again. She eyed the ruby-red tomatoes,
spring-green lettuce, golden fried chicken and perfectly browned
burgers in the lush pictures. Saliva pooled in her mouth. Mmm.
Fresh meat.

Her attention flickered to the first image
and stuck like a gold-medal gymnast on dismount. “I know what I’m
having.”

“Me too!” Sunnie skipped to the counter.

Mavis scuttled behind her, stomach growling
as a buxom cook shook the excess oil from the fries before dumping
the basket’s contents onto the silver bin underneath the heat
lamps.

A tremor traveled up the cashier’s lanky
frame before he smiled. “Welcome to Burgers in a Basket. What can I
get for you today?”

“I’ll have a number ten with no Mayo,
large-sized drink and fries.” Sunnie stroked the ponytail hanging
over her shoulder. “And give me a sundae with strawberry topping
and nuts.”

Holding his bottom lip between his teeth, the
cashier punched the appropriate buttons. Saliva glistened on the
pink skin in the fluorescent light when he looked up. “Anything
else?”

Flinging her ponytail behind her back, Sunnie
shook her head and stepped to the side. “Nope. Just don’t forget
the nuts.”

Shuffling forward, Mavis eyed the spit on his
lip. How many bugs clung to his flesh, waiting to launch at her the
moment he spoke? She dragged her attention from his mouth and
focused on his eyes. Nice eyes—blue like a clean mountain lake.

They blinked at her now. His shoulders
squared as time ticked by.

She’d been staring too long. Her palm sweated
against the bottle of hand sanitizer. Mavis mentally shook herself,
removed her hands from her pockets and steadied one on the strap of
her leather purse. “I’ll have a number one, large-sized fries and a
chocolate shake, with an extra cup for water.”

The cashier’s attention dropped to the
register as he poked the buttons. When his fingers stopped, he read
back the order. “Is there anything else I can get for you?”

“No, I—”

An elderly team member creaked by with a toy
clasped between her gnarled fingers. Plastic crinkled around the
plush crocodile in the bag, while powdered desiccant rolled along
the bottom crease.

Mavis glanced at her niece, before jerking
her head toward the blue bin holding a handful of toys. “Do you
want Snapper, friend of Hatshepsut?”

Sunnie rolled her eyes as if searching the
inside of her skull for why anyone over twenty was so lame. “No,
those are kids’ toys.” A second later, she faced front, and her
eyes narrowed on the cardboard sign at the end of the counter.
“I’ll take a cup, though.”

Because cups with cartoon characters are for
adults. Swallowing a chuckle, Mavis cleared her throat. “We’ll have
two cups, please.”

The cashier nodded, peeked under his lashes
at Sunnie, and then pressed a key twice. “That’ll be thirty dollars
and sixteen cents.”

Mavis swallowed hard. Lord love a duck!
That’s more than twice what she’d have paid, before the Rattling
Death.

Sunnie bumped her arm, before slapping money
on the stainless steel counter. “I have a ten.”

“Don’t be silly!” Heat rippled over Mavis,
settling in her face like a beet-red sun. Her fingers slipped off
her purse’s zipper twice, before she managed to grasp the tab. The
metal parted with a low growl. “This is my treat. It’s your
birthday remember?”

The clerk’s attention bounced from her to
Sunnie, then back again. “Burgers in a Basket never stopped
accepting credit and debit cards.”

“How nice for you!” The little twerp.
Embarrassment singed Mavis’s ears. She unsnapped her wallet’s front
compartment. The edges of neatly folded bills fanned against the
black satin interior.

“Never?” Sunnie drummed her fingers on her
ten dollar bill. “Not even when the Redaction was at its
height?”

Mavis winced at the internet term for the
Rattling Death. God, how callous the cyber world could be.
Pretending the largest Influenza pandemic in human history was
nothing more than the government eliminating swaths of the
population with a black pen.

“Not even then.” The clerk dipped under the
counter for a tray. Water sprinkled the metal surface when he set
it down.

Mavis snapped the compartment shut, before
moving on to the one on the backside of her wallet. “Credit cards
hold less germs than paper or coins, and the clerks get the bonus
of not having to touch either—reducing the spread of
infection.”

She had written that memo the first official
week of the pandemic. Greed had stopped many businesses from
heeding it, and it had showed in the soaring body count.

“Your company must care about its employees.”
Or money. Following the rules meant the burger joint’s drive-thru
remained open. After unsnapping the right compartment, she sifted
through business cards, until she came upon a gift card for the
restaurant. She presented the red and green plastic with a
flourish, before swiping it through the reader.

“Yes, ma’am.” The clerk dunked his head, but
not before she saw the whites of his eyes flash.

Teenagers! Mavis sighed and filed the card
back in her wallet. Just once, she’d like their expression to
freeze in a mask of insolence, forcing them to go through life
staring at the tops of their skulls.

The Point of Service machine beeped its
approval, just as a team member bustled over with two red plastic
baskets. Shoestring fries poked through the open weave, while a
burger perched on top of the mound of golden slivers of
potatoes.

The door opened, adding to the buzz of voices
inside. Cold crept along the floor to envelop her ankles.

“I’ll get my drink and find us a table.”
Sunnie grabbed her upside-down cup off the tray and skipped over to
the soda fountain.

While the cashier greeted the newcomers, the
machine in front of the wrinkled team member whirred with the
contents of her shake. Mavis sidled away from the family of four.
Had they survived intact?

As if feeling her gaze, the mother glanced in
Mavis’s direction. Dull gray eyes swept over her to settle on the
stack of wooden highchairs. White tipped the knuckles of the hand
she used to grip her school-age daughter’s jacket. Muscle roped her
neck, when she swallowed. For a moment, she squeezed her eyes shut.
The motion highlighted the fatigue bruising the delicate skin under
her sockets.

Mavis’s stomach cramped. Guess it was too
much to ask for one family to have escaped the pestilence
unscathed. Nodding to the old woman who placed the chocolate shake
on the tray, Mavis grabbed the food and turned around. Where was
her niece? Faces turned in her direction, but not the one she
wanted, no needed, to see. Her heart rate kicked up tempo.

“Aunt Mavis?”

Her ears pricked at the sound of her name.
There—behind the glass divider—Sunnie waved her pale arm above her
head.

With a roll of her shoulders, Mavis released
the tightness stretched across her back. It had been silly to think
the girl would get sick and die in minutes. Silly. Her stomach
roiled as she waded into the seating area. Dodging around a man
unstrapping a toddler from a high-chair, she passed a couple
absently stuffing fries in their mouths. While their fingers
fumbled on the tray for more, their attention jerked from
child-to-child-to-child. Eyes never resting on one face too long,
never ceasing, never finding the one they desperately wanted to
see.

Never.

Their raw grief zinged through her like she’d
touched a live wire. Muscle turned to rubber, and her knees shook.
Loose fries tumbled across the paper covering the tray.

No, not never.

Ghosts returned in a familiar smell, a burst
of laughter, and the unguarded moments of sleep.

Metal squeaked before a yellow bucket bumped
against a bench, jerking her away from her thoughts. With her back
toward Mavis, the employee swished her mop from side-to-side.

“Excuse me.” Mavis stepped over the darting
mop, and her loafers squeaked on the wet tile. Reaching the table,
she plunked down the tray and collapsed on the burnt-orange bench.
The vinyl sighed as it adjusted to her weight. Snatching up a
napkin, she swept the white granules strewn across the table into a
neat pile and caught them in another napkin, folded the bundle and
chucked it in the trash can near their booth. People needed to be
more careful with their spilled salt.

Sunnie’s lips quirked. “What? No bleach wipes
or hand sanitizer?”

Clearing her throat, Mavis dusted her hands
on her pants. She loved her niece, but God, kids could be such a
pain in the ass. “No. With things back to normal, it’s time to let
our immune system meet a few harmless bugs.”

She brushed her hand over the tabletop. Good.
Nothing sticky. She drew the line at sticky. There was a reason
icky rhymed with sticky.

“The bug that caused the Redaction wasn’t
harmless.” Sunnie set her packet of hand wipes on the table, tugged
one white cloth out, and then ran the damp towelette over her
fingers.

Mavis wrinkled her nose at the alcohol smell.
How long before she could have a drink without thinking about the
Rattling Death? “That was an aberration. Most bugs are harmless,
especially the ones you’ve just killed off with that wipe.”

“Geez.” Sunnie dropped the towelette. “Wash
your hands, don’t wash them. Do this, don’t do that.”

Proper washing involved soap and hot water,
not a wipe. Not that she’d tell her niece. Obviously, this outing
was stressful for her, too; she just hid it better. Mavis ripped
open a packet of ketchup and squirted the red contents onto the
paper tray liner.

“Can you believe that?” Sunnie snatched two
fries from the tray and dunked them in Mavis’s pile of ketchup. Her
head bobbed toward the flat-screen TV in the corner above the booth
behind them.

Mavis stabbed her straw into her milkshake.
She never listened to the news anymore. It was too depressing. “Let
me guess, another suicide-by-cop.”

So many couldn’t face the empty silence, yet
lacked the will to end their own lives—especially when the police
could do it for them at the price of waving around an empty
gun.

Cheeks bulging with fries, Sunnie shook her
head.

“Suicide-by-bridge? Building?” Using her
teeth, Mavis ripped more ketchup packets open. Boy did that sound
cold. True, but cold. Suicides hit the ten-percent mark last week.
The head-shrinkers predicted the number might rise to twenty-five
percent by the end of the year.

Almost as deadly as the flu.

“No.” Sunnie raised her soda toward the
screen.

Mavis pushed a pickle further under her bun.
“What then?”

“North Korea.” Sunny tucked another helping
of fries inside her mouth. “They’re threatening military action,
saying the epidemic was a terrorist attack by the US.”

Sweet Jesus! Why did fools have to think
everything was a terrorist attack? Couldn’t Mother Earth just be
pissed off at the polluters clinging to her skin? “How in the world
do they plan to fight with half their soldiers dead?”

Sunnie’s brow furrowed. “Half? I thought the
Redaction only had a thirty-five percent fatality rate.”

Doubts bubbled through Mavis’s chest and
emerged as humorless chuckles.

“That’s the official body count.” But the
classified satellite photos told a far different story. Asia was on
fire, and it showed in the smoke permeating the air from Alaska to
Florida and the haze swallowing the Phoenix skyline. “The Dear
Leader underreports bad news.”

Or maybe his thugs had burned so many
citizens alive in the cities, they didn’t count them as Influenza
casualties. But still... to blame someone else for a world-wide
pandemic was new level of insanity for Pyongyang. Swiveling on the
bench seat, Mavis drew the straw to her mouth and pulled hard on
her shake. Although the TV’s volume remained low, she read the
newscaster’s lips. The sweet, cold creamy taste turned to ash on
her tongue.

“Not just military action. If the US doesn’t
give into their reparation demands, there’ll be war.”


Chapter Two

 


 


The cot groaned as David Dawson hunched over
the acoustic guitar in his lap. His thumb plucked at the string
while he adjusted the silver peg heads. For a moment, the repeated
notes mingled with the snores of his two sleeping barrack mates
before escaping out the tent’s open window and lost themselves in
the snap of an unsecured flap.

David strummed his guitar softly before using
his nails to pick out the notes of a lullaby. The music swelled
against the canvas of the Tent Expandable Modular PERsonnel
barracks. Closing his eyes, he blocked out all thoughts of the
TEMPER quarters and lost himself in the melody.

No more empty spaces in place of unnecessary
cots. No more garbage bags for over-ripe corpses. No more
refrigerated trucks needing rotting bodies to be unloaded and
dumped into dirt pits. Mass graves of the forgotten.

Forgotten.

His fingers stumbled over G. Before the
discordant note faded, he opened his eyes. Hell, he had no one to
remember him even before the Redaction took half his unit. More
than half. Sixty-three percent to be exact. He had to wear two
copper bracelets to have enough room to etch every name.

God must be a woman to pick and choose so
illogically who stayed and who was called home.

His right hand silently played the rest of
the song while his left hung from the guitar’s ribs. Why leave him
behind? Gutierrez had a wife and baby daughter. Martin had two
orphaned sons. Washington had his bride.

He had the service.

And soon even that would be gone.

Sweat beaded his lip. Four months of civilian
life. One hundred six days out of the Army, and he’d signed up with
the National Guard. He loved those weekends and looked forward to
the two-week duty. But it wasn’t enough time in uniform. Not nearly
enough to fill the white noise of freedom or the stretch of
meaningless down time.

If it hadn’t been for the Redaction...

He licked his lips, tasted the fear above the
salt. Soon, they’d muster him out again.

Too soon.

Removing the pick from the strap, David
switched to a Jim Croce song. He rocked to the rhythm, but his
heart thudded to a different beat. The thick full notes weighted
with the emptiness of his future. He’d take up fishing in the
summer and hunting in the winter.

And the other two seasons?

He strummed harder.

Six cots away, Michelson snorted in his sleep
and rolled over. His hand covered his eyes, blocking out the
twilight.

David forced himself to ease up, to tease the
notes from the string, instead of bullying them out. Maybe he’d
travel the country. Visit every national park, every scenic wonder,
and every large ball of twine in every territory, federal district
and state.

That might fill up a few years, but then what
was he supposed to do?

Forty-five was too fucking young to be
retired.

And he refused to become a mercenary. A real
man needed a mission not money.

Light flooded the vestibule at the end of the
sixty-four foot long tent. Moments later, the plywood door hit the
shock-cord. The impact rippled along canvas.

“ShitFuckDamn!”

Private Robertson must be having a good day
to use only three swear words.

Smiling, David continued into the song’s last
refrain. At the Redaction’s peak, the North Carolina private had
gotten up to twelve by his count. Gutierrez had argued that
Robertson’s record was seven because he’d repeated many words in
Spanish.

Robertson hadn’t sworn the day they’d shipped
Gutierrez’s body back to Sierra Vista.

“Yo, Big D!” Private Robertson strutted into
the barracks. His military gait interrupted by the cocky hitch he
adopted when off-duty.

David stopped the song, before the last chord
finished resonating though the guitar. Well shit! If Robertson was
calling him Big D, he might be in for a seven-swear word night.
“That’s Sergeant Major Dawson to you, Private.”

“Yes, Sir. Big D, Sir!” Robertson snapped to
attention and saluted like he was performing for a five-star
general. The camouflage t-shirt of his Active Combat Uniform
stretched tight across his muscled chest and rode up the bulging
biceps.

David checked the urge to laugh. That would
only encourage the private’s bad behavior. Not that he needed much.
If the kid wasn’t such a top-notch soldier, his mouth would have
gotten him busted down to swamp gas the day he enlisted.

Or at least the day he came under David’s
command. Hugging the guitar to his chest, he glanced at the
black-haired, blue-eyed devil that had kept up the group’s morale
while on grave duty. “Ass.”

Robertson winked. “Yes, Sir. That’s me, Big
D. I’m an ass man. Big asses, little asses.” He cupped his big
hands in front of his body and thrust his hips forward
suggestively. “I’d tap practically any ass, so long as it’s not a
real ass. Not into none of that bestiality shit.”

David cleared his throat. Yep, the kid took
any word as encouragement. “Is there a point somewhere in your
ramblings?”

“Not a point exactly, Big D. But my sword is
long and thick.” He stopped pumping his hips, threw back his head
and ran his hands up his chest. “Makes the ladies scream, ‘enough,
oh God, enough.’“ Even white teeth flashed and dimples dented both
of his cheeks. “It’s why you all should call me G instead of—”

“Rubberman?” David pinched the bridge of his
nose, before the throbbing flooded his head. “The man who bounces
from subject to subject?”

Robertson snorted and crossed his muscular
arms over his chest. His ACU’s stretched taut. “Yeah, well, you’re
the dog who chases the chicks with double-D’s and above.”

“I’m Big D, for Top Dog.” David shook his
head, knowing he should let the comment pass. He liked
breasts—small ones as well as large. What straight man didn’t? “I’m
in charge of Jack-wagons like you.”

“I’m feeling the love from you, Big D.”
Robertson swiped at his dry eyes. “Lots of love. Course it’s a
tough love; must be why you’re called S-and-M.”

Old joke. David rolled his shoulders. “Why
don’t you take those magazines in your foot locker to the latrine
and leave me in peace for an hour?”

Robertson grinned. “I’ll take that as an
order.” He strutted down the aisle between the remaining cots. “And
speaking of orders...”

David picked randomly at the chords. No point
rushing the private. Off-duty, the man lived on his own clock. One
where seconds were minutes, and minutes were hours.

“Colonel Lynch wants to see you in his office
ASAP.”

David’s fingers stopped. The Commanding
Officer wanted to see him? He wasn’t due on Morgue duty until
oh-five-hundred tomorrow, didn’t have any family and hadn’t broken
any rules for days. He carefully lowered the guitar into the red
velvet-lined case on the insulated tent floor.

“Don’t you want to know what it’s about?”
Robertson hitched-stepped the five feet to the end of David’s
cot.

Hell no. A meeting with the CO was never a
good thing. David checked the shine on his boots and stuffed his
arms into the sleeves of his ACU jacket. Hat? Hat? He’d had it a
minute ago. He scanned his area looking for it. Had one of his men
hidden it?

“I’ll find out in a minute.”

“Yeah, but don’t you want to know NOW?”
Robertson bounced on the balls of his feet, a cocky smirk on his
lips. “So you can prepare for the big news on the walk over.”

Well, hell, if it made Robertson happy, it
had to be bad.

Hooking his cot with the toe of his boot,
David lifted it up a foot. How the hell had his hat gotten on the
floor? Dropping the cot, he knelt down and snatched the thing up.
“What do you know?”

“Talk is our Title Ten will be extended.”
Robertson ran his fingers through his black crew-cut. “Once we’re
done dumping our buzzard bait, our unit’s being deployed to the
Korean DMZ in a show of force against the Young Dear Leader.”

David hoped so. He desperately needed a
fight.

Especially, one he had a chance in hell of
winning.


Chapter Three

 


 


“Do you think there’ll be a war?” Tugging the
purple scrunchie from her hair, Sunnie Wilson slipped out of her
sneakers and wiggled her toes under the heat vent of her aunt’s
Honda Civic. When would things get back to normal?

Real normal.

Not this shattered looking-glass world that
had become reality.

Her aunt’s fingers drummed on the steering
wheel. “It’s highly unlikely.”

Like she’d believed that answer the first
seven times she’d heard it. But Aunt Mavis being Aunt Mavis
wouldn’t say anything else until she thought things through.

And she was definitely thinking.

The air practically hummed with it. Even the
silvery wisps of hair at her aunt’s temples fluttered in
agitation—like an insect banging on a war drum.

War. Sunnie sucked up a mouthful of Dr.
Pepper. Sugar bubbled across her tongue, washing away the
bitterness. Like there wasn’t enough dead. After returning her
drink to the cup holder, she snapped the scrunchie against her
wrist. The sting was sharp against the soft tissue, but she didn’t
flinch. Physical pain meant life.

Life was precious.

What was left of her generation would
remember that lesson.

Always.

But would there be anyone left if there was a
war?

Sunnie stared at her aunt—designer loafers,
beige polo shirt under a navy pea coat, brown Dockers and tan
socks. Mom had said Mavis was a genius—a government genius with a
high security clearance.

A year ago, Sunnie would have believed Santa
existed before she bought that line about her middle-aged aunt. But
Mavis had warned Mom to stock up on supplies and to take a semester
off from teaching a month before the first confirmed Redaction. Mom
hadn’t listened.

Now she was dead.

Sunnie snapped the hair band.

And so were her step-sibs, Joshua and
Cheyenne.

Snap. Snap. A raspberry patch blossomed on
her white skin.

And her stepdad, Michael.

The scrunchie rubbed against her wrist as she
stretched it. Snap. The sting was sharper this time. Yet it barely
registered on her emotional Richter scale. As for those who’d
graduated with her last summer...

Classmates.com read like a morgue roll.

Would it have changed if she’d stayed home to
go to college? Could she have saved someone? She stretched the
scrunchie. Elastic cut into her forearm. Could she have saved
anyone? She’d recovered; why couldn’t they?

Aunt Mavis wrapped her fingers around
Sunnie’s. The calloused skin comforted even as she eased the hair
band back into place. “North Korea wouldn’t launch ground forces.
Although they still outnumber us soldier for soldier, their
military technology comes from either Russia, or is corroded from
the use of salt water in China’s manufacturing plants. We’d kick
their butts with our military at fifty percent.”

Untangling her fingers, Sunnie rubbed at the
patch of dry skin around her thumb. One day, she’d get up the nerve
to ask Aunt Mavis what she’d actually done for the government
during the Redaction. But not today. Today, it was enough that her
aunt knew things.

Although, it wasn’t always comforting.

She pinched her pursed lips. “Do you mean
half our soldiers are dead?”

“Soldiers? No.” Aunt Mavis’s auburn hair
brushed her shoulders. For a moment the car filled with the
click-click of the blinker as they coasted toward the freeway exit.
“They’re at sixty-five percent, about the same as the Coast Guard
and Air Force. The National Guard took the hardest hit as they drew
MA duty.”

MA duty. Mortuary Affairs. Refers. The body
snatchers who collected families of dead for cataloging and burial,
storing them like sides of beef in refrigerated trucks and
trailers. Military fatigues had become the new funeral black.

Half a dozen cars crept along the six-lane
thoroughfare. Sunnie checked the clock. Six P.M. The height of rush
hour. She leaned against the seat as the Civic merged with traffic.
Gas rationing didn’t explain the lack of cars.

Martial law might. That still was in force.
Anyone left on the street could be eliminated with extreme
prejudice. At least they had twenty minutes, until it went into
effect. Plenty of time to drive the two miles home.

Sunnie’s attention drifted out the passenger
window. Black clouds crowded the horizon and gusts of wind shook
the thigh-high weeds sprouting from the cracked asphalt. Her
ghostly reflection drifted through the derelict strip mall—the only
life in the abandoned buildings. A ray of sunlight glinted off the
sharp fangs of shattered storefront glass. Dark smears on pocked
white stucco testified that not all looters had made off with their
booty.

Looters. Soldiers. She replayed her aunt’s
words. One service group hadn’t been mentioned. With the Guard
occupied, another branch had maintained the infrastructure. The
Halls of Montezuma might have been an easier assignment than Main
Street U.S.A for Aunt Mavis’s beloved Marines.

“And the Marines?”

In the beginning, people had protested the
armed soldiers preventing them and their neighbors from getting
their groceries en masse, breaking-up peaceful protests with water
cannons and rubber bullets, and, later, strafing mobs of looters.
But when the Redaction had spread, the pacifists wanted more
shooting and less restraint. Still it would be a while before a
spit shine could polish the Corps’ tarnished brass.

“They’re at fifty percent.” She smiled. “But
I’d take fifty Marines over seventy-two soldiers and seventy-two
fly-boys any day.”

“Oorah!” Sunnie repeated her uncle’s favorite
saying. Her aunt’s bias was well known. After all her husband, Jack
and their son, Joseph had been jar-heads.

“Exactly.” Aunt Mavis chuckled.

Sunnie winced. How long until laughter seemed
appropriate again? A shudder rippled through her, and she adjusted
the vent. Outside, urban decay pressed against the windows. Soot
streaked a burned out Sonic Drive-in. The red car awnings hung like
shredded banners from their supports. Prophetic messages of doom
clung to the side of the pharmacy in blood-colored graffiti.
Concrete barricades surrounded an empty gas station.

This new world sucked.

Sunnie splayed her fingers on the glass. “Do
you think the city will ever recover?”

The Civic slowed as they approached the
intersection. Dead traffic lights bobbed over the tank lodged in
the center of the four-way. Two Marines sat on the turret, SAWs in
their laps. The silly looking guns spat so many bullets they could
literally cut a man in half within seconds. One used his weapon to
wave them through the empty intersection.

Raising a hand in acknowledgement, Aunt Mavis
turned left onto the street leading to their neighborhood. A large
white banner flapped from the eaves of a chain grocery store,
announcing the grand reopening tomorrow. What good would stocked
shelves do? Few had been able to work in the last months. Most
didn’t have any money, relying solely on the aid packages the Guard
randomly dispersed.

Aunt Mavis’s attention flit to the burned out
strip mall on the corner opposite the grocery store. Collapsed
rafters were visible through the shattered storefronts. “Some of
the buildings were abandoned before the Rattling Death hit. The
work went to China, India or elsewhere and wasn’t coming back.”

Aunt Mavis chewed on her bottom lip and white
dotted her knuckles.

Sunnie ripped a sliver of dry skin from her
thumb. Pink flesh winked at her before blood oozed into the
opening. Outsourcing. The favorite refrain of her aunt’s
generation. So much so, that the complaint had been as common as
the weather. “Yeah. And...”

“And, we’ll find it very difficult to build
the items we need, if China does push us into war.” Aunt Mavis
eased the Civic down the street. On each side, graffiti marked the
six-foot high concrete walls edging the road. The wind moaned
through the skeletal remains of charred shrubs and loose bone-white
limbs of the eucalyptus trees clattered against their trunks.

Sunnie pinched the collar of her jacket
tighter and adjusted the vent. Some life had returned. Fuzzy, green
bougainvilleas shuddered and spattered the ground with their
crimson blossoms. Yellow puff-balls swayed at the tips of the
weeds.

“The neighborhoods are the worst. All those
empty homes where neighbors once lived.” Aunt Mavis maneuvered the
car around a cluster of burned out vehicles and braked. She stared
down the road as if she could see the taped and boarded up homes in
the neighborhood.

Sunnie shrugged. She had barely met most of
the neighbors before the quarantine went into effect. But Aunt
Mavis and Uncle Jack had lived here since their marriage, had
raised their son here. Now all that was gone. Now, the men were
gone. Forever. Sunnie’s nails bit into her palms. At least, Aunt
Mavis had photos of her family. Who knew if she’d ever be able to
return home and collect remembrances of her mother, brother, sister
and stepfather?

Metal creaked, jerking her thoughts back to
the Civic. A sign proclaiming that trespassers will be shot swung
from the chain lashed between two Eucalyptus trees, blocking street
access to the neighborhood. Tipped onto its side, a blackened Jeep
Liberty attested to the will of the neighborhood to enforce the
sign.

“I thought North Korea was threatening war
not China.” Sunnie combed her fingers through her hair.

“North Korea wouldn’t do anything without
China’s blessing.”

“So you think there’ll be a war then?” Sunnie
scanned the area. Seven firebombed vehicles—three with bullet holes
punched in their sides and one with arrows in its tires. Victims of
the gauntlet created by two rusted dumpsters near the first street
and lots of tall trees on either side.

Aunt Mavis honked the horn twice, waited a
beat then hit it one more time. Shifting the car into park, she
leaned forward until her chin rested against the top of the
steering wheel and stared through the windshield. “I would have
thought Mr. Quartermain would have challenged us by now.”

Sunnie rolled her eyes. Really? First the
movie premiere then this. Did her aunt think she’d be put off twice
in an hour? And who cared about old Mr. Quartermain? The man could
wake up at dawn, and it would be noon, before he managed to reach
the foot of his bed. She set her hand on Aunt Mavis’s. Sunnie
wanted, no, needed answers. Real answers. Like yes and no.

“Do you think there will be war with North
Korea or not?” She spoke slowly like her mom had done when she was
younger and stupid. Mom. Her chest seemed to shrink and her vision
wavered. She swiped away her tears. How long until her insides
didn’t feel like they’d been run through a grater at the thought of
her family?

Aunt Mavis’s sigh fluttered through her
auburn bangs. “It’s a complicated situation.”

Adult speak for either I don’t know, or I
don’t want to explain it to you. But Sunnie was an adult now, had
been for a year and a half. Crossing her arms, she leaned back and
let the leather seat cup her spine. No one stirred in the empty
street. “Since Mr. Quartermain moves at the speed of a snail on fly
paper, I think we have time for you to explain it to me.”

Aunt Mavis squeezed her eyes closed and her
lips slowly moved. One. Two. Three.

Good God, didn’t adults know how irritating
that was? Or did they do it on purpose, hoping the kid would just
give up and go away? Cold air crept into the car. The engine ticked
as the metal cooled. She eased her toes back into her sneakers.

Twelve. Thirteen.

A gust of wind scooped up dirt and leaves,
spinning them into a cyclone that crossed the empty street.
Somewhere in the distance a dog barked.

Sixteen. Seventeen. Aunt Mavis uncurled along
the bucket seat. “I think China is up to something.”

Complicated or off-topic? Sunnie rubbed her
fingers together, until the friction build-up enough heat to drive
away the chill. “China? But they’re not threatening us; North Korea
is.”

Aunt Mavis’s lips pursed like she’d chomped
on a rotten lemon. “If North Korea is saber-rattling, then China is
up to something. They’re using the Koreans as a distraction.”

Sunnie snorted. “Why? Why not just challenge
us themselves?”

“Why not, indeed?”

“No, that was my question.” Sunnie tugged her
ponytail free and shook the silky stands around her shoulders. God,
adults could be such a pain sometimes. “I’m asking you why they’d
do that.

“Thailand, maybe?” Aunt Mavis jerked on the
chrome handle and her door sprang open. “To test our strength and
resolve. They’d never do so outright. They have too much to lose.
But using a proxy is clever and hard to prove.”

Thailand. What did that have to do with
anything? “But—”

“Wait here.” Grabbing the keys from the
ignition, her aunt slid out of the car and slammed the door shut
after her.

Frustration rumbled through Sunnie’s chest.
She was so tired of being treated like a child. Clawing for the
handle, she jerked on the latch and shoved at the door. Wind
whistled around her and leaned against the car. She pushed out of
the Civic and jumped clear before the door slammed shut.

“Aunt Mavis?” Hair tickled the back of her
throat. She finger-combed her ponytail and tucked the tresses under
her jacket collar.

A gust whipped the hair out of Aunt Mavis’s
face and muted the rattle of keys in her hand. She scanned the pine
trees across the street. “Mr. Quartermain should have been here by
now.”

Like it really mattered where the old geezer
was. This was war they were talking about. War. There could be a
draft. Women could be called to fight. She could be called to
fight. “About China, Taiwan and North Korea...”

“Thailand, not Taiwan.” Aunt Mavis strode
closer to the padlock connecting the two chains. “When the
communists took over mainland China, the US recognized the
government of Thailand as ruling all of China. So when mainland
China became recognized, they wanted Thailand back into the fold,
and the US wouldn’t let them.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” That and a quarter would buy
half a gumball. Sunnie waved her hand before holding back her
bangs. Rain dotted the road, and the wind swelled with the smell of
wet asphalt. “But what about war?”

“I already told you.” Aunt Mavis dug her
fists into her hips, checked the lock before focusing on the pines
again. “There won’t be an overt war. China has too much to
lose.”

Sunnie’s arms drooped from her shoulders. No
war. That was good. Then she remembered the hedging. Overt. Did
that mean there’d be a hidden war? Terrorist attacks that struck
without warning, killed indiscriminately. “Aunt Mavis?”

“Sunnie, I don’t have a magic ball. I don’t
know what is going to happen for sure.” She bit her bottom lip and
frowned at the lock. “Except that if we don’t get home soon, we
will get shot.”

The streetlights blinked on then off.

Sunnie checked her watch. Ten minutes to
curfew. When the Marines could legally shoot to kill. The very
Marines who were a mere hundred yards away at the corner. She
slouched in her jacket. The warm fleece brushed her tingling ears.
“Don’t you have the key?”

Her aunt nodded. “Yeah, but I’m not supposed
to use it without another here as witness to my continued
health.”

Like those stupid rules mattered. This was a
matter of life and death here. Her life and her death. “Geez, Aunt
Mavis. We’re going to be shot in another eight minutes, and you’re
worried about upsetting an octogenarian with a Robin Hood
fetish.”

“Mr. Quartermain is very good with his bow
and arrows. He hunts every year and brings home elk, javelina and
doves.”

“But he’s not here now, is he?” Balancing on
one foot, Sunnie tapped the lock with the tip of her sneaker. “Just
open it before the men with guns show up and shoot us.”

She glanced over her shoulder. No Hummer in
sight. So far, so good.

Aunt Mavis shook her keys.

“Please?” With both feet on the ground,
Sunnie rocked back on her heels. “I’m cold and I want to go
home.”

And find out what was happening on the net.
Not that she didn’t trust Aunt Mavis, but someone might know
something more.

“All right.” Aunt Mavis sifted through her
keys, picked out a small, silver one and crouched in front of the
lock.

Finally! Pivoting about, Sunnie began to
retreat to the car when she detected movement in the corner of her
eye. Turning, she looked at the bird.

No, not a bird.

An arrow.

Shooting through the air toward... “Aunt
Mavis!”


Chapter Four

 


 


Trent Powers pulled his Jaguar into the three
car garage and eased it to a stop next to a cherry-red BMW. With
the powerful engine purring, he idly watched the garage door close
behind him, shutting out the rapidly fading twilight and the
genteel decay that had reached even this suburban utopia. Perfect.
Absolutely perfect for his plans with Lucinda. Dorinda? Linda?

His heart skipped over a few beats. Why
couldn’t he remember her name? Names, details, and those little
nothings made people think they mattered to him, personally.

It was what he did best.

It was why he was successful at everything he
did.

Almost everything.

His one failure surged from the dark corners
of his mind. Red painted his ex-wife’s collagen-enhanced lips. The
scarlet sneer contorted her oval face into an ugly mask.

She wouldn’t be laughing much longer.

A tap on the tinted driver’s side window
pulled him away from the past.

“Hey, honey, you getting out?” Hand propped
on her cocked hip, the woman’s baby doll lips pursed in a shallow
pout. Wisps of blond hair teased the knife’s edge of the deep
cleavage that nearly reached her chin.

His attention darted between the puckered
nipples pressing against her skimpy tank. Dark aureoles made twin
dots under the pink shirt. Would they taste vanilla like her body
lotion?

The over-sized take-out bag crinkled against
the toned thigh outlined by her clingy mini-shirt. “Like what you
see, darlin’?”

Honey. Sweetheart. Darlin’. Did she remember
his name? She would be screaming it, before sunrise. He’d make sure
of it.

“Yes, ma’am.” His erection throbbed against
the fly of his Armani suit as his gaze traveled down her flat belly
to her mound. Not a panty line in sight. Just like she’d promised
in her Sext. But would she be shaved? Heat exploded in his groin,
the thermal shrapnel piercing his limbs. “You’re perfect.”

Perfect for everything he planned
tonight.

“Then get out of the car, baby.” The hand on
her hip skimmed up her tiny waist to cup one huge breast. “Or I’ll
start and finish without you.”

She tossed her head and blond curls fell over
her forehead to dangle in front of her China-blue eyes. With one
last look, she turned on her pink stilettos. Trent ran his fingers
through the keys dangling from the ignition and listened to the
soft tinkle before killing the engine and leaning against the seat.
Her tight ass jiggled the right amount, and his palms itched with
the need to stroke it, slap it. Her stretchy mini rode up with each
sway of her hips until he almost caught sight of the pink
bull’s-eye.

His penis hardened to tempered steel, and he
stroked himself through his slacks. The bitch liked to tease. That
came through in her emails and Sexts. She also liked to be
dominated and punished.

He’d give her that and so much more.

She slowed before reaching the end of the
Jag, and peeked at him from behind the curtain of hair.

Opening the door, he unfolded his body and
rose to his full six-foot-four. He was upon her in seconds flat,
sandwiching her body between him and the unfinished dry wall. Her
face turned to his. He ground his erection against the firm mounds
of her ass. Easing up on her a little, he snaked his arm around
until he pinched one puckered nipple.

She moaned softly and rubbed against him. The
moist heat of her enveloped his shaft.

Trent felt his balls draw tight. Oh no. He
wouldn’t come yet. He was in control here. Tweaking her nipple, he
eased away. “Do you need to be punished for being a tease?”

Closing her eyes, she ran her pink tongue
over her bottom lip. “Yes. Oh, yes.”

So, she wanted the fantasy she’d told him
about on their midnight talks. Inhaling, he filled his lungs with
the warmth of her musk. Power filled his muscles and strengthened
his bones. He felt the bead of moisture ooze from his cock. Not
yet. A real man knew when to exert his will and when to contain it.
He grinned, felt the dimples bite into his cheeks. He shoved his
free hand under her skirt, probed the cleft of her ass.

“Ohhh.” Arching her back, she tried to spread
her legs.

He bracketed her feet with his, keeping her
legs together. She squirmed and writhed, bent her knees. He blocked
each motion. He was the master. His fingers dipped lower, became
slick with her juices, before retreating and peeling her mini-skirt
half-way up her bottom.

“You want me to bend you over the Beemer and
fuck you right here, right now?”

“Please,” she panted.

“No.” He slapped her ass. A red hand print
branded the pale skin. He smacked it again. Nice. Very nice.

“No?” She blinked and turned her head. Her
dilated eyes locked onto his. “But I—”

“You will do as you’re told.” He leaned
closer and inhaled. The scent of her drenched sex nearly overrode
the vanilla of her lotion. Taking her earlobe in his mouth, he
skimmed it with his teeth before nipping it then releasing.

She sucked in a breath. Sweat beaded her lip,
and fear cut through the passion clouding her eyes. “But we
agreed—”

“You’ll get everything we agreed.” And more.
He slapped her behind again. The skin darkened to a deep red. “But
I control the timetable, not you.”

Releasing her breast, he leaned forward,
grabbed a fistful of hair and gently angled her head so he could
look her fully in the face. He didn’t want to spook her, panic her,
make her scream before he was ready.

“This is my fantasy, too. Remember?” It just
wouldn’t play out exactly as their texts, emails and calls
recorded.

She sighed. “What do you want me to do?”

Digging his fingers into her hair, he pressed
his mouth against hers. His tongue breeched her lips and
invaded—tasting and taking. The second she responded, he broke off
the kiss and released her.

She sagged against the wall, gasping for
breath.

“Now go make dinner.” He retreated back to
his sports car.

Nodding, she straightened and took a wobbly
step toward the door. Moisture glistened on the insides of her
thighs, and her skirt rolled up, exposing the rest of her ass. “Are
you coming?”

Not yet, but soon they’d both be.

“Gotta get the wine first.” Opening the Jag’s
door, Trent glanced at the gym bag on the seat. Adrenaline kicked
him in the gut. His heart galloped against his ribs and warmth
flooded his muscles. Ignoring the duffle, he reached for the paper
bag holding a dubious Chianti from the liquor store up the
street.

Tugging it out, he switched it with a similar
bottle he’d brought from home.

Wrapping his fingers around the neck, he set
his thumb on the puncture in the seal. Not that she’d ever see the
mark left by his syringe. He’d open the bottle and drive the
corkscrew into the exact spot where he’d added the drugs, leaving
not even a trace for the cops to find.

Easing out of the car, he closed the door
with his hip.

Later.

Much later.

He’d come back for his murder kit.


Chapter Five

 


 


Emmanuel Saldana stole through the alley. On
his left, rats darted in-and-out of the mounds of garbage and raced
through the chain link fence. Shadows streaked black tendrils
across the spilled refuse while overhead the reds, pinks and
oranges deepen to purple. Manny stuck his empty hands in his
pockets and slouched into his over-sized hoodie. A cold breeze
whistled past his ears and scored the skin exposed by the holes in
his worn jeans. He spat the taste of rot and smoke from his mouth
before wiping his lips on his sleeve.

Why hadn’t the bastards come?

Did they think everyone was dead? Did they
hope they’d turned on each other and finished the job started by
the Redaction? The Aspero had certainly tried. The gang’s serpent
tagged nearly every fence and home in the neighborhood. A can
rattled behind him and the hair on the back of his neck prickled.
For a moment, fear turned his heart to coal and burned ashes inside
him. Shit! Manny glanced over his shoulder. Eyes strained to
decipher movement in the twilight.

He saw nothing. But what did that mean?

He knew better than to ask who’s there.

There were some questions best left
unanswered.

Quickening his pace, he stomped on the
garbage bags. Nails glistened in the board he’d planted in the
clear patch. His first booby-trap. First, but not his last. His
fingers bumped over the rusted switchblade in his pocket. Not much
help in a gunfight, but it was better than nothing. Yellow caution
tape flapped against the boarded-up windows of Mrs. Hernandez’s
house. She’d made the best tamales. Orange biohazard tape streamed
through the brown remains of Old Man Andersen’s prize garden.

Green paint flaked on the unhinged doors of
the next four houses—burned out husks of blackened and crumbling
block. The occupants had died after the city had run out of fancy
tape to mark the houses of dead. The Aspero had looted the house
shortly after the bloated bodies had been stuffed into garbage bags
and carted away.

Too bad he hadn’t gotten there first.

He could have used that food.

Hitching his jeans up, he glanced north
toward downtown Phoenix. During daylight, smoke formed a gray
sludge and the rolling blackouts destroyed the golden haze that
used to cloak the heart of the city. The light was not a friend
now. His wasn’t the only occupied home that remained dark after the
power kicked on. If only he’d convinced his neighbors to move
closer. They might have stood a chance against the Aspero, might
have been able to protect their food.

Pausing, Manny checked the padlock on the
gate. No sign of tampering. He glanced over his shoulder. Still
nobody. Yet, the hair on the back of his neck remained standing.
Someone was there. Should he walk past, pretend he didn’t live
here?

His feet turned his body, aiming it further
down the alley. His ribcage shrunk, squeezing his ribs. He couldn’t
leave. Ignoring the gate, he climbed up the slats of a pallet and
set his hands on the top of the block fence. His mouth dried as he
eyed the swollen water bottle containing pool acid. A few bubbles
clung to the nails and tacks at the bottom of the yellow liquid.
Holding his breath, he swung his leg over. Please, God, don’t let
it explode on me.

His shadow deserved to have the shrapnel cut
into his flesh. Manny landed with a soft thud and waited. One
second. Two. The make-shift bomb remained intact. Taking a deep
breath, he sprinted through the weeds and ducked between the slats
in the wooden fence dividing the yards.

Steering clear of the rusted bear-trap under
the weeds next to the gate, he crept closer to the single-story
ranch house. Plywood covered the windows and faded red plastic tape
snaked across the ground. Sand scratched under his sneakers as he
slunk across the patio, avoiding the fishing line holding his mom’s
old wind chimes. A battered wooden door was propped at an angle
against the house. Ignoring it, Manny tugged on the lower half of
the plywood nailed across the back door and slipped inside the
building.

Waiting a heartbeat, he slipped the chain
through the rungs he’d screwed to the plywood. The links rattled
across the Saltillo tile while he threaded them around an exposed
kitchen wall stud. He hooked the lock through the ends and secured
it. Shrugging out of his empty backpack, Manny set it on the floor.
His stomach rumbled; the sound echoed around the empty space.

Why hadn’t the Guard shown? Should he go back
tomorrow? And if they didn’t show again?

“Manny?” The soft whisper sliced through his
thoughts.

He shook himself. The little ones couldn’t
see his fear. He had to be strong for them. There’d be time enough
to come to a decision tonight, when they slept. “Yeah. It’s
me.”

There was a click then light flooded the
battered kitchen and cut into his eyes. Raising a hand, he shielded
his vision. “Lucia, shine it at the floor or ceiling.”

“Sorry.” The spotlight dropped to his
feet.

Manny blinked, and slowly he focused on his
eight-year old sister.

Lucia leaned against the kitchen doorway.
Pink tipped her brown toes and fingers. Dirt muted the sparkle of
rhinestones on her pink tee-shirt and stained the rolled cuffs of
her matching sweat-pants. “I’m hungry.”

“I know.” Bending, Manny swung her up before
settling her on his hip.

“Did the soldiers have chocolate?” She smiled
and dimples appeared in her sunken cheeks. A thin layer of flesh
moved over her bones. She hadn’t been plump before the Redaction
made her sick, but now... Her shirt slipped off her shoulder,
exposing the sharp edges of her collar bone.

He had to get food.

The Redaction had whittled them down to
skeletons, but if he didn’t do something soon starvation would kill
them.

“Nothing today.” He squeezed his eyes until
they cleared of tears then kissed her head.

Sighing, she rested her head on his arm. The
ends of her short hair tickled his chin. “Maybe tomorrow?”

Damn Guardsmen. Why hadn’t they shown? Didn’t
they know people depended upon those supplies?

“Maybe.” He stroked her shorn hair, before
setting her on the ground. “Dinner will be served soon. We just
have to wait for the power to turn back on.”

Lucia raised her hand to her head. Her lower
lip trembled as her fingers encountered not the cork-screw curls
she’d had before she’d gotten sick, but emptiness. Lowering her
hand, she stared at her palm. “Can we have enchiladas?”

“Not tonight.” Maybe not ever. His stomach
growled again. He’d bet the gringos had gotten their supplies.
Rich, white folks didn’t know hunger. Stepping around his sister,
he retreated back into the kitchen. “Tonight, it is rice and
beans.”

She groaned, smacked her palm against her
forehead and collapsed against the wall. “Not again.”

“Yes, again.” And they were lucky to get it.
Manny removed the lid from the pot on the cold burner. Tilting the
opening toward the flashlight, he peered inside. The pintos had
swollen since he’d set them to soak last night. Normally, he picked
out the ones that had popped out of their husk. But that waste was
a luxury they couldn’t afford. “Don’t you like my beans?”

Crossing her arm, Lucia stuck her bottom lip
out further. The dot of light shone on the water-stained ceiling.
“I want a Tween meal from Burgers in a Basket.”

“Wouldn’t we all?” Manny’s stomach rumbled in
agreement, and he tasted the sourness of hunger. He closed his eyes
and images of juicy burgers and crisp fresh vegetables used his
eyelids as screens. Setting the pot down with a clunk, he rubbed
away the temptation. Damn commercials.

“We’re going to Burgers in a Basket?”

Manny opened his eyes in time to see his
seven-year old brother, Jose, leapt into the air and punch toward
the ceiling.

“Yes!”

“No!” Manny yelled over his shouting brother
and winced. He resisted the urge to pull back the tattered curtain
over the sink. With the window boarded up, he’d see nothing. But
his brother’s shout would carry, making them a target to the
two-legged animals prowling the darkness.

“But…” Jose’s brown eyes shone brightly in
the dim light.

Manny ruffled his long hair. “Sorry, Little
Man. Even if we had money, we can’t go outside after curfew.”

“Soldiers?” Jose wrapped his thin arms around
Manny’s thighs. “I thought they were gone?”

“Not yet.” Manny set his hand on his
brother’s head.

“They won’t come here, will they?” Lucia
chewed the pink off her thumbnail.

Manny sighed. He didn’t quite know what had
happened before he’d been released from Adobe Mountain Juvenile
Correctional Facility, but he knew without a doubt that the missing
portions of brick wall around their neighborhood and burned out
cars had something to do with it. What had the military done?

And why hadn’t they killed the gang-bangers
while they were at it?

The Aspero certainly deserved it.

Jose tugged on Manny’s baggy shirt. Hope
shone in his brown eyes. “Can we go tomorrow?”

“I don’t know.” Manny’s throat tightened and
his knees trembled. Flattening his palms against the chipped
linoleum countertop, he propped himself up. They were his
responsibility now. He’d brought home the Redaction. He’d infected
his parents, his aunts, his uncles, and his older brother and
sisters.

The whole neighborhood.

The fluorescent lights flickered overhead and
the house began to hum as electricity once more flowed through its
copper veins.

Lucia clicked off the flashlight and set it
on the counter.

“Can I go to Burgers even though I wee-ed
again?” Five-year old Mary Volchek spoke around the thumb in her
mouth. Wetness stained the front of her pajamas and darkened an
area on the pink blanket she clutched to her narrow chest.

“Of course, you can.” Releasing the counter,
Manny sank to the tiled floor. Cold seeped through his skin and
settled in his bones. He eased the blanket from her dirty
fingers.

She gripped it until her hands shook and her
knuckles turned white. “No,” she whimpered.

“Here now. You know I’m only going to wash
it.” He brushed her flaxen hair out of her wide hazel eyes and
tucked the long strands behind her ears. God only knew what had
happened to her, or how long she and her brother had been alone
before he’d found them eating moldy and maggot-infested garbage.
Two weeks had passed since, and still she woke up screaming and
wetting the bed. He needed to add soap to his grocery list. He
stopped trying to pry the blanket loose and held out his hand.
“Please, Mary.”

She bit her lower lip before nodding. “I’ll
get it back before bedtime?”

“Of course.” He accepted the blanket. Holding
it away from his body, he dropped it into the mound of dirty
clothes by the carport door. He’d have to go outside tonight.
Hopefully, the curfew would keep everyone else inside. “If the
water is on, why don’t you go take a bath? Then you can have clean
pajamas and blanket tonight.”

Lucia wrinkled her nose. “Water is on, but we
don’t have any soap.”

Sucking her thumb, Mary eyed the blanket. “I
don’t want to take a bath.”

Her twin brother, Michael crept up behind
her. “Can we go outside tomorrow?”

Outside. Where people would see them?

“Not tomorrow, Mikey.” Manny pounded his
chest to get his heart pumping.

Michael’s forehead wrinkled. “When?”

“Manny, how are we to wash without soap?”
Lucia tapped her pink toes on the dusty tile.

“I—” How had his parents raised seven
children? Answered all their questions, fed them, kept them clean?
He rubbed his forehead, but his head still ached. Turning slightly,
he reached for onion in the wire basket when a splash of orange
caught his eye. He scooped up the bottle and shoved it toward his
sister. “Use this to clean both of you now.”

Lucia sniffed the bottle, before wiping her
nose on the back of her hand. “Cool. We’ll smell like oranges.”

“Oranges?” Mary licked her lips and followed
Lucia out of the kitchen. “Does it taste like them too?”

“Don’t eat the soap and don’t use it all up.”
Stepping into the hall, Manny raised his voice as loud as he dared.
“And leave the tub full when you’re done. Your brothers need a
bath, too.”

The water was starting to prove unreliable.
Another thing the gringos probably didn’t have to worry about.

“Okay, Manny.” Lucia waved the bottle at him
and disappeared inside the pink bathroom.

Mikey blinked his blue eyes. “I wanna go
outside, Tio Manny.”

His pulse traveled across his forehead and
resonated at his temples. “Maybe the day after.”

Jose smiled, flashing his oversized front
teeth. “Really?”

Mikey picked at the frayed hem of his shorts.
“Promise?”

Manny raked his fingers through his hair. The
words of denial were nails in his tongue. It was such a simple
request, yet filled with danger. “Yes.”

“All right!” Jose pumped the air, hooked his
arm through Mikey’s and dragged him out of the room. “Let’s ride
bikes and skateboards. Then we can play cars and...”

Shaking his head, Manny turned back to the
counter. What had he done? They could all be killed for an hour of
sunshine.

His hand trembled when he opened the cabinet
and pulled out the only item inside. It weighed nearly nothing. He
jiggled the box of powdered milk, before dumping the contents into
the measuring cup. Crouching down, he shook the white granules
level and eyed the amount. Enough for breakfast. He dumped it into
the pitcher then dipped water out of the bucket in the sink, adding
a little more water than the directions called for.

After double checking the foil on the window
pane and adjusting the curtain, he flicked on the UV light that had
been repurposed from a fish tank and used the rest of the water in
the bucket to feed the herb growing in pots on the window sill. He
fingered the rough leaves of rosemary and the velvety basil,
oregano and cilantro. At least, his herbs had come through the
Redaction intact.

If only… He blew away the useless wish,
drained the beans and refilled the soup pot, before setting it on a
small electric burner. Good thing the gangbangers hadn’t seen the
usefulness of the burner, or they might not eat at all. He slapped
on the tap and refilled the bucket. Just because the water remained
on all day, didn’t mean it would last.

Nothing did.

God only knew how his neighbors were cooking
with the gas lines off to prevent fires.

Brown skins crumbled like confetti onto the
counter as he fished out an onion from the basket. How many were
left? Tilting the basket, he peered inside. One sprouting onion
remained.

No more waiting for the Guard and their
handouts.

He’d find food tonight.

And he knew just where to look. Before the
Redaction, gringos had moved into the gated community a mile down
the street. Sure the Guard would be watching it pretty carefully,
but he’d observed their routine from his rooftop. He could find a
way inside. Many of them had evacuated early. They should have
plenty supplies. He’d also check their garages for seeds. Surely,
they’d have some.

And pigs would smile.

Their kind didn’t grow things. They hired wet
backs like him to grow things for them. After sprinkling powdered
garlic, onions, cumin and chili powder to the beans, he adjusted
the temperature to a simmer and set a lid on the beans. Cleaning
his hands, he snipped off cilantro from the window box, chopped it
up and tossed it into the rice. Once the water had been added, he
set the bowl in the microwave and turned it on.

Hoisting the bucket out of the sink, he
filled another with hot water and set the dirty dishes inside.

He should make a list. Going out once was
dangerous, twice would be suicide. Opening the drawer near the
door, he removed a pad and pencil. One by one, he opened each
cabinet. Bare shelves glared back at him. Stick with the basics.
Flour. Rice. Salt. The next cabinet had a container of oatmeal.
Peeling back the lid, he looked inside. Enough for one more
day.

If he didn’t eat again.

His stomach growled.

Oatmeal. Powdered milk. Any mixes. Maybe he’d
find a little cash for a trip to the burger joint. He crumbled up
the list. Who was he kidding? He’d take whatever he could find.

He picked up his back pack and peered inside.
Screwdriver and flashlight. All he’d need to break into someone’s
home. And to think Popi thought breaking and entering would ruin
his life. His chest tightened at thoughts of his father. “Sorry
Popi. But this is the only way I know to keep the ninos safe and
fed.”

Manny set his hand inside the bottom of the
pack. If the supplies from this scavenging trip were to last more
than a couple days, he’d need more packs. Leaving the kitchen, he
walked by Jose and Mikey. The stack of toys by the front door told
him they were still planning their adventure outside.

Just as he reached his sister’s bedroom, the
wind chimes jangled. Air lodged in his throat. He’d set the chimes
up as an alarm, making certain they were too low to the ground to
ring from the wind. He paused and caught the clip of words. A
heartbeat later, the chain rattled and scratched at the Saltillo
tile in the kitchen as someone tried to open the door.


Chapter Six

 


 


Mavis’s chilled fingers fell away from the
metal lock. An arrow. Coming right at her! The brass tip stared
like an unblinking eye against the black fletching. Time stretched
to an eternity between heartbeats.

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! She had hoped for a
better ending than being skewered by one of her neighbors. Death
was not on her schedule today. Sunnie needed her. Crouching in the
street, Mavis released the energy stored in her coiled muscles and
launched herself from the asphalt.

The wind whistled through the toes of her
left foot. Twisting in flight, she focused on the Civic’s hood. The
white surface ballooned, until it filled her vision. This was going
to hurt, but at least not as much as the arrow. She hoped.

Something scratched the sole of her right
loafer before she heard the thwack and quiver of the arrow striking
the blacktop. A soft thud followed. Good God, I’ve lost a shoe.

Her elbow hit the hood. A lightning bolt of
fire zinged along her arm and shot out her fingers and skull. Mavis
squeezed her eyes shut. Her hip landed a second before the rest of
her body. Metal groaned and buckled under her weight. When she slid
over the ‘H’ emblem, the ornament tore at her clothes. Heat
scorched her exposed skin as she squeaked to a stop.

Holy crap! She’d done it! Opening her eyes,
she stared at the windshield wiper an inch from her nose. She
collapsed onto her back and stared up at the purple sky. The world
fast-forwarded until she joined the current time stream. Her heart
mule-kicked her ribs and terror buzzed inside her skull like
Africanized bees.

“No!” Sunnie’s screams pierced the falling
darkness.

Not another arrow! Mavis shoved with her
right hand. Tucking her other arm close, she rolled to the driver’s
side. How long did it take to reload a bow, anyway? Her legs spun
in empty space before her stomach squeezed into her esophagus.

Black top rose up to pummel her. Mavis
extended her arms. Her palms slapped the pavement, then her knees.
Joints popped, something creaked and a scream snagged in her dry
throat. With the pebbles on the street acting as lubricant, her
limbs slid out from under her. The breath left her lungs as she
belly flopped.

Darkness crowded her vision. Breathe. She
wracked her brain for the technique but only received an empty
cartoon bubble.

What kind of genius forgot how to
breathe?

Panic swam in the fringes of her control, and
her heart pounded in her ears. God, what a stupid way to die—killed
in a swan dive off a Honda. Just as her vision had been reduced to
a pinpoint of color, she sucked in a lungful of air, and then
gagged as a pebble and leaf hit the back of her throat. Mavis spit
out the artifacts. If she’d had any inkling her day would go like
this, she’d have stayed in bed.

For a month.

She rolled to her side and rested her head on
her upper arm. Pain vibrated through her like she’d been struck
with tuning fork. Head, shoulders, knees, toes. The aches mimicked
the lyrics to a baby’s coordination activity. She blinked. And just
how in Hades could her eyelashes hurt?

“Aunt Mavis?” Sunnie’s voice broke over her
name, before silence permeated the clearing.

Mavis opened her mouth. Instead of words, a
moan slipped passed her lips.

“If she’s dead,” her niece yelled. “I’m going
to shove your bow and arrows where the sun doesn’t shine, and I’m
not talking about Alaska in wintertime.”

Mavis smiled then winced. Pain netted a
chuckle before it could shake loose. Only a member of her family
would threaten someone who held a weapon.

A weapon!

Sunnie! Mavis’s muscles trembled, but she
whipped onto her belly and pushed to her feet. Her groan
disappeared in the pops and creaks coming from her body. Forty-two
had never seemed so old. Clammy handprints marked the path she used
to claw up the Civic’s side. Peering through the driver’s side
window, Mavis bit her lip to stop from screaming.

Sunnie stood between the arrow’s source and
the car. “Do you hear me?”

The fool girl hadn’t even left a door open so
she could dive into the Civic if more projectiles started
flying.

“Sunnie!” Mavis hoisted herself to her feet.
Her stomach cramped. So what if she’d just made her a target again?
She had to make sure the shooter didn’t target her niece. “Get
inside the car!”

“Aunt Mavis.” Sunnie spun around. Her lips
parted in a large smile, and light blazed from her eyes. “You’re
okay.”

Okay was a prognosis she might have in a
week.

“I’m not shot, if that’s what you mean.” Her
niece might not say the same thing, if she didn’t find cover soon.
Hobbling around the car, Mavis approached Sunnie.

“Oh, you’re hurt.” The girl stepped closer to
Mavis, away from the door, away from safety. Her attention swooped
down to the ground before soaring back to Mavis’s face. “And you’ve
lost a loafer.”

“I don’t care about the stupid shoe.”
Gritting her teeth, Mavis toddled to a stop, placing herself
between Sunnie and their sniper. “Just get into the car; I’m sure
the shooter has reloaded by now.”

Sunnie crossed her arms and planted her feet
hip’s width apart. “Obviously, Mr. Quartermain didn’t recognize us
when he fired.”

Mavis swore, repeating the curse words in
five languages.

“We should report him to the authorities, or
at least, take away his bow.” Sunnie gathered her hair into a pony
tail and corralled it with her purple scrunchie. “Old people have
very poor eyesight.”

Great, now the inside of Mavis’s head hurt,
too. She reached for the handle and yanked open the car door. “Get.
In. Side.”

Proper elocution did not require moving her
jaw.

Sunnie frowned at the Civic’s butter cream
interior. “Why is he firing at us anyway?”

Could teenagers do anything on a sane
timetable? With the flat of her palm, Mavis spun her around and
pushed her toward the open door.

Pausing with her hands on the roof of the
car, Sunnie twisted at the waist and rose up on her toes. “We live
in this neighborhood, you douche bag. Stop shooting at us!”

“Did it ever occur to you that Mr.
Quartermain isn’t the one firing arrows?” Mavis grabbed the back of
her niece’s jacket and tugged her down before shoving her face
first into the car. “Stay inside and stay down.”

“Of course, it is. No one else would use such
a stupid weapon.” Using her feet, Sunnie stopped the door before it
could close. “He can’t do this to us, Aunt Mavis.”

“Well, he did.” Blades of yellow light cut
across the dark street. Mavis checked her watch. Six-twenty. Curfew
was officially in effect. She glanced toward the main
intersection.

The cherry on her day would be if the Marines
went patrolling in their tanks.

She didn’t want to be blown up any more than
she wanted to be shot with an arrow.

Should they abandon the car and walk home? By
cutting through the park, they could be home in five minutes. But
they’d be unprotected, out in the open. She could think of five
places where a sniper could ambush them from the safety of the
bushes. And then there was the fence hemming in part of the
park.

No walking. No splitting up. They’d take the
car, together. But first, she had to get through that lock.

“You work for the government.” Sunnie jerked
forward when Mavis reopened her door. “Tell him.”

“In case you missed it, the government isn’t
exactly in charge. It was people like Mr. Quartermain who kept the
looters, rapists and other undesirables out.” Had the power made
him nuts? Mavis doubted it. Despots, dictators and tyrants gave
glimmers of the sickening hunger long before they seized absolute
power.

Someone else pulled that bow string.

Her skin tightened over her skeleton. She
hated unknowns. They had a tendency to blow up in her face. She
stroked the white scar following her jaw line. Sometimes literally.
Crouching behind the door, she swept her niece’s legs inside then
reached under the seat.

“But it’s not right.”

Had she ever been that naive, believed the
Hollywood fairytale that good would triumph over evil? Mavis’s
fingers brushed smooth duct tape before encountering cold
metal.

“People didn’t conform to that rule before
the Rattling Death.” Wrapping her hand around the hard edges, she
pulled. The ripping sound echoed around the car.

“Well, they should have. We live here. We’re
just trying to…” Sunnie jumped on her seat before hugging her knees
to her chest. “What are you doing?”

“Surviving.” Mavis rocked back on her heels
and inspected the gun. Her tongue felt overly large in her mouth.
Stars twinkled in front of her eyes, before she deepened her
breathing.

Yanking the silver duct tape off the
Sig-Sauer, she checked the chamber. A shiny brass casing winked
back at her. She ejected the magazine. Full. Good. She might need
all thirteen rounds. With shaking hands, she shoved the clip home,
spun about and scanned the area.

Not even a lizard stirred in the skeletal
remains of the hedge. As for the dumpsters and burned out cars...
Mavis dismissed them. The arrow had come from high ground. She
focused on the trees. Although two stories tall, the scraggly pines
couldn’t conceal the fading pink rays of daylight.

Nowhere to hide there.

“Where did you get that gun?”

“Under the seat.” Refraining from throwing a
duh at her niece, Mavis eyed the eucalyptus. Hanging branches and a
profusion of silvery leaves provided a possible hunter’s blind in
the middle of the third tree and the sixth tree. Could there be
more than one shooter?

Wind gusted through the Eucalyptus, stirring
the round leaves. Red played peek-a-boo in the waving branches of
the sixth tree. There. A child’s fort hidden behind the trees. A
perfect place for the sniper to pick off his target. She thumbed
off the safety and settled her finger on the trigger.

Leaning forward, Sunnie whispered, “Do you
know how to use it?”

“I’m the wife of a Marine.”

“Yeah, but...”

“A Marine doesn’t pull his weapon, unless he
is prepared to use it.” To kill. “And that’s the way he teaches his
wife.” Cupping the bottom of the Sig Sauer, Mavis aimed for the
thickest portion of the sixth tree and noted the curling,
brown-tipped leaves. Someone had cut a branch for concealment, and
the vegetation was slowly dying.

“Have you ever shot someone?”

Mavis shrugged. In all the years she’d been
licensed to carry, she’d never shot anyone. Her husband, Jack, had
made certain she’d never needed to.

She might need to now.

“I don’t want to shoot anyone.” That wouldn’t
be neighborly. Falling back on her training, she emptied her mind,
focused on believing the gun was an extension of her hand.
Standing, she kept a bead on the target. “But we need to get home.
Mr. Quartermain? It’s Mavis, Mavis Spanner, Jack’s wife.”

“I know who you are.” The voice that answered
rose then cracked. A male definitely, but not Mr. Quartermain. This
was a kid, still in the throes of puberty.

Mavis’s eye twitched. His age might make him
reckless, more inclined to shoot. But who was he? She scrolled
through a mental index file of all the teenage boys in her
neighborhood.

“You’re not welcome here anymore, Mrs.
Spanner. You’re infected.”

Mavis’s lips twitched. Mrs. Spanner. There
was only one person old fashioned enough to insist his grandson
address married ladies properly—Mr. Quartermain. God forbid, she
should shoot her neighbor’s only surviving grandchild. But what was
his name? Kevin, no. Not a K, but a J sound.

“I can assure you that I’m not infected.”

“You went out in public.” Branches stirred in
the breeze, except the ones attached to the fort. “You could be
sick.”

“Get in the back seat, Sunnie. Keep low to
the floor and away from the windows.” Mavis stepped out from behind
the car door and pushed it shut with her hip. Aches rolled through
her like the rumble of distant thunder. “The public gathering ban
has been lifted. There have been no new Influenza infections in
months. Look at me. I’m not flushed, feverish, coughing or
sneezing. I’m healthy.”

The boy stood up, leaving only his legs
concealed behind the hunter’s blind. His thin shoulders and
pepperoni pizza acne marked him as a teen. X’s marked the location
of the Smiley face’s eyes on his gray tee-shirt. “How do you
know?”

Mavis took a single step toward the front of
the car and the lock. “Everyone should know the symptoms of the
Influenza by now. But I know about the deaths because I tracked the
pandemic for the CDC.” She resisted the urge to cross the fingers
of her bottom hand. Sure the Centers for Disease Control had used
her information and contagion models, but theirs hadn’t been the
signature on her paycheck. “I work as an epidemiologist.”

Not such a big lie. She had before she was
let go. Kind of.

Now she protected Sunnie, kept her safe. She
mentally winced and kept her grip on the gun steady despite the
sweat making her palms slippery. Following a gauntlet into an
ambush wasn’t exactly a bang-up protection job.

“You’re the government.” Shaggy brown hair
blew into the kid’s eyes as he drew the bow’s string back farther.
“You’re responsible for killing everyone, for locking us in our
houses until we starve, and subjecting us to this totalitarian
rule.”

Whoa! Totalitarian rule? Who’d been messing
with this kid’s head? The internet, of course. While it had kept
people from going crazy during the quarantine, it had also given
rise to some bat guano theories. Armed, crazy and young—he was a
dangerous trifecta. “The government is not responsible for the
Influenza.”

“Yes, they are.” The boy nodded. His hair
flapped against his forehead and his arm dipped. “North Korea has
the proof.”

Sweet Jesus! Her gaze darted to the glowing
streetlamp before returning to her target. Time shackled her as she
inched another step forward. North Korea again. Mavis hoped some
big Chinese military leader just got a fork shoved up his behind.
One of those long grilling forks would be nice. “Look, Jasper—”

“Justin.” He raised the arrow, until it
pointed at her heart.

“Justin.” Mavis stressed his name. Good
gravy, didn’t these kids have to read Shakespeare in school
anymore? “The government’s response was as swift as it could be.
The CDC issued warnings from the first confirmed case. Press
releases went out. It even got a sound byte on TMZ. Nobody
listened. People took cold medicine and went to work. Sure, the
drugs reduced their symptoms, but they were carriers of the
disease, spreading it to everyone through the recycled heating
ducts.”

Justin shook his head, but his aim didn’t
waver. “The government caused it.”

Mavis held her breath. Please don’t say
it.

“You caused it.”

And he said it. Not that she blamed him.
Everyone wanted someone to blame. She just didn’t want to be the
scapegoat. Mavis reached the front of the Civic and inched along
the bumper toward the driver’s side.

“No one is responsible, Justin. A pig in
Kansas City was patient zero. He infected the others in the bull
pen awaiting slaughter then spread to all the workers.” Somehow she
doubted the kid appreciated the irony that the animal humans used
to grow their vaccines had resulted in the deaths of so many.
“There were a record number of conventions in the city all wrapping
up.” In a perfect example of Murphy’s Law, many of those people
traveled around the globe for a living. “People sneezed in taxis
and coughed in airports, bus terminals and train stations. Before
the first human patient staggered into the emergency room, the
Influenza had spread around the world.”

“That’s a lie. The virus was manufactured in
some pharmaceutical lab. The company got rich, and the politicians
forced us into a police state.”

Even from a distance, she could see the bow
quiver. Good gravy, the kid shook so much he might accidently
release the arrow. Mavis swallowed despite her dry mouth and looked
down her trembling iron sight. He wasn’t the only one that needed
to remain calm. “As much as I’d like to debate this issue Justin,
we need to go home.”

“You’re not coming into the neighborhood.
You’re infected.”

“I’m not infected. I got sick, yes, but I
recovered. I’m immune now, just like practically everyone else.”
Mavis paused. Using her toe, she righted her loafer then slipped
her foot inside. The cold leather was stiff against her heel.

Mavis continued her stroll along the front of
the car. Once she got to driver’s side, she’d shoot the lock and
drive away. Fortunately, her tires wouldn’t go flat with a couple
of arrows in them. It was a good plan.

Provided, Justin didn’t shoot her before she
implemented it. “You’re part of the conspiracy.”

Mavis swallowed a groan. One more time. She’d
try one more time to get through to him. “You’re smarter than that,
Justin. The government needs young, healthy workers. If it had
created a disease, it would be to kill off the older population,
the welfare sponges and the convicts.”

“Maybe they did create it like you said.”
Justin stepped forward until he practically hung over the hunter’s
blind. “Maybe it just didn’t work out the way they planned.”

Enough. There would be no reasoning with him
now. His paranoia had become too entrenched. Mavis shifted her aim
from the center of his chest to his right shoulder. Mr. Quartermain
might forgive her for winging his grandson. “I am going home. Now.
If you try to stop me, I will shoot you, Justin.”

“I’ll shoot you back.” As if he’d just seen
the gun in her hand, he stepped back.

“Bullets are faster than arrows. And I am a
crack shot.”

“Justin.” The boy’s name dissolved in a raspy
cough. “Lower the bow, Justin. She’s one of the good guys.”

Mavis’s arms sagged and she lost her target.
Mr. Quartermain had finally arrived.

Justin glanced at the ground while relaxing
the bow string. “But she could be infected.”

“Mrs. Spanner is a doctor. She’d know if
she’s been around any infected.” Mr. Quartermain’s black cowboy hat
appeared above the branches. When the breadth of his shoulder
appeared, he turned to face her. He opened his mouth and coughed.
His cheeks flushed red as he pounded on his chest. Finally, he
stopped coughing and spit. “Damned emphysema. You want me to come
out there and unlock the gate, Ms. Spanner?”

Mavis tucked the gun into the small of her
back and retrieved the keys from her pocket. “No, I’ll do it.”

She’d also give the old man a call and make
sure he had all his medicines. God forbid Justin should be left in
charge of minding the gate. Squatting in front of the lock, Mavis
shifted through her keys, until she spied the small silver one.
Grabbing hold of the head, she inserted the key into the lock and
twisted.

The key didn’t move.

She slid it out again them back in and tried
again. First right, then left. Still it didn’t turn. Did she have
the right key? She sifted through the ones on her chain. That was
the only one that would fit. “Mr. Quartermain, my key is not
working.”

“That’s cause I changed the lock after I saw
you leave.” Justin smirked.

The little twerp. Yanking out her key, Mavis
tucked them into her back pocket and pulled out her gun. “I hope
you have another lock.”

Just as she drew a bead on the silver square,
an engine rumbled. She glanced over her shoulder. No. No. No! Every
organ inside her body collapsed into a black hole, leaving her
hollowed out, incapable of movement or thought. All thoughts except
one: Fear.

A Humvee rolled around the corner. Red paint
scrolled on the side held her attention: We shoot first and let God
sort out the pieces.


Chapter Seven

 


 


“You see, Sergeant Major, the night might not
be a total loss.” In the back seat of the Humvee, Colonel Ryan
Lynch tore off another over-sized bite from his triple-patty
cheeseburger before using the sandwich to gesture outside the
bullet-proof window. Funny how Burgers in a Basket had ran out of
free food for the military, yet his CO had managed to snag three.
Grease dropped from the lopsided bun, joining the mustard and
sesame seeds on the pant leg of his uniform. “You can shoot a few
civilians for being out past curfew.”

Taking his attention from the rear-view
mirror, David lifted his foot off the gas. His hand dropped to side
arm. Yeah, cause that’s what he’d enlisted for—to shoot his fellow
Americans.

He gazed ahead, taking in the graffiti
smeared brick walls, the burned out cars at ten, eleven and two
o’clock. Overflowing dumpsters hunkered at two and three. What
remained of the ground cover wouldn’t hide a squirrel. But...

The eucalyptus at one had a partially
concealed sniper’s nest. The current occupants were a boy with a
bow and arrow and an old man. Were they protecting the neighborhood
or looking at the people in the car as prey? He ducked under the
strap of his M-4 and switched his attention to the woman.

Well, well, the little missy had a gun. Even
if she didn’t know how to use it, she could still do harm. A shadow
shifted in the late model Civic. Another person, probably a woman.
Maybe armed. Bows and arrows versus guns. That battle had been
settled more than a hundred years ago. Still, the Redaction
certainly had made life interesting.

And the four in front of him might continue
to live so long as they didn’t swing their weapons his way. A noise
caused David to shift his attention once more to the backseat.

Colonel Lynch sucked bits of food from his
teeth before picking up one of the plastic wrapped toys from
Burgers in a Basket. The bagged green, grinning crocodile swung
from his glistening fingers. White powdered desiccant clung to the
toy’s belly. “A little bloodshed always makes things more
interesting.”

David kept his expression neutral. The
Redaction hadn’t brought out the best in everyone. The CO, in
particular, had degenerated into a butt-ugly caricature.

Diamonds glittered in the black and platinum
Hublot watch hanging from the CO’s wrist and his footlocker had
more sparkle and glitter than a dragon’s hoard. “You won’t get to
shoot anyone in the DMZ. North Korea is just blustering. As
usual.”

Asshole. The prick had dangled the carrot of
active duty in front of David for a full fifteen minutes, before
demanding he chauffeur him to his daily knob polishing appointment.
What were privates for, if not to do the grunt work?

David stopped the Humvee behind the Civic and
shifted the truck into park. The woman gripped the Sig-Sauer by her
thumb and index finger and held it away from her body. The boy and
old man had disappeared from sight. He scanned the hunter’s blind.
Bastards had no doubt left the women alone to be shot.

Not the first incidence of cowardice he’d
encountered.

Not likely to be the last.

David checked his body armor before resting
his hand against his gun’s grip. “Shall I clear the road, sir?”

Colonel Lynch’s left cheek bulged. “Call in
the tanks.” Bits of masticated beef and bun dotted his lips.
“There’s got to be one around the corner somewhere. The damn
jarheads are probably gambling rather than doing their jobs.”

David locked his jaw tight. The Marines had
become Colonel Asshole’s favorite refrain. Missing MREs—the
Marines’ appetites were notorious. Looted mansion—Marine laxity.
Missing personal effects—the Marine’s had provided security for the
transport of the valuables to the Medical Examiner’s office. Now
he’d use the Corps to needlessly slaughter two women.

Not on his fucking watch. Still, David
reached obediently for his radio just as a head appeared between
the branches of a eucalyptus tree. In the silence, metal scraped
brick before an aluminum ladder was seesawed over the top of the
fence then lowered to the street side. The old man moved cautiously
from the fence to the other ladder before climbing down. The boy
quickly followed. Neither had a visible weapon.

David swallowed his curse. The brave idiots.
They’d be flesh shrapnel if his plan didn’t work. “I’ll patch you
through, Colonel Lynch. You’ll have to use official channels to let
the Corps know that the Army needs its help in dealing with two
women, an elderly man, and a boy.”

The words hung in the Humvee’s grease-scented
interior. One second passed, then two. His chest tightened and the
knuckles of his radio hand bleached to white. Shit. Had he
underestimated the CO’s pride?

Colonel Asshole swallowed his bit of burger
before raising the drink and hooking the straw with his tongue to
draw it in his mouth. Flat, silver eyes stared back at David from
the rearview mirror.

The bastard actually considered killing
civilians a viable option. David pressed the talk switch and heard
the crackle of the live line. “Omega Base this is—”

“Belay that order, Sergeant Major.” The CO
chucked a crescent of bun into his Burgers in a Basket bag and
picked up his cup of French fries. “Deal with the situation.”

“Yes, Sir.” Scooping his helmet off the
passenger seat, David plopped it on his head and opened the door.
Gravel and dead leaves crunched under his boots as he slowly
approached. He kept his finger near the trigger.

The boy eyed the weapon. His Adam’s apple was
a knobby elevator in his scrawny neck. The old man raised his chin
and locked eyes with David. That one wasn’t afraid to die. Long
brown hair wiggled down the back of the other woman in the car as
she climbed from the back seat to the front. The brief flash of her
hands showed they were empty, but that didn’t count for much.

“Stay still, Sunnie.” Steel trimmed the
woman’s soft voice along with a measure of irritation.

But not fear. Interesting. So she was used to
giving orders and being obeyed. He focused on her. Hot damn. She
was a hell of a silver lining to chauffeuring duties. Silver
striped her auburn hair. The windswept strands across her oval
face, and a few clung off her bottom lip. Lucky hair. His gaze
slipped down to her full breasts, noted the tuck of her waist and
the flare of her hips. Luckier clothes.

And he’d bet his breakfast, she could
shoot.

The old man cleared his throat.

David returned his gaze to the woman’s
face.

“Good evening Sergeant Major.” Pink tinged
her cheeks, and a light sparked in her eyes. She offered her gun.
“I apologize for being out past curfew, but we seem to have a
little problem with the lock.”

Interesting. He accepted the gun, noting the
wear on the grip, the slight callous on her trigger finger and the
tape residue. A woman who could read the stripes on his arm and
shoot. He was definitely tooling through the Lust suburb of
Crushville. “Were you planning to shoot the lock, Ma’am?”

“Not at all.” She flattened her palms against
her thighs. The spark in her eyes flared into a bright flame, and
she smiled, showing him even white teeth. “That would have drawn
the attention of the Marines.”

Ah, hell. She was a jar-head groupie. Damn
Marines got all the glory jobs. Still, they weren’t here now, and
he had saved her life.

“I have a pair of bolt cutters in my
trunk.”

Bolt cutters? David rubbed his chin to make
certain his jaw hadn’t dropped open. They weren’t standard
equipment for anyone’s trunk. So what was she doing with them? He
smiled back. Only one way to find out, and score some points along
the way. “Why don’t you pop the trunk? I’ll put away your pea
shooter here, and retrieve the bolt cutters for you.”

“Sounds like a plan.” She stepped
forward.

The two males mimicked her like two leashed
bookends.

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.
“I just have to get the keys from my front pocket.”

David eyed the bulky shape high on her thigh.
He’d offer to help, but doubted the old guy would go for it. As for
the kid... He’d probably require therapy. The younger generation
had some peculiar notions about sex and people over thirty. “Use
two fingers.”

She nodded and slipped them in the pocket of
her loose fitting Dockers.

The dark-haired girl inside the Civic leaned
across the bucket seat and rapped on the window. “Do you want me to
pop the trunk?”

A horn blared through the darkness.

“Sergeant Major, clear the road or shoot them
then clear the road.” Colonel Asshole’s voice sliced through the
blaze of the Humvee’s bank of lights.

“What an asshole,” the kid muttered.

“Disrespectful.” The old man spat. “Like our
lives aren’t worth anything cause the ass wipe has to use the
head.”

David bit the inside of his cheek to keep
from laughing. Or agreeing.

The woman shook her head. “Pop the trunk for
the sergeant major, Sunnie.”

“Got it.” A soft thump signaled the trunk’s
release.

David backed away from the group. His shadow
cut the Civic in half as he side-stepped in the front of the trunk.
With one hand, he lifted the hatch. A whistle slipped past his
lips. Pup tent. Sleeping bags. Backpacks. He unzipped one and
peered inside—dehydrated rations and pouches of water. After
closing the pack, he tucked the Sig-Sauer between a hand-cranked
flashlight and radio.

Hot damn!

If he couldn’t love this woman, he should
just eat his gun.

“The bolt cutters should be under the Pup
tent.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He lifted the tent from its
place. The orange-handled bolt cutters lay on top of the soft-sided
first aid kit. He lifted them out. Maybe if she was single, she
wouldn’t mind camping around with him. Sure he’d crowd the pup
tent, but he’d let her sleep on top of him. Lowering the trunk, he
walked toward the threesome. They parted before him, leaving the
square lock illuminated in the Humvee’s lights.

“If you could cut just the lock, then we’ll
get out of the way.” She pointed to the lock. “We don’t want to
cause you any trouble with the CO.”

“Never mind the CO, Ma’am.” David snugged the
snips around the shackle and squeezed. His arms trembled as the
blades slid through the metal. Too bad his Active Combat Uniform
was so loose that his biceps couldn’t be seen. The lock dropped
with a pop then the chain rattled to the asphalt. “I’ll make sure
to exfiltrate this route.”

He didn’t mention that it was illegal to
block the roadway. People had a right to protect their property.
God knew, the government was more concerned about keeping
businesses safe than its citizens. He pivoted on his heel and faced
her.

“Much obliged.” She held out her hand.

Instead of the bolt cutters, he slid his free
palm against hers.

Her eyes widened and he could have sworn her
pupils dilated despite being in the headlights. It was an
encouraging sign.

“Not a problem.” He held her hand a heartbeat
longer than necessary before releasing her and offering his hand to
the old man.

“Take care, Sergeant Major.” The old man’s
grip tightened before he bent over to cough. His face turned a
bright red before he stopped. After spitting a wad of phlegm, he
straightened. “Emphysema.”

David resisted the urge to retreat and cover
his mouth. A heartbeat later, common sense reasserted itself. The
man had smoker’s cough not the Redaction. He let out a shaky breath
and offered his hand to the boy.

“Dude,” the kid said, thumping his closed
fist against David’s palm.

When he’d finished the hand jive du jour,
David raised the bolt cutters. “I’ll just put these back in the
trunk and let you be on your way.”

Pivoting about, he marched to the Civic’s
trunk. He’d also read her plates to run them, when he got back to
base. Then all he’d need was an excuse to see her again.

After tucking the tool under the pup tent, he
shut the trunk and looked up. The boy and old man had reached the
ladder. The Civic’s engine started and warm exhaust puffed near his
leg. She checked the rearview mirror before easing forward. His
focus dropped to her license plate. BugDr2.

God had a special place in his heart for
enlisted men. Whistling under his breath, David jogged back to the
idling Humvee. Opening the door, David tossed his helmet onto the
passenger seat and climbed behind the wheel.

“That took too long, Sergeant Major.”

“Yes, Sir.” Instead of giving Colonel Asshole
a one-fingered salute, David shifted the car into gear. He hoped
whatever woman who’d drawn the short straw tonight would put a
smile on the CO’s face. When he checked the rearview mirror, he
noticed the facemask.

Cold air snaked down David’s spine and the
hairs on his arm scratched the inside of his jacket.

“That old man coughed, didn’t he?”

“Yes, Sir. Smoker’s cough, Sir.”

The CO adjusted the mask’s ties. “That’s what
they said before the Redaction hit.”

Well, shit. He twisted his grip on the
steering wheel. Weren’t the little guys always the last to know?
David tapped the GPS on the dash until it faced him. Not that he
needed to. He’d memorized the route, since his butt had been
blackmailed into driving duty. Now, he might have been exposed to
the fucking Redaction.

They’d said you couldn’t get it again.

Then again, they’d also said it was over.

The area between David’s shoulder blades
itched as he followed the Civic’s glowing headlights turn for turn.
BugDr2. The pieces clicked into place like he’d finally solved a
Rubik’s cube. The CO wasn’t here for a nob-polishing. He was here
about the Redaction. Sure enough, she backed into the driveway
right where his GPS marked his destination.

A shadow moved in the depths of the garage.
Must be the girl getting to safety. Smart given the COs
appetites.

“We’ve arrived, Sir.” David eased the Humvee
to a stop next the curb, shoved it into park and jumped down. Two
steps brought him to the rear door, and he jerked it open.

The CO glanced from David to the woman who
now stood on the porch. The garage door rumbled closed.

“Damn, she’s been out in public already.”
Colonel Asshole looked at the briefcase, then David before lifting
the satchel off the floor and sliding out. “Bring the SEEK.”

David fished out the handheld Secure
Electronic Enrollment Kit before hoisting the bag containing the
rest of the Quick Identification Platform and followed his superior
officer.

The CO goose-stepped to the porch, stopping
five feet away from the woman. “Dr. Spanner. Dr. Mavis
Spanner?”

“Yes.”

Marching forward, David held out the
rectangular SEEK device. “If you would place your finger here.”

Her lips compressed into a thin line but she
set her thumb on the LE reader. “Would you like to tell me what
this is about? I no longer work for the government.”

The display returned her identification as
Dr. Mavis Spanner and provided a picture. Anything else required a
higher security clearance. David nodded to the colonel. So much for
searching the records to find out more about her. Mavis. An unusual
name. It suited her.

Colonel Asshole smoothed his stained uniform.
“You no longer work for the Weapons of Mass Destruction coalition,
Doctor, but I assure you that you still work for the US
government.”

“In what capacity?” Her gaze darted from him
to the Colonel, before sticking. “The Rattling Death is over.”

“No, Ma’am.” The CO shook his head. His
briefcase bumped against his leg as he adjusted his face mask
again. “Our contacts in Asia say it’s mutated and is more lethal
than ever.”


Chapter Eight

 


 


Manny twitched to the right, toward the lap
of water in the bathroom, the humid orange-scented air and the
girls. Before he moved to get them, a gasp glued him in place. The
boys! Jose and Mikey played in the living room. They were closest
to the kitchen.

The closest to where the intruders were
trying to enter.

Manny’s heartbeat roared in his ears, urging
him to save them. All of them. Yet, his feet remained rooted on the
worn carpet. Tears swam in his eyes. He blinked them away.

He wouldn’t let his family down.

Not again.

Warmth gushed through him, breaking the
paralysis. Pivoting about, he lurched toward the living room and
tripped over the cinder blocks he called feet. His shoulder slammed
against the drywall. The board crunched under his weight and flakes
of white plaster speckled the green carpet. Pushing away, he
staggered into the bathroom. The bubbled linoleum cracked
underfoot.

“Manny?” Lucia’s whisper stirred the foam
swelling over the edge of the tub.

As white as the suds around her, a wide-eyed
Mary sunk deep into the bubbles. Her hand covered her mouth and her
fingers dug into her cheeks.

Grunting, he shook the feeling back in his
fingers. Funny how it didn’t hurt. “Hide. In the attic. Just like
we practiced, Luce.”

Lurching from the room, he staggered forward
without waiting to see if she obeyed. She would. They all
would.

They had to.

Manny careened into the living room and
stopped. Swaying on his feet, he listened. Only the plip-plop of
the simmering beans and the whirl of the microwave came from the
kitchen. Had they stopped trying to get inside?

“Is it the soldiers?” Standing near the open
coat closet, Jose held Mikey’s hand. Both had a flashlight and a
backpack. A rope ladder hung from the open attic access inside the
tiny space.

“No, Little Man. It’s not the soldiers.” They
would not be that lucky. Whatever lurked in the darkness was worse.
Far worse.

The Aspero.

And all the long, sharp knives were in the
kitchen.

He should have hidden them around the house,
should have planned better. “Get up the ladder.”

Jose’s cinnamon-colored chin thrust
forward.

Manny’s stomach clenched. Not now. He
couldn’t handle an argument right now. “Just like we
practiced.”

Mikey jerked his hand free and reached for
the rope. “Please Jose. I’m scared.”

Jose’s lower lip trembled. Sighing, he
reached through the coats hanging in the closet and pulled out a
bat. “Here.”

Manny’s heart ticked like the clock of a bomb
as he lifted the scarred bat. It sounded hollow as he thumped it
against his palm, but felt real. Solid. Popi had said it was maple.
Maybe he’d get to split someone’s head open before they shot
him.

The rattling came again. Louder as whoever
was on the outside pulled on the chain with more determination.

Lucia and Mary’s bare feet slapped the tile
as they ran into the living room. Bubbles clung to their hair and
the damp towels they had wrapped around their thin bodies. Holding
the terrycloth in one hand, they lugged backpacks in their other.
The pink bags thumped against their leg with each step. Lucia
slowed to let Mary move in front of her then they were scrambling
up the ladder.

Twisting the bat in his hand, Manny waited.
He had to make sure they were safe. They were his responsibility.
And he had time. They hadn’t gotten through the chain.

Yet.

Wood bumped rhythmically against the rafters
as his brother pulled up the ladder. There was a moment of silence
then a scrape and whoosh as the cover was slid into place. Manny
peered into the closet. No seam of the opening was visible. Please
let it be enough to keep them safe.

“Don’t come out until they’ve gone. No matter
what you hear. Understand?”

One rap on the ceiling was his answer.

The Aspero made no distinction between
children and adults. And age wouldn’t protect the girls from the
worst of the lot. In fact, it might encourage the pedophiles and
sadists.

Hefting the bat to his shoulder, Manny pushed
the closet door half-closed. Avoiding the pile of toys, he leaned
against the wall before peering around the doorway into the
kitchen.

The plywood remained firmly shut, and the
chain snaked across the floor. Steam wafted from the pot of beans
and added the aroma of food.

Had they given up? Or were they going to try
a new door or window? He twisted the bat in his sweaty palms. He’d
have to check.

Leaving the kitchen, he glanced right then
left. The bedrooms or the carport. The carport was the only door no
longer boarded up. They’d probably try it first so more of them
could rush in, overwhelm him, and torment him before the beat down.
His hand shook as he reached across the chipped linoleum for the
knife. He brushed the brown handle and the blade spun.

Swearing, he leaned farther inside the
kitchen and caught it mid-spin. He lifted the knife and scooted his
fingers down to the handle. Warm blood trickled down his palm. He
sucked on the cut before sticking the knife blade down in his tube
sock.

Keeping the light on, Manny fingered the
metal flap of the pocket door shut before grasping the cold handle.
The painted wood rolled silently closed. He listened to his raspy
breathing for a moment, then two. The VCR timer pulsed blue light
around the room.

Enough. He had to know where they were and
how many had come. Turning away from the living room, he headed for
the curtains hanging from the door jamb of the laundry room.

A thump rumbled through the rafters.

Manny held his breath and looked up at the
ceiling. Was it the kids or... them? His chest burned, and then his
pulse drummed against his temple.

No screams.

No cries for help.

No more noise.

Slowly, Manny exhaled. With the bat still
resting on his shoulder, he ran his cut hand down the silky fabric.
The faint scent of lavender stirred in the air and an image of his
mother flashed inside his head, so real he could have swore she
stood in front of him.

He shook the thought from his head. His mom
was dead. It was up to him to keep the ninos safe. The chintz
curtains rustled as he slipped between them. Light trimmed the door
and stabbed the darkness. The peep hole was a pale eye in the wood
plank.

Heart jack-hammering, Manny waded into the
mounds of dirty clothes. Closer. Closer. He gripped the bat with
both hand, moved his hands up to compensate for the narrow
space.

The doorknob jingled.

Would the lock hold? Manny’s knee buckled.
Pitching to the side, he felt the stinky fabric give under his leg.
He released the bat in time to slam his palm against the
washer.

The impact was a drum in the silence.

“Fuck!” In one motion, Manny swung the bat
up, catching it with his free hand, and held it up like a shield in
front of his chest. He stared unblinking at the closed door. His
body vibrated. He panted for air, until his face tingled.

Still no one ripped the door off the hinges
or shot out the lock.

What the hell?

Eying the door, he rose to his feet.

A soft scratch and then...

“Manny?”

He blinked. He knew that voice. She’d
followed him and his best friend everywhere. The bat thudded to the
clothes at his feet. “Irina?”

“Please let us in.” Her voice broke on a sob.
“The Aspero are coming.”

He stepped forward and touched the knob. The
cold metal injected a dose of self-preservation and he jerked to a
stop.

Irina could be bait.

“Hurry.”

Stumbling forward, he flattened himself
against the door and raised his eye to the peep hole. Leaves
swirled across the empty carport. Should he let her in, take the
chance that she was alone? And what of his family?

“Please, God!” Irina cried.

He’d taken in Mary and Mikey, neighbors who
had gone to his church. How could he do any less for his best
friend’s sister? Manny’s fingers slipped on the lock, before he
turned it and opened the door.


Chapter Nine

 


 


Mavis eyed the eagle pinned to the colonel’s
lapel. Could he be right? Could the Rattling Death be back? She
sucked on her bottom lip. It wasn’t unusual for flu season to pick
up in the spring. Still... She replayed the officer’s message
inside her head, tripping over his last words.

“Even if it is more virulent, those of us who
got sick should be immune.” Her stomach clenched. The burger she’d
consumed earlier felt like a rock. Unless it had changed enough.
Sweet Jesus! She’d taken Sunnie out, exposed her. They’d both
gotten the influenza; both recovered.

The disease couldn’t strike them again.

“Impossible.”

But it wasn’t. Viruses were simple things.
And they could mutate fast. Very fast. Yet, to change so much that
a healthy immune system couldn’t recognize an antigen... She locked
her gaze on the Colonel’s.

He reshaped the metal hasp of his mask across
the bridge of his nose.

Mavis’s nails bit into her palm. The deaths
in Asia would have been occurring for a while. Might never have
stopped. “Why did the government lift the public gathering ban, if
they even suspected it could come back?”

The porch light blinked on then off. A
question from Sunnie disguised as a normal power fluctuation.

Mavis scratched the back of her head, before
flashing the peace sign. She was all right. Sort of. Maybe.
Probably not. Lowering her hand to her side, she replayed their
excursion to the fast food restaurant. Had anyone coughed or
sneezed? No. She would have remembered. Heck, everyone would have
stampeded from the building. But people had talked.

And bugs hitchhiked on the spoken word.

The colonel thumped the silver briefcase in
his hand against his leg, before looking around the cul-de-sac and
adjusting his facemask. Again. “Perhaps we should have this
conversation inside.”

“Of course.” Mavis spun on her heel and
crossed the cement porch. She didn’t particularly want the man in
her house. Something about the Colonel set off her creep-dar. But
the last thing she needed was Mr. Quartermain’s grandson finding
out about the return of the Rattling Death and skewering her with
an arrow.

Soles thudded softly behind her. One set, the
colonel’s no doubt. The career NCO wouldn’t have survived by making
so much noise. Mavis’s irritation meter spiked. And why hadn’t the
officer introduced himself? Just another petty mind game,
power-hungry thugs liked to play? Like not turning over the case to
her and leaving?

“Did you observe any sick civilians while you
were out?” The colonel’s nasally twang disturbed the night.

“No.” And she would have noticed. Everyone
would have. She jabbed her key in the deadbolt and twisted.
“Everyone seemed shocked, guarded, but otherwise healthy.”

Turning the knob, she pushed the door open
and keyed in the pin for the alarm. The faint chemical smell from
the pellet stove surrounded her.

“Of course, you can’t be sure.” The colonel
brushed her back as he darted inside. “You weren’t looking for the
signs of the illness.”

Butt head! Mavis jerked on her key but it
refused to come free. “Everyone was looking for signs of the
illness. The high fever, the raspy breathing, the unquenchable
thirst, and the broken blood vessels in the eyes.” Bracing her foot
against the base of the door, she tugged on the key. Why wouldn’t
it come free? “No one will ever forget watching a loved one drown
slowly in their bed.”

A calloused hand slipped around hers.
“Ma’am.”

Tingles raced up her arm. The sergeant major.
Not that she’d forgotten him. Who could? There was something about
him, more than his buzz cut or his clean ACUs. More than the scent
of honest sweat and determination. Her husband had smelled like
that.

“Have at it, Sergeant Major.” Mavis scuttled
away.

The colonel’s lips quirked.

She stopped on the threshold. The pompous
prick probably assumed she’d been glad to hand over the difficult
task of opening doors to a man. Raising her chin, she looked the CO
in the eye. “The lock always sticks.”

Metal jingled behind her. The sergeant
major’s voice was soft as velvet. “It’s the Arizona dust. Gets into
everything.”

Stepping into the foyer, she smoothed her
jacket. Like they were here to talk about deadbolts and dirt. Still
she appreciated his effort to put her at ease.

“Exactly.” She shrugged off her purse strap
while walking past the closed doors of the den, heading for the
great room.

The colonel stepped backward, bumping the
abstract hanging on the wall. The four-by-six foot collage wobbled.
“Now about the Redaction...”

Mavis reached out to steady the work of art
but it had stopped moving. A quick glance and she spied the
sergeant major taking his hand from the painting. The CO could
learn a few manners from his non-commissioned officer. “What
information have you brought me to look at?”

Turning to flip on the light switch, she eyed
the sergeant major.

The recessed CFLs in the great room buzzed
before slowly brightening.

A grin flirted with his full lips and dimples
flashed in his clean shaven cheeks. He glanced down at her loafers
before lazily making his way up her legs, over her stomach,
lingered on her breasts, then paused on her mouth before meeting
her gaze. Heat flared in his brown eyes.

Mavis’s cheeks tingled and her skin prickled
with awareness. Oh my. He looked like he was willing to teach her a
few things as well. Good Lord, no man had looked at her like that
since Jack.

He held out his hand. “Your keys, Ma’am.”

She shook off the soldier’s spell. Careful
not to touch him, she plucked the keys from his fingers. “Thank
you.”

The colonel cleared his throat. “Sergeant
Major, please make sure the house is secure.”

The sergeant major’s jaw clenched. “Aye,
Sir.”

Mavis fisted the keys. “My niece should be in
the back bedroom.”

The soldier’s dimples flashed. “I’ll be sure
to make plenty of noise so I don’t scare her, Ma’am.”

“I’d appreciate it.” She smiled. The warning
was for her niece to stop listening in the hall and get to her
bedroom. Dropping her keys in the Royal Dolton bowl on the hall
table, she placed her purse next to it then faced the colonel.

The light wasn’t kind to him and she almost
asked him to put the mask back on. His close-set eyes, pursed lips
and swallow complexion reminded her of a sick pig. His gut strained
the buttons of his stained uniform. Sloppy and disrespectful. The
Army must have been harder hit by the Rattling Death for anyone in
their right mind to make this man a full bird colonel.

“Now, Mrs. Spanner...”

“Dr. Spanner, Colonel.” Best to use proper
titles when dealing with worms. Especially when he didn’t seem
inclined to hurry and hand over her case. Not that she’d begrudge
his curiosity. Something told her he wouldn’t use the information
for the public welfare.

Mavis crossed to the round teak dining room
table. Moonlight filtered in the open vertical blinds in the niche.
She grabbed the dirty glass off the bar of the open kitchen and set
it inside the soapstone country sink.

“Of course, Doctor.” He strode across the
beige ceramic tile into the sitting area of the great room. He
scanned the contents.

She could almost feel him calculating the
value of the painted aboriginal masks and original art work on the
beige walls. Her skin crawled when he focused on the gilded canopic
jars from Egypt, the Samurai sword and sheath, and the red and
black Minoan bowl on the built-in bookcases. The uncouth moron
probably didn’t recognize them as reproductions.

“I think we’ll use the table, Colonel.” Mavis
pulled out one of the cane back oak chairs then took the seat
opposite it. “That way we have room to spread out.”

And you don’t get too comfortable.

The officer trailed his fingers along the
blue and green Persian rug hanging by the arcadia doors before
stopping next to the circular table with her replica Ming vase.

Mavis crossed her arms over her chest. If he
touched her honeymoon souvenir from the Great Wall of China, she’d
break off his fingers and feed them to him.

The colonel sauntered along the perimeter,
pausing in front of the two folded flags displayed on the mantle
between the portraits of her husband and son in their dress blues.
He quickly clasped his hands behind his back. “Your record didn’t
state that your husband was a career military man.”

Mavis flattened her palms against the wood
table. She seriously doubted he had a high enough security
clearance to see her record. Or he’d have known her husband had
mustered out after eight years. “You know the Marines, Colonel.
They guard the Embassies in all sorts of exotic locations.”

“Yes.” Smoothing his rumpled uniform, the
colonel cast one last lingering glance at the vase before drifting
his attention to her. “Posted mostly to the middle east and Asia,
from what I can gather.”

She had been posted there, not her husband.
As part of an international team, she’d searched for biological and
chemical weapons. Only later, had she been loaned out to the
International Atomic Energy Agency to check for nuclear weapons
programs. Her husband Jack had either been watching their son, or
guarding her back. “Have you served in those regions?”

“Only in the trenches.” A smirk distorted his
moon-pie face. “I couldn’t shake the sand out of my boots long
enough to sight-see.”

Right, like she believed the doofus had ever
seen combat. Those veterans wore that primal edge like a second
skin. Still, she pasted on her smile and felt it settle into place.
She hadn’t survived twenty years in the WMD program to be rattled
by a lying puke. With her foot, she kicked the chair out a little
more than gestured to it with her head. “Desert Storm?”

“Among many others.”

Sure. She’d check his service record, later.
Confirm that the man was a snake.

“Colonel Lynch.” The sergeant major came to
attention. “The house is secure, Sir.”

The colonel gave a half-assed salute.
Skirting the couch, he eyed the family photographs on the wall. He
paused and straightened the picture of Sunnie. “And the girl?”

Mavis rubbed the goosebumps from her arms.
Sweet Jesus! Her niece had been barely twelve in that picture. Sure
she’d started to develop into a woman, but for him to look at her
with a flicker of lust... Mavis cleared her throat. Maybe, she
could ask to be assigned another contact person. Her attention
flicked to the sergeant major.

The enlisted man nodded slightly as if
knowing she was thinking about him. “The girl is wearing headphones
and typing on the computer.”

Like a typical teenager. Or so the tone
implied. The sergeant major was a good man. Mavis would see that he
served as her new liaison.

The colonel removed his hand from the
portrait and wiped it on his slacks. “Stand in the hall, this is
top secret information, and we can’t have a little kid
eavesdropping. She’d probably post it on Facebook, and then there’d
be hell to pay.”

“Aye, sir.”

Post the fact that the Rattling Death might
be back? Surely, she couldn’t have heard right. They wouldn’t keep
such knowledge to themselves. Had they learned nothing? Bracing her
hands on the table, Mavis rose in her seat. “Why would posting a
possible outbreak on Facebook be a problem? I can have a press
release ready to go in hours.”

Colonel Lynch grabbed the proffered chair,
turned it around and straddled it. The smirk nearly swallowed his
beady eyes. “The president himself has decided it is in our
national interest to suppress the information.”

“Our national interest?” Her knees buckled
and her butt hit the chair with a thwack. Unbelievable! Could those
idiots in Washington really be such blockheads? “We’ve lost
one-hundred-five million people already. If this outbreak is just
half as deadly, then more than half of our citizens will die. By
reinstating the public gathering ban, we can save lives.”

Shrugging, Colonel Lynch wet his fingers and
rubbed at the red stain on his slacks. “Our economy can’t sustain
another hit. Already, thousands of companies are teetering on the
verge of bankruptcy, and Congress is considering bailing them out.
We can’t have a panic and risk weakening the dollar further.”

“I’m talking lives and you’re spouting
economics.” Mavis rubbed her face with her palms. Her skin felt hot
to the touch, but she boxed up her anger. She would not lose her
temper. She would not give the jerkwad the satisfaction. “The
American people have a right to know.”

“May I remind you that America is under
martial law, Doctor?” He waved his hairy knuckled hand in the air
as if the Bill of Rights were a gnat to be swatted. “Breaking your
oath is a treasonous offense, punishable by death.”

Son of a bitch! Mavis clutched the bottom of
her chair to keep from launching off the seat. “I am well aware of
my oath, Colonel Lynch.” To her country and to the Constitution.
Nowhere had there been any mention of corporate profits and
capitalism at any cost. Nowhere. Still, she was smart enough to
recognize the power that came with money.

And a uniform. Especially these days.

Leaning forward in her chair, she looked him
in the eye. “Neither the government’s nor the military’s authority
is absolute.”

“Is that a threat, doctor?” His lips curdled
at the edges.

God, could the man be any denser? “It’s a
prophecy, Colonel. People are going to see their loved ones die
from the Rattling Death while the government remains mum. There
will be panic in the streets. The American people will turn on the
soldiers—your men.” As if the man cared about anyone but himself.
“Just as they did in Seattle.”

The name fell like a hand grenade between
them—the Fort Sumter of the new millennium. Americans had risen
like a giant from a coma. They’d stormed bunkers holding
politicians and the rich safe from the infection. They’d overrun
ships and subMarines taking control and obliterating the
strongholds barred to them. The city had literally burned to the
ground. Thousands dead, everyone homeless.

And all because a medical supply ship had
been delayed due to a storm.

An accident.

If the people learned the government
deliberately kept silent...

“Seattle was the Navy’s mistake.”

God, he was such an idiot! Mavis smacked her
forehead. What kind of angel protection racket did stupid people
have that allowed them to survive?

“But that is academic at the moment, Doctor.”
He paused as if he’d made a great joke with his word play. “No one
in the U.S. has died since the last case nearly two months
ago.”

“Eight weeks, Colonel.” Long enough for a
virus to mutate.

He tugged on the face mask hanging around his
neck. “So far the cases have been contained in Asia, and the
government wants to keep it that way.”

Like that was possible. Heaven help anyone on
that task force. “What does the government want me to do?”

Setting the metal briefcase on the ground,
Colonel Lynch leaned back in his chair, laced his fingers behind
his head, and rested his left ankle on his right knee. “If you’ll
pack your things, I’ll let Surgeon General Arnez explain
everything.”

Mavis blinked. Miles Arnez knew her better
than to think she’d leave her house. That’s why he’d sent the
silver case. Her silver case. “Excuse me?”

“Of course.” The colonel nodded dismissively
and his attention wandered back to the fake Ming vase. “I’ll just
wait here while you pack. Let the sergeant major know if you need
anything.”

She released her chair and shook the feeling
into her fingers. “No, Colonel. You’ve misunderstood me.” Not for
the first time, and unlikely the last either. “I am not
leaving.”

“Mrs. Spanner—”

“Doctor Spanner.”

“Doctor,” Colonel Lynch lowered his arms.
“The government requires we get you to Gamma Base to begin your
work.”

She pushed out of her chair. The wooden legs
scraped the tile as it moved backward. “Bologna!”

One end of his unibrow formed a hook over his
beady eyes. “Excuse me?”

Officious ass! Anger flamed through her body,
and she jerked her hands away from the table least it start
smoking. Did he really think she’d been intimidated by a cocked
eyebrow? She’d faced down jack-booted thugs with machine guns,
wide-eyed rebels with machetes, and religious fanatics with
stones.

“I am not accompanying you anywhere,
Colonel.” She set her hands on her hips. To steady the trembling
vibrating through her, she dug her fingers into her soft belly.
“That case you’re caressing is an encrypted computer with biomatrix
protection. I believe it is meant for me.” She thumped on her
chest, felt the thud down to her toes. “Arnez knows I only work
from my house.”

“I have my orders, Doctor.” He shifted his
feet until they pinched the briefcases. “And they clearly state
that I am to evac you to Gamma Base.”

And pigs pooped silk! She’d bet her entire
life savings, the jerkwad wanted the computer for his personal use.
No doubt the puke would sell the information it contained or use it
to save his worthless hide. Mavis crossed her arms and glared down
at him. “Let me see your orders, Colonel.”

He crossed his arms and thrust his jaw
forward. “I don’t have them on me, Doctor.”

Because, they didn’t order her to accompany
him. “Then I’m not leaving.”

“Are you refusing to follow a direct order?”
He rose from his seat; his hand fell to his side. Fortunately, he
hadn’t worn his side arm.

Not that a gun would have changed her mind.
“You are not my superior officer, Colonel. So unless you can
provide those orders, I am not under any obligation to do as you
say.”

His face flushed an unflattering shade of
red. “Sergeant Major!”

The soldier rounded the corner, before the
great room stopped ringing with the colonel’s bellow. “Sir!”

“Pack a bag for Mrs. Spanner. She will be
returning to base with us.”

The soldier looked from his CO to her then
back again. His lips compressed and color glowed on his cheeks.

So he was on her side. Good to know, but it
would be career suicide for him to disobey a direct order. Mavis
nodded once. He should obey his CO, at least until other orders
came from a higher authority. Keeping the colonel in her sight, she
sidled toward the cordless phone.

“Did I stutter, Sergeant Major?” Colonel
Lynch’s face contorted—slitted eyes, white-rimmed mouth, and florid
complexion.

“No, Sir.” The soldier’s expression drained
of all emotion. “Where might I find such a bag?”

“Use a garbage bag for all I care.” The CO
stamped his foot.

Mavis picked up the phone. Her fingers were
steady as she speed-dialed Miles Arnez, the Surgeon General. The
computer generated voice asked how it could direct her call. She
punched in the extension of her former boss, then her access code
to his private line. The phone rang once, then twice.

Colonel Lynch scooped up the computer case
and clutched it to his chest. “Calling 9-1-1 won’t help you,
doctor. I’m the authority in Phoenix.”

But not absolute authority. The military
reported to a civilian leader, and, thanks to an executive order,
that person was the Surgeon General. Behind her, cabinet drawers
opened and closed as the sergeant major looked for the required
bag. Mavis focused on the ringing. Three. Come on, Miles. Pick up
the phone. A click sounded after the fourth ring. She better not
get voicemail.

“Mavis?” Miles sighed into the phone.
Amusement and exasperation added dimension to his gravelly voice.
“Why are you calling? Isn’t the laptop working?”

Gotcha! Mavis grinned at the lying puke. Your
ass is so toasted. Miles Arnez hated petty tyrants almost as much
as she did. He’d shot the last one point-blank and had to leave the
WMD program. Nice to know he’d landed on his feet. And that he
hadn’t forgotten her. “Colonel Lynch refuses to give me the
computer, Miles. He says he’ll shoot me, unless I accompany him to
Gamma Base.”

“I did not.” The officer clutched the laptop
tighter. Hatred blazed in his eyes.

She matched his wrath. He would have drawn on
her, if he’d been wearing a side arm like regulations required.
And, she had no doubt that he would have shot her by now. But she
lived her life in facts and probabilities, not what if fairytales.
Still, she’d made an enemy, but it would have happened sooner or
later. She had morals to guide her and he used his greed and penis
as a compass.

Miles chuckled then cleared his throat. “Put
me on speaker.”

“Certainly.” Mavis set the phone on the
counter and pressed the speaker button on the headset. “Ready when
you are, Sir.”

Nothing wrong with buttering up the boss. She
clasped her hands behind her back. Besides the Surgeon General had
earned her respect.

“Colonel Lynch,” Miles’s bark sounded tinny,
“just what were your instructions regarding Dr. Spanner?”

“We were to secure the target and escort her
to Gamma Base.” The officer lurched forward, toward the phone.

She moved it out of his reach, so he couldn’t
pick it up and receive his dressing down privately. The drawers had
stopped opening and closing. Either the sergeant major had found
her supply of kitchen garbage bags, or he was listening to the
rebuke. She’d bet the latter.

“Funny, Colonel,” Miles drawled. Lynch swayed
to the softness of the Surgeon General’s voice. Mavis bit her lip.
Her friend hadn’t lost that snake charmer tone. “You know, I’m
reading your orders now and they said to confirm Dr. Spanner’s
identity then hand over the laptop. You do still have the laptop,
don’t you?”

Lynch’s left eye twitched. Strangling the
handle, he looked at her neck before dropping the case to his side.
For a moment, she thought he’d lie. “Yes, sir.”

“Good.” Still using his snake charmer’s
voice, Miles spoke softly. “Now, have you confirmed Doctor
Spanner’s identity?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m going to make this very simple, Colonel.
Hand the laptop to the good doctor.” Steel girded Miles’s
order.

Like a robot, the officer raised the laptop
in her direction.

Shaking her head, Mavis popped open the lid
of Clorox wipes and tugged two out. “Just put it on the table.”

Metal scraped wood as he dropped it onto the
teak dining room table.

Schooling her features not to smile, she
strode across the room and swiped the cloths over the case. She
really should behave. Really, but the lying puke deserved a
comeuppance. “You’re a brave man to touch the case, Colonel.”

His eyes narrowed.

She dragged the wipe over the square black
fingerprint readers near the combination lock. One day, she’d be
punished for what she was about to do. Then again, maybe not.
Either way, she’d sleep soundly tonight.

“This just came from US Army Medical Research
Institute of Infectious Diseases.” She sucked on her bottom lip.
Partly in fear. Sweet Jesus, if the LCD reader couldn’t read her
fingerprints, the C4 lining the case would be tripped. “God knows,
AMRIID deals with the really nasty bugs. And they love to hitchhike
on metal.”

Colonel Lynch dashed for the kitchen sink and
slapped on the tap. “Son of a bitch!”

He pumped a pile of soap into his palm and
began scrubbing his hands, under the steaming water.

Behind him, the sergeant major’s shoulders
shook and his face turned bright red.

Mavis turned her back on them so neither
could see her smile. Serves you right, you prick.

Coughing came out the speaker before Miles
cleared his throat. “You’re such a pain in the ass, Mavis. When
will you learn to play nicely with others?”

She finished cleaning the case, crumpled up
the wipe and chucked it into the basket. “I’ll put it on my bucket
list.”

“Christ, Mavis.” Miles growled. “If what
we’re seeing is any indication, you might have to enroll in
finishing school tomorrow.”

Her heart mule-kicked in her chest and her
mouth went dry. She pressed her thumbs to the LCD readers before
spinning the lock to her numbered code. “That bad?”

“Seventy percent mortality. Seventy.” Miles
hissed. “But we’re not sure if it’s just the disease or a
culmination of unsanitary conditions, tainted water, lack of food
and no medicine.”

The case’s locks popped like a shot. Hooking
her ankle around a chair leg, she dragged it closer and collapsed
onto it. “Seventy percent? Are you sure?”

There had to be a mistake. There had to be.
Blocking out the soldiers, she lifted the lid.

“No, that’s where you come in.” She could
almost see him chewing on the earpiece of his reading glasses. “Run
the numbers with your modeling program.”

After removing the solar cells and satellite
hook-up, she powered up the computer then drummed her fingers on
the table. Why did the blasted thing have to take so long? “Is the
most recent data on the hard drive?”

“No, but it’s on its way by courier.” A chair
creaked over the phone. “ETA is midnight, local time.”

Courier? She leaned forward and stared in the
camera lens dead center of the laptop’s screen. She forced her eye
to remain open as the green beam scanned her iris. The light
snapped off and time ticked down as the computer calculated the
patterns and compared them to her identification pattern. “Why use
a courier? Why not just email me the updates?”

“The damned Chinese have hacked the
Pentagon’s computers again. Most systems are off-line so they don’t
know that our eyes in the sky are monitoring them and their burning
fields.” Miles chuffed. “Everything will be couriered to you just
like in Iran.”

Mavis fingered the ridge of scar tissue
running under her jaw. She hoped this assignment turned out better
than the Iranian one had. The Windows icon fluttered across the
screen, before disappearing. From the corner of her eye, she
watched the officer. No way would she let the malevolent Kewpie
doll get his grubby mitts on her data. “Who will deliver it?
Colonel Lynch’s duties are too important for him to act as a
courier every day.”

Miles grunted. “Colonel, who is your
driver?”

The officer’s jaw worked as if he’d been
chewing on a large beetle. “Sergeant Major David Dawson, sir.”

“Well, Sergeant Major David Dawson, you’ve
just been drafted as Dr. Spanner’s personal courier.”

Mavis nodded at the soldier. David Dawson. It
was a good name, strong and true.

“Now see here.” Colonel Lynch glared at the
phone. “We’re still disposing of bodies and...”

“You’ll have the Sergeant Major’s new orders
by the time you return to base, Colonel.” Miles bit off, his
irritation snapped through the line. “Dawson, you and only you are
to touch that package. Keeping that information flowing may be the
most important duty you’ll ever have.”

Sergeant Major Dawson squared his shoulders.
“It will be an honor, Sir.”

“Mavis, are you sure you don’t want to come
here?” Papers shuffling came over the line. “It’ll save us a lot of
time. Every minute will count if this thing crosses the ocean.”

“I’m claustrophobic.” She rubbed the
goosebumps from her arm and opened her mortality modeling program.
“No way are you packing me sixty feet underground with a hundred
other people, quadruple bunked and breathing recycled air.”

Gamma Base was just another name for mass
tomb.

“That’s filtered, recycled air.” Miles
sighed. “And there’s lots of space in the labs.”

“I suck at bench work.” She cracked her
knuckles while the program loaded. Soon a picture of the U.S.
filled her screen. “Now leave me alone.”

“I’ll have my secretary send you the
finishing school literature.” Miles chuckled. “Colonel Lynch, make
certain Dr. Spanner gets all the assistance she needs, and I’ll
make certain the President himself places a commendation in your
file.”

The officer straightened and smoothed his
rumpled, stained uniform. “Yes, sir.”

“Mavis,” Miles voice downshifted into
resignation. “Call me with the projection as soon as it’s finished.
I need to know if humanity is facing an extinction level
event.”


Chapter Ten

 


 


Manny braced one palm against the door as it
swung slightly open. Eyes straining, he tried to decipher the
shadows—people? Plants? Beyond the empty carport, the world was a
study of silver and gray. Shifting and moving, but not rushing
forward to swallow him in nothingness.

“Irina?” His hiss accompanied the rustle of
leaves.

A scrape on the ground jerked his attention
to the cement pad.

“Here.” Hiding into the darkness sucking at
the edge of the house, a large mound unfurled into spindly limbs
and a thin torso. “Help me get him inside.”

A limp arm fell in Manny’s direction. He
caught the chilled flesh and bone, before crouching lower and
moving his hand up to the damp armpit. “What happened?”

“The Aspero.” Irina sobbed and straightened
in the moonlight—a sharp angled version of once lush curves.

Manny’s heart lurched and the shockwave
rattled out his extremities. God, she had become so thin. Had the
gang bangers done this to her?

“I’ll get him, Rini.” Releasing the door,
Manny locked his hands around the narrow chest and lifted. Wetness
coated his forearms as he stepped backward, dragging the boy with
him. “Just get inside.”

Irina crawled forward. Her shoulder brushed
his calve as she passed. “No one’s called me Rini since...”

Since her brother died.

Manny hadn’t seen her in the hospital. And as
soon as he’d been discharged, he’d been remanded into police
custody. Only the fact that he hadn’t been driving the stolen car
had prevented him from being tried for manslaughter. His foot
caught on the waistband of a pair of jeans and he stumbled. Clothes
sucked at him and his burden as he fell. Air left his lungs as the
weight of the boy landed atop him. Manny stared at the dark ceiling
while his body remembered how to breathe. “Close and lock the door
behind us.”

“Okay.” Irina rose up on her knees to shuffle
forward. With one arm wrapped around her waist, she leaned into the
night, caught the door knob and pulled the door closed. She
collapsed alongside Manny. “I think I locked it.”

Releasing his hands, Manny rolled the boy
between himself and Irina. He used the edge of the washer to pull
himself to his feet and reached for the dead bolt. His fingers
brushed the key before he twisted it. It didn’t turn.

“Yeah, it’s locked.” Manny leaned his
forehead against the cold wooden plank, before clawing up the door
to stare out the peep hole. A plastic garbage bag tumbled down the
street. Nothing but garbage moved in the moonlight.

“Did they follow us?”

A hand brushed Manny’s pant leg.

He hitched up his loose jeans, before pulling
away from the door. “Doesn’t look like it.”

But seeing nothing didn’t count for much
these days. It was only a matter of time before the Aspero found
him. His insides jumped and bitterness flooded his mouth.

Unless he moved.

Manny bent down and picked up the boy. His
thighs burned as he straightened. “Are you hurt?”

“Not as bad as Stash.” In the dark laundry
room, Irina hissed, before her elbow brushed his side. “He rushed
to Basia’s defense.”

Three people, yet only two people were at his
door.

“What happened to your grandmother?”
Balancing on one leg, Manny propped his knee against Stash’s back
and juggled his weight.

After a whisper of fabric, light filtered
into the small room. Still clutching her side, Irina stood in the
doorway. Streaks glistened on her cheek. “Basia’s dead.”

Manny blinked the sting from his eyes.
Irina’s plump grandmother had visited him every Saturday at Adobe
Mountain. She’d told him bad jokes in her thick Polish accent and
baked him cherry kolaches. Pain radiated from his chest. “Why did
they have to kill her? Your grandmother always shared everything
she had.”

Turning sideways, Manny squeezed through the
doorway and into short hallway leading to the kitchen.

“Basia managed to get rice and beans from Mr.
Taylor before the Aspero.” Behind him, Rini’s shoes squeaked on the
Saltillo tile.

Rice and beans. Manny’s stomach growled as he
smelled them cooking. “I can’t believe Mr. Taylor shared.”

All Manny’s life, the old man had yelled at
him for cutting through his yard on the way to school. Like the
grass wouldn’t grow back if he stepped on it. To think the guy had
actually shared food, when his supplies must be low like everyone
else’s.

“He didn’t have a choice. The soldiers gave
him the job of distributing the food for the neighborhood.”

The soldiers had kept distributing food? Yet,
he hadn’t gotten his share. The ninos had been eating half the
allotted amount for days. Why had no one told him? Manny jerked to
a stop. “What?”

Irina bumped into his back. “Geez, Manny. At
least warn me if you’re going to stop.”

Turning slightly, he swiped at the light
switch on the wall. He squeezed his eyes closed against the
brightness. “How long had this been going on?”

“Two weeks.” She set her hand on his back.
“Didn’t you see the notice at the drop-off point?”

“No.” There had been nothing—no sign, no
notice, nobody. He’d have noticed. He’d stood there three days
straight waiting for the soldiers, praying for food.

“The Aspero did. They demanded half of it for
their protection.”

Manny snorted. People needed protection from
the gang.

“This week they came for it all. Said we
would have to buy the food.”

Manny’s mouth watered. There’d been canned
beef sometimes. The ninos could have used the protein. “Buy the
food? Who has money?”

“Not money. They wanted Basia to give me to
them.” Irina’s voice hitched.

Red tinged Manny’s vision. They’d wanted
Rini? She was just a girl!

“Basia took the rice and ran, but they caught
her. Stash went to help. I... I hid, watching until...” She covered
her face with her hands. “When they left, I went over to my
cousin.”

“So you weren’t...” The word stuck in his
throat. He couldn’t say it, wouldn’t say it.

“Raped?” She sniffed. “No, the puntas didn’t
want me around. So instead of bringing me to the Aspero, they had a
little fun, and then let me go.”

Why had the Redaction killed so many good
people, yet left the animals like the Aspero. Blowing out his
frustration, he strode through the living room. His arms and legs
started to tingle. Stash was getting heavy. “Knock once on the
ceiling, and count to two, and then rap three more times.”

“Who do you have up there?”

“Jose, Lucia, Mary and Michael.” The tingling
in his back changed to bolts of pain. Gritting his teeth, he kept
walking. Stash would need a bed and tending. The light would be
better in his parent’s old room. He just had to make it to the end
of the hall.

“Mary and Michael are here?” Rini whistled
low. “Basia and Mr. Taylor had wondered what had happened to
them.”

Not enough to ask him. Or tell him about the
food. Manny sidled through the door and scraped the switch with his
shoulder. The overhead fan wobbled before settling down to a soft
purr just as single CFL hummed to life. “Maybe they should have
looked a little harder.”

He glanced down and almost dropped Stash.
Blood foamed from the two holes in the boy’s thin chest and coated
his pale skin in a veneer of red. As for what was left of his
face...

Nausea roared at the back of Manny’s throat.
They must have used something other than their fists and boots to
turn the boy’s face into such a mess. Clamping his lips together,
he swallowed the bile souring his mouth.

Manny lowered him to the comforter covering
his parents’ queen-sized bed and reached for the landline on the
nightstand.

Irina lunged, slamming down the telephone’s
switch hook and silencing the dial tone. “What are you doing?”

Manny retreated. “Damn, Rini. Have you gone
psycho? He’s hurt and I’m phoning for an ambulance.”

She held out her bloodstained hand. “That’s
what the Aspero wants you to do. That way they can find us.”

Manny scratched his fingers through his short
hair. Damn. He’d been right. Rini was a kind of bait. And he’d
taken it. He rolled his head. Well, he couldn’t undo it. And he
didn’t want to. They’d just have to find a way to get through this.
Together.

“So what do you want me to do?” He tightened
his grip on the phone as he looked at her. Holy shit! Puntas had
done that to her? Blood smeared Irina’s face and matted her light
brown hair. The left side of her face was swollen such that he
couldn’t see her hazel eye.

“Nothing?” He couldn’t do that. He wouldn’t.
He couldn’t bear the weight of one more ghost. Shaking his head, he
backed away from her. “Stash will die if we don’t get him help. Is
that what you want?

Her bottom lip trembled for a moment. Tears
leaked from her eyes. “I think he’s already dead, Manny.”

He looked down so fast the motion jerked on
the base of his skull. Dead? He focused on Stash’s chest. One.
Two.

Seven.

Come on. Rise and fall.

Ten.

Sixteen.

Twenty.

Nothing. Even the bubbling had stopped.

“When we were making our way to your carport,
he made this funny gurgling noise then he collapsed. I dragged him
the rest of the way.” Irina ran her fingers down Manny’s arm before
easing the receiver from his grasp. “I checked for his pulse while
I waited for you to open the door.”

Sixty-two. Sixty-three. Could a person go
that long without breathing and still be alive? Swimmers could,
couldn’t they? He could still be alive. But how to tell? A pulse.
He nodded and inched closer to the bed. He’d take Stash’s pulse,
but how? His hand hovered over Stash’s wrist before moving up to
his neck. Manny’s hand shook. He could do this. He could... Rini’s
words penetrated his pep talk. “When did you learn how to take a
pulse?”

If she’d only learned from watching TV then
maybe Stash wasn’t dead.

“CPR class for my babysitting certificate.”
She wiped her nose on her torn sleeve, smearing blood on the blue
cloth.

His shoulders sagged. She would know; she’d
always been smart. He pinched the corner of the comforter and
flicked it over Stash. “I don’t know if I can dig a deep enough
hole to bury him, Rini.”

She tucked the comforter around his bare feet
and smoothed it over his legs. “I don’t expect you to bury
him.”

“We can’t have his body in the house.” Manny
glanced up at the ceiling. The ninos didn’t need to see any more
dead people.

“You don’t understand.” Holding her ribs, she
gently lowered herself to the bed beside Stash’s body. “We can’t
stay here.”

Head in his hands, Manny leaned against the
wall. Leave his house. Impossible. There was nowhere to go. His
relatives were dead or in other states, if they were even still
alive. There was no car, no money for bus fare. There wasn’t even
food beyond tonight. “We can’t—”

“We have to.” Wincing, she rocked slowly on
the bed before pounding her fist against her head. “I was so
stupid. Stupid.”

Manny grabbed her hand before she hit herself
again. Bits of brown flaked off as he ran his thumb over the dried
blood. “Where were you to go?”

“Anywhere but here.” She stared at him from
her good eye. “Don’t you see? The Aspero find a family, kill all
but one or two of them and then they follow the injured survivors
to the next occupied house.”

His insides folded into a hard knot. And she
had led them here, with a trail of Stash’s blood to mark the way.
Hot and cold flashed through him in turn. Like he done at Adobe
Mountain, he boxed up the rage and fear. “It’ll be okay. I was
planning on leaving here anyway.”

He’d just thought he’d go alone and return
with supplies.

“Basia thought you’d already gone. She’d seen
you making maps after people refused to move closer together like
you suggested. I know she said a rosary for you.”

“I wouldn’t have left without telling her.”
But he hadn’t bothered to check on her, not even when she didn’t
show for the food drops. Maybe if he had...

Irina set her hand over his and squeezed.
“Seeing you in the alley was like a miracle.”

Some miracle. He resisted the urge to sink
onto the carpet and will himself to disappear. Sighing, he
untangled his fingers from hers. “Why don’t you get cleaned up? I
don’t want you scaring the ninos.”

She plucked at her tee-shirt before skimming
her hand along her swollen jaw. “Guess I look pretty scary,
huh?”

“Nothing a bath wouldn’t help,” he lied.
“There should be a clean towel in the bathroom. As for
clothes...”

She was so thin; she could probably fit in
Lucia’s things.

Irina shrugged. “I’ll find something.”

Trudging out of the bedroom, Manny dug the
papers out of his hoodie’s pocket. He’d used the printouts from
Google maps to track the Redaction in his neighborhood, then to
plan his scavenging runs. Pages of boxes on curving black top, each
street numbered or named.

Now, he’d use them to find an empty house to
live in.

The gated community seemed the safest bet.
Those gringos had money and were white, so the soldiers would
listen to them. And as a bonus, he wouldn’t have to travel that far
to steal supplies. He ran his hand over the red exes and the blue
boxes—red for redaction, blue for deserted.

Hopefully by the time, he got the ninos out
of the attic, fed them and prepared for the trip, he’d have thought
of a way to get past the soldiers’ guns and their tanks.


Chapter Eleven

 


 


Sunnie hooked her finger around the side of
the honeycomb blind and peered into the front yard. Her breath
fogged the double-paned windows. On the street beyond the low
branches of a swaying mesquite tree, the Humvee coasted forward.
With its bank of lights off, it moved through the cul-de-sac like a
shark in dark water.

The one soldier hadn’t been too bad; he
hadn’t shooed her to her room or said a word when he found her
eavesdropping around the hall corner. But the other... Blindly, she
reached for her drink, hoping that sugary soda would wet her dry
mouth. Her knuckles hit the metal frame of her desk before her
fingers skimmed the glass top. Moisture clung to her skin as she
wrapped her hand around the cup.

The other had been a complete douche
bag—bossing Aunt Mavis around and threatening her. Sunnie’s heart
drummed inside her chest. But her aunt hadn’t backed down. Not one
little bit. Go, Aunt Mavis! She’d even called the Surgeon
General.

Her aunt knew the Surgeon General.

Sunnie smiled. Wait until she told the peeps
on line. They wouldn’t discount what she posted. EVER!

The Humvee’s lights switched on, spotlighting
first the Swartz’s house, and then the Lee’s, before bouncing off
the Peterson’s onto the street. The owners were gone now. God only
knew if the Petersons had survived the Redaction when they’d joined
their family in Minnesota. The ‘for sale’ sign in their yard
creaked as it swung back and forth. Sunnie caught the straw in her
lips and sucked the soda into her mouth.

The Swartz’s and Lee’s houses had been
emptied one body at a time—college age children first, then the
teenagers, and last were the parents. At least, Aunt Mavis had
removed the orange biohazard tape and kept the yard clean. She
maintained the landscaping for all six houses in the cul-de-sac.
She claimed it deterred the thieves and looters by making the place
looked lived in.

Sunnie slid her drink onto her desk. The yard
work couldn’t fool anyone. The houses reeked of emptiness and
death.

The military vehicle turned the corner and
the taillight’s red glow faded. Darkness prowled the neighborhood.
Sunnie released the blind and it sprang back into place. Shuffling
forward, she reached her desk and opened her laptop. The screen
blinked, before it burped the Redaction In Action bulletin
board.

Pixilated skeletons walked from crudely drawn
houses to collapse in heaps on the curb. Every once in a while, one
would turn to their former residence and beckon the other
inhabitants to join him.

They usually did.

Sunnie scanned the topic headings and the
last response. No surprise there. Everyone talked about their first
day out and about. She would have too if the soldiers hadn’t told
her aunt that the Redaction was back. She opened the file and
scanned the subheadings before clicking on the thread titled: Did
This Happen to Anyone?

 


chesshire8: •I escaped my crib 2day. Met my
ppl F2F, or wots left alive, at JDs. Sum1 sneezed, and the place
cleared out.

MLKWIT: •STBY! Did you leave 2•

chesshire8: •F* yeah. RDXON aint getting me.
LOL.•

catsin99: •NYers are stronger. Guy coughed
and no1 noticed.

MLKWIT: •GAL catsin99. NYers aint braver,
they’re TSTL.•

 


TSTL. That’s harsh. No one wants to think
they’re too stupid to live. Sunnie scrolled through the responses
on the page. One in three people reported sneezing or coughing. One
in three. Her legs shook and she collapsed onto her padded office
chair. How many of them could already be infected? Metal creaked as
it adjusted to her weight.

 


nymetsfan1K: •FU MLKWIT•

MLKWIT: •JK. GAL. Mets suck!•

 


“Nice job.” Sunnie shook her head. MLKWIT
always flamed on the boards. “Say you’re just kidding, before
telling everyone to get a life and insulting their team.”

Her cursor blinked next to her screen name
sunEbrIt. Rubbing her hands together, she warmed up her fingers
then backed out of the thread. After opening the one titled News,
she lowered her hands on the keys and typed: RDXON back.

Her fingers stilled. Should she add more? No
one had reported any deaths, just a few coughs and sneezing. Even
old man Quartermain had coughed and she hadn’t automatically
assumed it was the Redaction. She’d need something more.

Some proof Aunt Mavis could provide.

Otherwise they’d dismiss her as a meth-head.
Rolling out from under her desk, Sunnie stood up. The oak floors
creaked under her feet. Her socks glided over the polished wood as
she made her way from the guest bedroom to the great room. “Aunt
Mavis?”

Her aunt sat near at the dining room table
hunched over her silver laptop. One hand gathered her silver
streaked hair into a ponytail when she slouched against the cane
back chair.

Was she running the projections the Surgeon
General wanted? Sunnie crept across the tile and craned her neck to
see the computer screen. A map of the US ballooned up. Red dots
started in New York, Louisiana, and Southern California. The second
hand swept around a clock face in the bottom. When the hour hand
hit two, the red dots had doubled in size and spread along blue
lines identified as Interstates and train tracks.

By the time, the hour hand hit six,
California and the Eastern Seaboard had been swallowed by red. The
crimson rainbow in the Louisiana arched into parts of Texas and
Mississippi while mushrooming into Oklahoma and Arkansas. The
projections for water, sanitation, communication, transportation
began to decline.

Green.

Yellow.

Red.

Then the functionality hit zero.

Sunnie clamped her hand over her mouth. The
scarlet stain couldn’t be the infection. It just couldn’t. If
someone infected had left California the moment the ban had been
lifted, then the Redaction would already be within the Phoenix city
limits.

At eight o’clock, black freckled the flowing
red ink. Soon white numbers bloomed in the dark smudges-one, two,
five, twenty-five. By the time the red blanketed the entire
mainland, the black numbers had blinked at seventy-two percent on
the coasts and the smudges kept spreading.

Sunnie gripped the back of the sofa to stay
on her feet. “Aunt Mavis?”

This time, her aunt turned in her seat. Color
fled her face as she half-rose out of her seat. “Sunnie? Are you
all right?”

“Yes, I’m just worried.”

Her aunt didn’t try to dodge the issue of the
Redaction like she had the movie premiere and war with North Korea.
“How much did you hear?”

“That it’s back and stronger than ever.”
Sunnie traced the grout line with her toe and jerked her head
toward the laptop. “I saw the map.”

Aunt Mavis frowned at the computer. Mainland
US was a black blot on the screen. “My predictions are only as good
as the Intel I have to base them on.”

She stopped and curled her toes inside her
sock. “So it could be wrong?”

“Maybe.” Her aunt raked her fingers through
her hair. “I don’t know. I should get an update later.”

A number flashed across the blackened
continent. Sunnie counted the zeroes, blinked then counted them
again. Seven zeroes before the decimal point and two numbers before
that.

One hundred sixty million casualties.
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