




Спасибо, что скачали книгу в бесплатной электронной библиотеке BooksCafe.Net
Все книги автора
Эта же книга в других форматах

Приятного чтения!








Ted Hill



Sudden Independents





[image: ]



[image: ]


[image: ]

Hunter shattered the minivan’s window with a broken chunk of asphalt and shoved the dried-husk of the driver aside. Dust from six years of slow decay rose in the sweltering heat, reflecting sunshine in a cloud of golden glitter. Waving off the floating remains, he reached inside and found the lever that released the fuel door. He grabbed a pair of Ray-Bans off the dash and licked them clean before sliding them on. Adjusting the rearview mirror, he checked out his new look and then smiled at the dead man. Nothing beats a nice pair of shades on a bright, sunny day.
Hunter removed the gas cap with a pressurized pop-a good thing-and fed his siphon hose into the minivan’s tank. He filled a small cup and checked the quality. Free of floating particles, the fumes and the taste also passed inspection; thankfully the gasoline remained pure enough to run his motor. He siphoned again and topped off his Kawasaki two-wheeler. Without the empty tank problem, the trip back home to Independents would be a cinch.
He screwed the gas cap back on tight for the next time he rode this way and left the tangled bones strewn about the front seat. Hunter sped his motorbike parallel to Interstate 80’s buckled pavement through the untended farmlands of central Nebraska. He slowed across a bridge spanning the Platte River, and picked up speed heading south on State Highway 10.
Long miles of travel wore on, his body roasting in the August heat under the midday sun. Sweat trickled off his brow and streaked across his new sunglasses. Riding alongside an empty irrigation ditch, he spotted the invitation of cool shade beneath a solitary cottonwood tree. He turned and was coasting to a stop when someone sprung up from the tall grass.
Hunter veered left, barely missing the person, and rolled straight for the tree’s massive trunk. He laid the Kawasaki over and landed on his feet, fists clenched.
His nostrils burned from the harsh exhaust blowing out the Kawasaki’s tailpipe; his faulty throttle was stuck again. Gas still revved through the fallen motorbike and the rear wheel spun in the air, creating a deafening roar.
A little blond girl stood close by with her hands pressed against her ears.
Hunter killed the motor and returned to his fighting stance.
The girl uncovered her ears and stretched with a mighty yawn before rubbing the sleep out of the corners of her blue eyes. She wore jeans, and her white T-shirt was impossibly clean for someone taking a nap on the ground. Her feet were covered with grass stains, especially over her toes-as if green was their natural color.
“What the hell were you thinking jumping up like that?” Hunter said with his adrenaline still amped up high. Her frown caught him off guard and he felt stupid for yelling at a little girl. He took a deep breath, unclenched his fists and combed his fingers through his hair.
“Sorry about that,” he said in a calmer tone. “Are you out here all alone?”
“I’m not alone, silly. She’s been keeping me company.”
His heartbeat raced again. Hunter whirled in the direction the girl pointed, expecting trouble, but found only the cottonwood and more grass. “Who’s out there?” he called, scanning the prairie for motion not related to the wind, anticipating an ambush any moment.
“I was talking about my tree, silly. My name’s Catherine.” She ran over, wrapping her arms around Hunter’s waist and squeezed. “Thank you for finding me.”
Hunter twisted away, struggling to break free. He straightened his shirt and his composure. “I wasn’t out here to find you. You almost got ran over. Are you from Cozad?”
She scrunched up her face. “What’s a Cozad?”
“It’s a town about eighty miles northwest of here.” Hunter pointed, unsure if Catherine knew which way was northwest.
Her eyes followed the direction of his finger. “I’ve never been there.”
Hunter found his Ray-Bans lying in the dirt. He frowned at the scratch across the left lens and stepped under the shade. “Well, how did you get here?”
She smiled up at him and patted the tree. “I was born here, silly.”
A blood vessel started throbbing in Hunter’s head. The girl beamed at him and moved forward with arms wide for another hug, but Hunter planted his hand on her forehead. She stopped pushing after a couple seconds.
Hunter fixed her with his serious face. “What were you doing under the tree?”
“I was sleeping, until that thing woke me up.” She gave the Kawasaki a disgusted glance.
Hunter looked over at his fallen ride with concern. Hopefully his bike wasn’t trashed. “That’s how I get around,” he said. He righted the motorbike on its two wheels, settling it against the tree. “If it breaks down, then I’m walking.”
“I like walking.”
Hunter clamped a hand over his own sweaty forehead where his pulse pounded. This was the reason he never babysat the younger kids back home. “Do you have a brother or sister, or are there any other kids nearby, maybe somebody older who takes care of you?”
“Nope, it’s just me.”
Hunter knew that wasn’t possible. The only survivor settlements nearby were Cozad and Independents, and they were divided by a hundred-sixty miles. Maybe she got separated from one of the caravans that sometimes rambled through, going from one coast to the other. Whatever happened, someone brought her along this far. No one survived out here alone-especially not little girls.
He knelt, getting eye to eye with Catherine and growing more irritated by her infuriating grin. “You’re what, six, maybe seven?”
“I’m six or seven what?”
Hunter rubbed his hand over his face. He hated his next question before he asked it, but this conversation wasn’t getting any easier. “Do you remember your parents?”
“Sure I do,” Catherine said, looking up to the sky. “Father’s in Heaven.”
He’d already guessed that answer, figuring he knew the next one as well. “What about your mom?”
Catherine smiled at him and patted the tree. Its leaves ruffled in the breeze as if the tree acknowledged its status as the little girl’s mother.
Hunter shook his head and walked back into the heat. He picked up a rock at the edge of the irrigation ditch and threw it far, not caring where it landed.
Now that he was two days overdue at Independents, Jimmy would be having a fit, and this stop was delaying the unavoidable confrontation. His older brother wanted him to stick to a schedule, but Hunter didn’t need that crap. He’d had a dad once.
Hunter picked up another rock and flung it hard.
“Do you have something to eat?” Catherine called from the shade. “I’m hungry.”
Hunter side-armed one more rock and watched it sail over the tall grass before he returned into the comfortable shade. He removed his bag from the back of the Kawasaki and sat with it between his legs. Catherine plopped in front of him. Dragging out the last of the flatbread and beef jerky, he offered Catherine the bread. She clapped her hands, apparently pleased with the meager meal, and ripped into it like a starved kitten, taking big bites and swallowing chunks. Hunter chewed on the sinewy stick of meat, hoping he wouldn’t chip a tooth.
“So what’s your name?” Catherine asked.
“I’m Hunter.”
She leaned up on her knees and inspected his face closely. The scrutiny made him uncomfortable. “You look like a Michael.”
Hunter blinked. “How did you know that?”
Catherine tapped the side of her head.
He looked away. “Well, I’m Hunter now. I hunt for stuff. My parents named me Michael, but they’re gone.” Hunter choked down the lump that always caught in his throat when he mentioned his parents. He made fists to keep his hands from shaking.
Catherine patted his knee the way his mother used to, surprising him out of the dark spiral of his thoughts. He remembered his parents less every day. He hated revisiting the nightmare of their last moments. Catherine scooted next to him and rested her head on his shoulder. A secure happiness overcame him, which he couldn’t explain.
“I like it under my tree,” Catherine said. “Don’t you? It’s nice and shady. She’s a good tree, full of life and happy memories. I like her bark the best. It’s so big and knobby. Here, feel.”
She grabbed Hunter’s hand and placed it on the tree. The bark felt big and knobby, just like she said. He smiled.
Hunter stuffed the leftovers into his backpack. “Catherine, would you like to go to Independents with me?”
She bounced beside him like a loose ball. “You mean to live with you?”
“Well, not with me, but with the other kids there. I can’t leave you here all by yourself.” Hunter gauged the sun’s position. “We better go now if we want to make it home before dark.”
“Don’t you think home is a cozy word?” she asked. “Home, home, home. How will we get home?”
Hunter thumbed at his motorbike. “I’ll give you a lift on my two-wheeler.”
“I need to say goodbye first.” Catherine jumped up and turned toward the cottonwood. She gave the tree a big hug. “I love you, tree, but Hunter is taking me home. Be good. Make sure you get lots of water and plenty of sunshine. Maybe someday we can come back for a visit.”
She looked back at Hunter with wide blue eyes.
Hunter shrugged. “Sure.”
He helped Catherine climb up behind him, and then he started his Kawasaki and told her to hang on. She fastened her arms around his waist and squeezed like she was giving him the Heimlich maneuver. Hunter groaned at the long trip ahead, but hoped finding Catherine would spare him from Jimmy’s anger when they reached Independents.
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Jimmy stood in the middle of the cabbage field outside Independents, working his shovel and feeling the sun solidify his farmer’s tan. A late-afternoon breeze kicked up, cooling the sweat on his skin. His stomach growled as suppertime approached. He removed his hat and scratched an itch he’d been trying to ignore for the past hour, hating his nagging worry that the irritation might be related to the plague. Every little itch, soreness, or cough terrified him. He was tired of being scared, but he wasn’t ready to die.
Jimmy’s thoughts shifted to his brother. He wished Hunter would come back home. It was one thing to lose his parents, but his anxiety reached a whole new level at the thought of losing his little brother.
He slapped his hat back on top and drew his forearm over his cheek to clear off some dirt. Sweat transformed the dirt into mud smearing across his face. He lifted up his shirt to wipe away the mess. The shirt smelled like hard work and manure.
Farming required hard work; manure came with the job. Work was a four-letter word most kids-including Jimmy-never wanted to hear before the plague. Then, when he was eleven and his brother was nine, his parents suddenly died. Everybody’s parents died. Everyone around the world over the age of seventeen trembled, convulsed, vomited and died, leaving behind a bunch of kids who didn’t understand why.
Jimmy and others realized they had two choices: work or follow their parents.
Six years later, Jimmy provided fresh food for more than a hundred kids living in Independents. It was a lot of hard work, but they all liked to eat. Jimmy hoped that wherever his parents were, they’d be proud of him.
He finished wiping his face, lowered his shirt and caught sight of the missile hurtling at him a second too late. The mud-ball hammered his chest with excruciating force and clung there.
“Ouch! What the…!” He bit his tongue and tolerated the pain in silence.
“C’mon, let it out just this once. You know you want to.”
Samuel smiled from among the cabbages fifteen feet away. Jimmy couldn’t believe the boy snuck up on him decked out in a tie-dyed shirt and red bandanna headband. But there he was, his best friend with a muddy hand.
The mud-ball rolled off Jimmy’s chest and plopped back to earth, leaving behind a splatter trail staining his shirt. He stabbed his shovel into the ground, arched over and hauled up mud. Cold and wet, they oozed between his tightening fingers as he launched one handful and then the other.
Samuel ducked the first, but Jimmy anticipated that move and slung the second low, hoping it would tag his opponent’s head or where it hurts. He’d be satisfied with either target.
It slammed him where it hurts. Samuel’s eyes widened more than Jimmy thought humanly possible as he sunk to his knees in the muddy field.
“Holy shit!” Samuel screamed and doubled over.
“I wish you wouldn’t swear like that. One of the little kids might overhear you using that kind of language.” Jimmy yanked his shovel out of the trench where water now flowed, tipped his hat back and smiled.
Samuel looked up, red-faced and furious. His eyes watered. He inhaled several deep breaths, blowing them out with gigantic jets of air. “All I wanted… was one little cuss word… Why’d you aim for my nuts?”
“I thought that was where you kept your brains.” Jimmy walked over, held out a muddy hand and hoisted him up.
Samuel squawked and teetered until he reacquired his balance, then glared at Jimmy. “That was not cool, man. You might have caused some serious damage and ruined my chances to help repopulate the world. Next time, think of all the things my future children will accomplish before you throw low.”
“I was trying to do the world a favor by stopping ignorance at the source. But then again, you do make a pretty decent field hand.”
“Yeah, well, I’d rather be a spoiled rich kid with a swimming pool, rubbing sun lotion on my sexy girlfriend.” Samuel motioned out towards the field. “By the way, the cabbages are saturated. Good job.”
Jimmy shrugged like he hadn’t spent the better part of a broiling afternoon sorting out his irrigation problems. “How’s the greenhouse? Were you able to patch the holes?”
“It’ll hold until the next hailstorm, but we need more plastic panels before winter.”
Jimmy nodded and added plastic panels to his ever-growing mental list. “Are you ready to head back home? I have to try and find a clean shirt before supper.”
Samuel made a minor adjustment to his pants. “Sure, let’s go before I start swelling.”
He seized the shovel from Jimmy and slung the long, worn handle over his shoulder. They dragged their boots out of the muddy field and headed for the white painted houses and brick buildings of Independents.
“Looks like we can pull them soon,” Samuel said, nodding toward the cabbages. “That’ll make Brittany happy. She loves cabbage in her meals. Of course everyone else will throw a fit.”
“Oh, they don’t mind. They like having fresh food to eat.”
Samuel patted Jimmy on the back with his muddy free hand and gazed skyward. “Greg would be proud.”
Sadness wedged its way inside Jimmy, probably in the exact location where it settled in Samuel after Greg died. Samuel rarely spoke about his brother, but Jimmy knew he missed him.
“He left us in pretty good shape,” Jimmy said.
Samuel nodded. “Yeah, but you really made this farming thing work. He knew you were the one smart enough to handle it. He told me so.”
When the plague struck the planet, Samuel and his older brother were living in Independence, Missouri. Soon after all the adults died, Greg rounded up every kid he could find and led them to the small, deserted Nebraska town they eventually renamed Independents.
Samuel looked just like him.
Jimmy gave him a friendly punch to the shoulder. “I don’t do it all alone, you know.”
Samuel smiled. “I’m just the help. You’re the Man. Everybody in town looks up to you, but that’s probably because you’re the tallest.”
And there it was, the fear rising in Jimmy again. “And the oldest.”
Samuel’s eyes narrowed as he shook his head. “Come off it, Jimmy. You have to stop thinking that way. The plague isn’t around for you to worry about anymore. You don’t have a cutoff date.” Samuel jabbed the shovel into the ground and leaned hard on the handle while Jimmy struggled under his intense stare. Intense usually wasn’t Samuel’s thing. “You’re not going to die on your eighteenth birthday.”
“It’s seven months away, you know?”
“Of course, I know. Who has been smashing and fermenting grapes since your last birthday? I’ve got Scout and Hunter searching every Wal-Mart they come across for balloons and streamers. I’m even trying to get one of the Brittanys to fall in love with your sorry butt so you can pass on to manhood with a bang.” Samuel winked. “Pun intended.”
Trying to laugh his worry away, Jimmy grabbed for the shovel and watched Samuel do his best keeping his balance before stumbling to one knee. “All right, that’s enough fooling around,” Jimmy said, helping Samuel up again. “Let’s get going before we miss supper.”
“Okay, but I’m serious about one thing. That wine will be good.” Samuel snatched Jimmy’s hat. “Yuck! This thing’s wetter than a dirty mop.”
“Serves you right, now give it back.”
Samuel tossed the hat and Jimmy fumbled the catch, feigning a charge in Samuel’s direction, laughing again as his friend stuck up his hands like he was going to throw a karate chop. “Take it easy, man. I’ve been reading about Tae Kwon Do.”
Jimmy nodded, slapping Samuel’s hands aside and grazing him upside the head, just to show him he could. “Reading’s one thing, application is something else.”
Samuel smiled. “You’re quick.”
“Don’t forget it.”
They arrived at the dirt road that wound along the fields and up the hill to the wooden farmhouse the two shared on the outskirts of town. As they crested the hill, Jimmy noticed a pleasant fragrance drifting on the breeze and spotted the vivid flowerbed beside their front porch.
“Who’s been planting flowers?” he asked.
“Wasn’t me,” Samuel said. “It looks nice, though. We could use more flowers around here, but I certainly don’t have time to plant tulips. I bet Vanessa brought the school kids down on a field trip to get their little hands dirty.”
“I don’t think those are tulips.”
“Whatever.” Samuel primed the well in the front yard, filling the green plastic bucket they kept there for washing up.
Right after his parents died, Jimmy learned a lot of things in a short time; but one of the most important was that underneath Nebraska lies an underground aquifer-the state sits on top of a giant lake. There were two tasks that had to be completed when Greg marched everyone into town. The second task was locating a water-drilling rig mounted on a GMC diesel truck and installing manual water pumps all over town.
The first was burying all the dead bodies.
Jimmy dropped to the wooden front porch and began unlacing his work boots. Samuel brought the bucket over and copied him. As they banged their boots on the side of the steps, little piles of dirt tumbled out, landing on mounds that grew by the day. Jimmy’s toes felt good wiggling free inside his dirty socks.
The longer Jimmy sat, the more exhausted he felt, but that was nothing new. Now that there was time to ruminate without flying mud-balls pounding him in the chest, his main concern rattled his thoughts again.
“Any word from Hunter yet?”
Samuel shook his head as he rubbed his left foot. “Not that I’ve heard. Scout left this morning to go look for him like you asked. He’s going to be pissed if Vanessa delivers the baby while he’s gone.”
“Yeah, he told me that, over and over. I’m glad he went, anyways,” Jimmy said. “I just wish Hunter would stick to the schedule.”
“That’s why little brothers are so special. I used to make Greg’s life a living hell.” Samuel smiled. “That’s when life was living hell, so he probably didn’t notice much.”
“Hunter’s crossing the line. Now Scout’s out there wasting time just to bring him back. He’d better start doing what he’s told. I’ll yank him off that bike and make him spend a month cleaning outhouses.”
“Now don’t go all mom and dad on him. If you do he’ll just leave and keep going. Hunter’s a stubborn horse, but I think that runs in the family. Give him time and space, he’ll grow up.”
“He better,” Jimmy said. He stood and stretched until his back felt almost right again. “Let’s change out of these muddy clothes and get out of here. I’m starving. At least we’re not having cabbage tonight.”
Samuel placed his work boots next to Jimmy’s on the porch. “You’re the one who planted a whole field of them. I guess cabbage is better than that eggplant, though.”
“Eggplant’s good for you.”
Samuel laughed. “You are getting old.” The screen door slammed shut as he disappeared inside the house.
Jimmy didn’t need the reminder. He rubbed the suspicious soreness in his neck with absolute certainty that surviving his eighteenth birthday would require a miracle.
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Scout raced the hot sun as he rode in the wrong direction from Independents. His older sister, Vanessa, was about to give birth to his little niece or nephew and yet here he was looking for Jimmy’s brother again. Stupid, Hunter! Scout shouldn’t have to go fetch him every time he ran a couple days late. Hunter knew he ought to check in on schedule. When you rode out into the Big Bad, people who cared about you worried. Simple.
Scout, like Hunter, traveled through the countryside, watching for disturbances and rummaging for stuff to take back to Independents. They hardly traveled together anymore, but Scout thought it wouldn’t take long to find him; that is if Hunter followed the route he marked down on the map before he left.
With less than three hours before dark, Scout stopped on top of a hill, turned off his engine, and listened. The wind sang to him and he stretched out his arms to feel it pass around him like a forgotten spirit.
The world was too beautiful to leave behind, but he, like every other teenager in Independents, worried about dying. Still, he tried to reason with himself; he needed faith in something. Otherwise what was the purpose of riding out every day?
Some days his job made him sick. He picked through the dead, collecting their treasured belongings for the kids at Independents or his own collection of trinkets. Growing up in a low-income neighborhood of St. Louis, he owned very few possessions during his first nine years. Now he snagged anything he wanted like an archeologist raiding an Egyptian tomb. He didn’t worry about a curse. He lived one.
His reason to persevere, supplying him a moderate supply of hope, was the life his sister was delivering into this world. Only he wouldn’t be there when it happened. Stupid Hunter! Scout punched his gas tank and regretted the pain instantly.
A few minutes more of silence gave way to the familiar humming of another motorbike zipping up the distance. The hum changed into a buzz, then a high-pitched whine, and finally the motorbike broke into sight.
Scout leapt on the kick-start of his Suzuki and rolled a couple throttle turns before tapping into first and riding the gears up in a hurry, cutting an angle downhill so he slipped ahead of Hunter without scaring him into an accident. Sudden appearances tended to make people nervous in the Big Bad.
Hunter caught sight of him and slowed to a stop. Scout pulled in front and they shut their motorbikes off together as the wind scattered the remaining dust from their trails. Scout noticed the girl behind Hunter, but then Hunter opened his mouth.
“What the hell are you doing out here?”
Scout balled his fist, fighting the urge to jump off his bike and punch him in the face. Hunter wore his usual irritating smirk, half-cocked across his lips. His wavy, brown hair caught the breeze and lifted. Scout silently counted to ten, but his mind’s eye kept flashing images of him clobbering away on Hunter’s pretty-boy face. It wasn’t easy, but somehow Scout managed to push the images away.
“They sent me out here to find you. Jimmy’s worried you’re dead or something. I told him we couldn’t be that lucky, so here I am.” Scout slid off his bike and dropped the kickstand. “What have you been doing?”
“I’ve been working. Tell Jimmy to get a hobby. I got everything under control.”
Scout grabbed his water bottle and took a drink before offering it over. Hunter guzzled half the contents before handing it back with another smirk.
“Sure you do,” Scout said. “Who’s that behind you?”
“Her name’s Catherine. Catherine, say hello to the Boy Scout.” Hunter’s eyes sparkled.
The little girl hopped off Hunter’s seat and gathered Scout in an eye-popping embrace.
“Hello, Boy Scout,” she said.
Hunter hooted behind her. Scout pictured clobbering him again.
“It’s just Scout,” he said, trying to pry one hand through her arms before she ruptured one of his kidneys. “My name’s Scout.”
Catherine tilted her head. “Why did Hunter call you Boy Scout?”
The first response that sprang into Scout’s mind was too colorful for his audience. “I took the nickname because I use the Boy Scout Handbook as my personal guide. I dropped the ‘Boy’ just because.” He leveled his gaze at Hunter, who spread his hands in innocence.
As Scout finally broke away from Catherine’s grip, she studied him for a moment. “You look like a David.”
“Hunter’s real funny today,” he said. “What else did you tell her?”
Hunter frowned. “I didn’t tell her anything.” He pointed at the side of his head and twirled, giving Scout the loony sign.
Scout looked at Catherine. “How’d you know my real name?”
Catherine pointed at her head, without the twirl, her face serious. “Hunter found me. We’re going home.” She snatched the bottle from Scout and drained it with one gurgling pull.
Scout glared at the horizon, noting a possible source to refill his water and then looked back at Hunter. “Where did you find her?”
“Under a tree, ten miles back. She’s not answering any of my questions, but you can give it a shot. God knows I tried.”
“You should know by now, God doesn’t care anymore,” Scout said. “He stopped listening to me six years ago.”
Hunter frowned and narrowed his eyes. Scout looked away and shifted his attention back to Catherine. “So who’s been taking care of you?”
“My tree, silly. She’s a wonderful tree. Right, Hunter?”
“Yeah, wonderful.”
“Am I missing something here? What’s the joke?”
“No joke, Scouty. Big tree, little girl.”
Scout considered the blonde girl again. Her blue eyes shimmered, reflecting the late-afternoon sunshine. She was holding something back, but he didn’t want to waste any more time with his sister about to go into labor. If they left now there probably was enough daylight to make it home.
“So that’s it, Catherine? The tree took care of you.”
“Uh huh, that’s it,” she said, nodding.
“All right then, we better get going.”
“Did Vanessa have her baby, yet?” Hunter asked, lifting Catherine up behind him.
“Not before I left, but she could be having it right now. That’s why I’m pissed I had to come all the way out her to find you.”
Hunter revved up his engine with an unnerving whine that pierced Scout’s brain. “Race you back!” he yelled, and popped the clutch, releasing a rooster tail of flying debris. He let loose of the front brake and leaned over the handlebars as his bike sped up like a bull chasing red.
“Idiot,” Scout said, springing onto his motorbike.
Their small engines cried across the prairie, riding past dilapidated farmhouses surrounded by overgrown windbreaks. Scout hung twenty yards behind Hunter, who pushed the limit with a passenger, as the airstream whipped through Catherine’s golden hair.
An hour slipped away and the sun began fading into the west. Hunter’s speed and the fleeting light made choosing a safe path impossible. Even with the little headlights mounted on the motorbikes, the high grass and the meager washed-out trail were too extreme to travel this fast. Both were capable riders, but Scout was nervous about Hunter’s recklessness.
Scout tried catching up to tell Hunter to slow down, but the fool took it as a challenge and twisted his throttle harder. Hoping Hunter would ease up, Scout dropped back a hundred yards without any success. Hunter pushed his speed for over an hour as they closed within thirty miles of their destination.
Without thinking about it, Scout sent out a prayer. “Please Lord, let Hunter be safe. Don’t let anything happen to him or the little girl. Please, please make him slow down.”
He waited. A gleaming red light quickly washed over Scout in sudden brilliance. The light sailed off the ground and winked out. Catherine catapulted over Hunter. Her arc was incredibly high and the distance was even more stunning as she flew upwards and then plummeted on her return, disappearing in the darkness and tall grass. Hunter followed her over his handlebars, straight out like a human cannonball. The motorbike flipped after them, and Scout feared that the blunt impact of the wreckage would do more damage than their falls.
Scout’s stomach pitched from witnessing the devastation ahead. Every nerve in his body shrieked, leaving his arms and legs rigid. He almost buried his front wheel in the same depression that chucked Hunter and the little girl. He stopped his motorbike before he lost all control, and cut the engine. Vaulting off the seat, Scout allowed his bike to fall over and sprinted into the swirling cloud of dust.
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Molly was bored. Outside her open window, where the summer breeze did little but shove the heat around, the city maintenance kids gathered around yet another pothole. Holes in roads happened frequently in Independents, and they were never repaired properly. How many slack-jawed kids would it take to fill a hole? Looked like about four.
She couldn’t believe she was trapped in the middle of downtown Independents for the rest of her life. Calling the place downtown was a joke. One block of two-story buildings, that’s about as urban as it got. Who could’ve lived here before the plague performed a mercy killing?
Molly was born in Dallas. Now that was a city. In the world that was, she’d be hitting her prime, starting her junior year of high school. Molly would be dating the captain of the football team, or the cutest guy in school. She’d definitely be dating someone with a really hot car.
The whole plague thing was so unfair. She hated that she would never attend a senior prom. She would have worn a beautiful, full-length evening gown that her daddy bought her from Nieman Marcus; low in the back and cut from chiffon or possibly silk. She’d have chosen teal blue to set off her eyes. If only she had grabbed her mother’s pearls before her twin brother made her leave home.
When the plague took her parents, Mark forced her into their mom’s Lincoln Navigator. He tied a wooden block under his shoe because he was too short to reach the pedals, and it was goodbye, Texas. The roads were horrible because of all the dead people in their wrecked cars strewn about everywhere. Going around the thousands of traffic jams was a huge inconvenience and did nothing but make a miserable trip worse. They drove up into Oklahoma and Molly begged Mark to drive faster. That place was so flat and ugly. She didn’t realize the further north they traveled the landscape became even more desolate. Eventually they joined up with a group of kids heading in their direction. That’s how they stumbled across the little refugee camp of Independents. Landing here was the worst possible thing that ever happened to her.
Molly was now the head seamstress, responsible for clothing the town. Being responsible for something was nice and all, but she’d rather be pampered. They mended worn out rags at the sewing shop and rarely sewed anything new. Well, Ginger did most of the sewing. Somebody had to manage the help.
“Molly, I’m all done cleaning up,” Ginger called from the back of the shop. “Shouldn’t we head over to dinner?”
Molly and Ginger were the same age, but officially, Molly was the boss. She always gave Ginger plenty of work to keep her out of the way.
“Just hold on. I’ll be ready in a minute.”
Ginger drifted past the doorway of Molly’s office. Molly upheld a strict policy: No one was allowed to enter her personal space where she kept her private stuff. She would truly be lost without all the makeup and trinkets that Hunter brought her. She refused to permit Ginger-or anyone-touching her things and leaving a mess. And for some reason, Ginger would always track in dirt from God knows where.
Molly capped her red lipstick and checked the corners of her mouth. Perfect. He had better notice her tonight. She brushed her hair one more time before leaving her office.
Ginger waited by her sewing station, wearing the yellow blouse she designed. It was simple and plain, Molly thought, and she knew all the girls asked Ginger to make one in their favorite colors. It wasn’t really Molly’s style. She liked her clothes tighter, but then she was gifted with a sleeker build than Ginger and the rest of them. If Ginger had any guts, she’d lower the neckline and expose some of her better qualities, but of course she was Ginger. Gentle, little Ginger with a breast size Molly would never acquire without serious rediscoveries in plastic surgery. All the good it did Ginger, covered up by that blouse.
Molly thought some boys might find Ginger attractive, even with the dirt, but she would never be Molly’s equal. Molly was the princess in this town, and she was determined to capture the king so she could be crowned the queen.
Molly noticed the muddy stains on Ginger’s knees. “Did you sweep up that dirt?”
“Yes, I got it all cleaned up. Sorry about that.”
Molly walked past her toward the front door, and Ginger followed. “Why are you always so dirty? Where did you go this afternoon? You were gone for over an hour.”
“I ran some errands. That’s why I came in early. I got all my work done. Plus, the Jenson sisters are coming along great with their training. I think they’re going to be exceptional seamstresses. Lisa is a natural.”
“Yes, yes, okay already,” Molly broke in because if you didn’t cut Ginger off, her mouth really motored on. “You don’t have to tell me everything. I’m just glad they’re working here. You’re so slow sometimes, and then all your errands every day. It’s like you’re never here when I need serious work done. If we don’t repair and hem these clothes, everyone will be going around naked. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
Ginger lowered her head and wiped her eyes that glistened with tears. She was so weak. Molly tried her best to toughen her up, but really, how was Ginger going to survive in today’s world?
“I’m sorry, Molly. I’ll work harder, I promise.”
“Are you crying?”
Ginger turned away and walked back to her station.
Molly smiled. Ginger would learn. Life wasn’t roses and chocolates anymore. They all needed to make sacrifices, like the one Molly was forced to make when Mark moved out to live with Vanessa. What a tramp she turned out to be. And now she was about to have a baby!
Ginger blew her nose, making an awful sound like a dying elephant. Molly decided to ease up on torturing her for the day. Bossing people was simple when they were on their toes. Usually, Ginger was ready to pirouette.
“Look, Ginger, I’m sorry,” Molly lied. “I’m just nervous about Mark and the baby. I shouldn’t take it out on you.”
“I understand,” Ginger said, still sniffling. “Having the baby could be dangerous for Vanessa, but it’s so exciting, isn’t it? Mark and Vanessa are creating a future, right here, right now. We’re saved!”
Molly frowned. “Okay, drama girl, settle down. It’s just a baby.”
“Oh, it’s more than that. It’s hope.”
Ginger painted everything with a thick coat of sweet emotion that made Molly queasy. Molly needed some fresh air, but then a stack of white material and lace next to Ginger’s overgrown flower pot caught her attention.
“What’s this?” Molly unfolded the cutest little baby outfit in the whole wide world.
“It’s something I designed for Vanessa and the baby.”
Molly glared. “You’re kidding. I thought it was a new hat for Jimmy.” Molly noted the way Ginger blushed at the mention of Jimmy, but there were more pressing matters at hand.
“So you and Vanessa have been working on this?”
“Well, I just wanted to put together a little wardrobe for the baby.”
“But Vanessa and I agreed to wait until the baby was born to see if it was a boy or a girl.” Molly gripped the outfit in a tight fist. “Why would she go behind my back?”
“She didn’t go behind your back. I offered to make a couple newborn outfits because I thought it would be nice for the baby to have something to wear.”
Molly threw the outfit onto the pile and placed her hands on her hips to keep from tearing out a patch of Ginger’s tawny hair. “Where on earth have I been during all this?”
“In your office.”
After Molly pulled out her hair, she would strangle her with it. “You probably knitted the baby a blanket with teddy bears on it.”
Ginger bit down on what was left of a dirty fingernail and looked away.
“You mean you actually did?”
Bending down, Ginger pulled a faded blue milk crate from under her table and lifted out a soft looking, yellow blanket. Then she brought up a fuzzy brown Teddy bear.
“Where on earth did you get that?”
Molly was the aunt. She was the head seamstress. She should have been included. Anger surged into her like something more solid than emotion. The anger carried weight and heat and filled every ounce of her body. Her hands trembled with the strain of keeping the anger inside as she waited for Ginger’s answer.
Ginger scratched the fur on the Teddy bear’s head. “I made it.”
Molly’s knees dipped with the added weight of jealousy. For a second, she fought back tears. Why was Ginger better than her at everything?
From the look in her eyes, Ginger’s evident concern rekindled Molly’s fury. She clawed the bear away, dug her fingers into the seam of the neck and tore off the fuzzy head. White stuffing gushed out the decapitated section of the bear’s body. Molly threw both pieces at Ginger’s shocked, pretty face.
Molly’s lungs tightened with each new breath. Spinning away from Ginger, she stormed through the front door of the shop onto the brick cobbles of Main Street. Distracted, she almost tripped into the unrepaired, gaping pothole. An orange cone marked the hazard, and Molly kicked it a good ten yards down the street.
The stifling heat surrounded her as she prepared to face the dinner crowd. Deep inside, Molly bottled up her rage. This was all Vanessa’s fault. First she’d taken Mark from her. Now she was corrupting the people in her shop. Molly refused to allow anymore of Vanessa’s interference in her life.
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Hunter felt the impact and his back tire flipped up, pitching him forward. He reflected on his situation for an instant.
Oh shit.
He swooped through the air, arms stretched out like Superman on a collision course with the planet. Violent pain accompanied a terrible snap.
Hunter howled over the blaring roar his motorbike made lying on its side, throttle stuck once again, the rear wheel grinding through dirt, making the air thick with dust. His right arm trashed. Drawing in his courage, he looked at the jagged shard of bone jutting out of his skin. Hunter kicked as the sight and the pain all registered at once. Another agonized, rattled howl escaped past his lips. He quickly stifled his screaming when Scout silenced the motorbike.
Hunter couldn’t focus on anything with the light of day totally gone. He tried to sit up, but the pain kept him down. He stopped screaming and settled for squirming on the ground.
Scout slipped past him and vanished like a fox through a patch of fog.
“Where are you going? I’m dying over here!”
His shrieks went unheeded. He waited anxiously for Scout’s return, until he remembered the little girl, Catherine. He wanted to sit up, but failed again. Scout’s surprised voice floated out of the night.
“You’re all right. I don’t believe it. You flew over twenty yards. How can you be all right?”
“That was fun. Can we do it again?”
“Let go. I have to take care of Hunter. Please, you can hug me later, I promise. Catherine, let go!”
Another burst of pain exploded through Hunter’s broken forearm. He gasped, bearing up for Scout, who finally slid down beside him.
“Yeah, you broke it good. I never thought you could be so stupid. What were you thinking?”
Hunter gritted his teeth. “I was trying to get you back home before the baby came.”
Scout searched his backpack. He lit a small candle, shielded from the wind by a tin can with one side hacked off. He gave a low whistle when the light shined over Hunter’s arm.
Hunter looked away.
More rustling in the backpack and Hunter heard pages flipping, which meant only one thing: Scout was consulting The Boy Scout Handbook.
“What are you going to do with that, dig a latrine?”
“Don’t mess with me about my book, Hunter. It’s going to save your sorry butt. Give me a minute to read up on broken bones and then I’ll get you sorted out.”
“Why aren’t you going for help?”
“Because before I could make it halfway home, you’d go into shock and die. Now shut up and lie still.”
Hunter closed his eyes through another tortuous throbbing. The pain progressed in peaks and valleys, although the valleys didn’t descend very low before ramping back up, and the peaks spiked higher and higher.
Catherine stepped into the glowing circle of light with a solemn expression. She knelt beside Hunter and laid her hands on his forehead.
Hunter’s pain lessened immediately. He looked into her blue eyes and found his pain registering there. “Are you okay?” he asked her.
She bit her lip and nodded.
Scout laid his book aside. “Okay, Hunter. Do you feel lightheaded or have shortness of breath?”
“I’m a little dizzy and my chest feels tight.”
“Okay, that’s normal. Do you think anything else is broken or do you have pain anywhere else?”
“No. Actually, I’m starting to feel better. But Catherine isn’t.” When Scout looked up, Hunter tilted his head toward the little girl.
“Catherine,” Scout said. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, I’m fine.”
Her hands felt warm and she swayed slowly back and forth. Her face eased a bit, but Hunter still saw pain in her eyes-his pain. He looked back at Scout.
Scout shrugged. He reached for Hunter’s bag that fell off the bike, dug out the water bottle and used the bag to prop up Hunter’s feet.
“We’ve got to stop the bleeding,” Scout said.
Hunter looked at his arm again, this time in fascination. Blood trickled off his elbow and pooled in the dirt.
Scout held the water bottle for Hunter as he drank, before emptying the rest over the wound, washing away the blood and grime. Hunter winced from the contact of cool water and thrashed his feet around some more at the tingling jolt. Then Scout pulled a small brown bottle from his pocket and unscrewed the cap.
“What’s that?” Hunter asked.
“It’s my bottle of iodine. It will kill all the germs just like when we put it in our bottled water. The iodine will keep the wound from getting infected.”
“Will it sting?”
“Hardly. You shouldn’t feel a thing.” Scout squeezed the bottle and red liquid shot over the open wound.
A cold, raging fire from hell singed every nerve in Hunter’s arm. Catherine winced. Hunter screamed. “Hardly my ass, you lying son of a bitch!”
Scout smiled, then gently wrapped Hunter’s arm with a clean shirt from his own backpack. “Hold your other hand here and apply some pressure until I get back,” Scout said.
Hunter, panting like a mad dog, did what Scout instructed. “Where are you going?”
“I have to find sticks to splint your arm. I won’t go far. Call out if you need me.”
Hunter watched Scout disappear into the inky darkness of the early summer evening. The stars illuminated the night, but probably not enough for speeding across the prairie. Scout would never let him forget this one. He realized that when Jimmy discovered what happened, Hunter would be lucky to leave town riding a tricycle.
Catherine’s warm hands and tiny fingers caressed his head. She smiled at him. Her eyes, brighter than the stars, contained a promise that everything would be all right.
Hunter’s worries dissolved. “Are you doing this?”
“Doing what, silly?” She scooted up on her knees and settled back down without moving her hands.
“Are you making me feel less pain, somehow?”
“I’m returning the favor. You found me, and now I’m helping you. Isn’t that what a friend is supposed to do? Plus, I hate when people suffer.”
“Yeah, but how is this possible? What are you?”
“I’m a little girl, silly.” A breeze stirred through Catherine’s hair and the candle went out. Her eyes still sparkled among the stars, even with the absence of candlelight.
Scout slipped out of the wind-lashed prairie grass and dumped a bundle of sticks with a loud clatter. He prepared a miniature teepee of twigs and then flicked open his silver Zippo, releasing the sweet smell of butane. He ignited a tiny fire and added sticks to the flames. Warm light filled their surroundings.
“Aren’t we going to leave soon?” Hunter asked.
“Not a chance. We’re going to have to make camp and wait ’til morning. You can’t ride like that, anyway.”
Scout lifted Hunter’s bike and set the kickstand, inspecting the handlebars while Hunter worried that he ruined his bike for good this time. He might be forced to ride a new bike, but he liked his Kawasaki. They had covered a lot of miles together over the past two years. The bike started on Scout’s second kick, the engine hummed and Hunter relaxed.
Scout cut the motor, restoring quiet. “We’ll see if it still rolls straight in the morning.”
They ate apples and dried meat from Scout’s backpack clustered beside the jittering flames. Scout left with the water bottles. After a while, he brought them back full and disappeared again, returning with another armload of firewood.


Scout examined two sticks before placing them away from the fire. He pulled a shirt from Hunter’s bag. “Is this clean?”
Hunter nodded. “I washed it in the Platte yesterday.”
“I guess that will have to do,” Scout said, dropping the shirt on the two sticks.
Hunter tracked Scout’s movements around until it made him dizzy. “Why are you so busy? Sit down. Take a break.”
“I’ve got good news and bad news,” Scout said. “Good news is I don’t think your Kawasaki is that bad off.”
Hunter stared at him until the dramatic pause stretched too long. “And the bad news?”
“You won’t be riding for a while with a broken right arm. Can’t throttle, can’t brake, and you certainly can’t steer, but I think that last one is what caused the accident in the first place.”
Hunter understood the real bad news. “I’m going to be stuck in town.”
Scout’s grin flashed in the firelight. “Yeah, that sucks for everybody.”
Hunter groaned, but not from pain.
“One more piece of bad news,” Scout said. “I have to set the arm back in place.”
A shiver ran through Hunter’s body, causing a sudden urge to flee that he was totally unable to muster. “Shouldn’t we wait until we get back to town and let Luis take a look at it?”
Scout nodded. “Sure, we could wait and you could go into shock, but I know how to set a broken bone. Remember, I helped Luis last year when that tree fell on Brady’s leg.”
“Brady! You mean that lumberjack kid with the limp?”
Scout spread his hands. “I don’t want to do this anymore than you, but I’m thinking we might as well get it over with and let you start healing.”
Hunter stared into the flames of the campfire; terrified of the pain to come no matter what magic Catherine worked. A spasm triggered in his right leg. He had never experienced fear like this before, and hated it.
“It’s going to hurt.”
“Yeah,” Scout said.
“Do you have any liquor?”
Scout shook his head. “None that lasted.”
“This sucks.”
“Yeah,” Scout said and scooted closer with a grim, determined expression. “Ready?”
Hunter looked at Catherine sitting quietly with her hands resting on his brow. “I want you to let go.”
“I’ll be all right. I’m a big girl.”
“Seriously, I don’t feel right.”
“What’s all this?” Scout asked.
“You wouldn’t believe it,” Hunter said.
Catherine pushed a lock of Hunter’s hair aside and smiled. “Everything will be all right, Michael. I promise. Go ahead, Scout. We’re ready.”
Hunter closed his eyes and took several deep, rapid breaths as Scout removed the makeshift bandage from his right arm. He gritted his teeth, wincing as every little movement scattered pins and needles throughout his arm and into his chest.
Scout placed his foot into Hunter’s armpit, grabbed Hunter’s wrist and pulled before anyone could change his mind.
Hunter shrieked from the excruciating agony of bones grinding back into place. Catherine cried out and crumpled to the ground and Hunter quickly followed her into unconsciousness.
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Jimmy loved summer with the extra hours of daylight. They made him feel like there was still time to do something-besides work.
As he and Samuel headed into town, they passed rows of hanging clothes, towels, and sheets. The launderers hustled about collecting the dried articles and the smell of clean cotton and denim filled the air. Jimmy watched the multiple colors rippling on their lines in the evening breeze like the flags of defunct countries. The metal basins on the ground were flipped over and drained.
Each kid in Independents brought their laundry to be washed on a specific day, then after supper on their assigned days they picked up their duffle bags of clean laundry and headed home to fold. In Samuel’s case, he left his clean clothes stuffed in his duffle bag.
Jimmy also loved summer’s freshly dried clothing. In the winter, they hung their laundry in one of the barns on the outskirts of town with the aid of wood-burning stoves, giving every item-and everyone-the scent of a smoky campfire.
The boys followed a swarm of barefoot kids onto the red bricks of Main Street. Most kids didn’t wear shoes during the warm months if their work allowed it. Shoes wear out. Feet get tougher. Everyone in Independents hoarded their Nikes for times of true need.
Main Street was a block of two-story buildings set together like books on a shelf. The buildings were fixed up and painted with bright colors. Kids love to paint. Apartments on the second floors were for those who missed city life. The ground floors were filled with different necessities. There was Molly’s sewing shop, where they patched holes and hemmed cuffs. Mark’s seldom-used sheriff’s office was next door, where the harshest offense so far was staying up too late. Down the line was Luis’s clinic, or rather the Band-Aid station for bumps and scrapes. Luis dealt with the flu and a couple cases of strep every month or so, a broken bone or two, but so far major surgery was not a job requirement. There was also a general store where Hunter and Scout dumped stuff they salvaged for the other kids to play with or use. And the school, where Vanessa taught the younger kids how to read and write and use arithmetic. She taught history too, for a reason Jimmy failed to understand.
Overachievers in science and math got bumped up to the honors program. Jimmy knew Independents needed more smart kids, like Luis. An intelligent kid could unravel and comprehend the resources they’d lost and those they desperately needed.
A cure for the plague would be a good start.
Four girls, all named Brittany, ran the cafeteria, appropriately called Brittany’s. The double doors stood open allowing the air to circulate inside, and for laughter and high-pitched squeals to trickle out. The aroma of butter, garlic and onion also drifted outside, arousing the hunger in Jimmy’s stomach.
By the time he and Samuel approached Brittany’s, sweat from the summer heat ran down the side of his face. The collar of his clean T-shirt was sticking to his neck. He adjusted his hat in the reflection of the large windowpane and a couple of kids made faces at him from the opposite side. He crossed his eyes and pretended to pick his nose; one of the many ways he gained respect among the little ones.
Jimmy followed Samuel into the dining hall and was greeted by the youngest Brittany.
“You guys are early,” she said, handing over blue cloth napkins wrapped around utensils.
“We would have been here sooner, but somebody wanted to change his shirt,” Samuel said.
Jimmy bumped into Samuel as if by accident.
Brittany just smiled. “Right this way.” She guided them to the large table in the center, their usual spot. Soon the table would fill with other hungry town leaders. Eating together helped the older residents of Independents keep tabs on current events in town.
Chatter swelled within the building that was already a restaurant when Samuel’s brother filled the town with abandoned children six years ago. To get things running, the electric oven was replaced with wood-burning stoves collected from empty homes. One good thing about farmers is that they never threw anything away; so salvaging items after the plague like the stoves was easy. You just needed to open the right barn to find one. Barns dotted Nebraska like pimples on a thirteen-year-old.
Food was prepared fresh; refrigeration was lost along with electricity, indoor plumbing and cable television. The Brittanys decorated the walls with lots of things that belonged in either museums or garage sales, reminding Jimmy of Chili’s and Applebee’s restaurants from long ago. Those who recalled the canned-food years with dread jokingly referred to Brittany’s as TGIF: Thank God It’s Fresh.
“What’s on the menu tonight, Brittany?” Samuel asked.
“Chef Brittany has acquired a large amount of catfish, thanks to Dylan and the boys. They were up all night and in their words, ‘they killed.’ Our side dishes will be mashed potatoes and eggplant, thanks to you guys.”
“Don’t thank me for the eggplant,” Samuel said, discreetly pointing in Jimmy’s direction.
“I saw that,” Jimmy said.
“Excuse me.” Brittany scurried back to her post.
“Why do they wait for her to seat them?” Samuel said. “It’s not like they’re going to sit somewhere different.”
Jimmy glanced up front at the impatient cluster of boys and girls; some with freshly washed hands and others with permanent stains. “The younger kids switch it up a lot. They’re still working out their friendships.”
“Hey, I can take a hint. You’re welcome to move if you need to branch out.”
“You’re so sensitive.” Jimmy stood up. “Anyways, I’m done making friends. I got a town full of them.” He slid out the wooden chair beside him for the very pregnant young woman waddling his way. “Good evening, Vanessa. How are you holding up?”
“I’m just fine for a walking balloon. I’m ready to pop and get this experience over.” Vanessa maneuvered into the chair and thanked Brittany for her wrapped napkin.
“Can I get you anything else?” Brittany asked Vanessa. Everyone in town was overly helpful ever since Vanessa started to show. Jimmy smiled at the elected mother of their community, voted in by a silent majority.
“I’m all right, sweetie. You better get back up there before they start to riot.”
The mob at the door was spilling over trying to get out of the sun. Brittany dashed away.
Vanessa separated her napkin from the utensils and wiped the sweat from her face. “How hot is it going to get this summer?” She waved toward her boyfriend, Mark, as he entered the room. “I can’t believe how much I sweat.”
“The temperature has been climbing a lot higher lately,” Jimmy said. “Maybe we should bring one of the generators to the school so you can run a fan or a window unit.”
Mark eased into the chair on the opposite side of Vanessa. “I already tried that once,” he said. “She wouldn’t allow it.”
“We don’t need to waste our resources on my comforts,” Vanessa said. “Besides, the heat is keeping me in shape.”
“And what shape would that be?” Samuel asked.
“Bite me, Sammy.”
A thin boy joined their group, collapsing on the empty seat next to Samuel and dropping a thick book and black leather bag underneath his chair.
“Hey, Luis, do you know what to do yet?” Samuel asked.
Luis started to speak, but croaked instead. He grabbed his water glass and gulped the contents. “I think so,” he finally answered. “It’ll be my first delivery.”
“Hopefully not the last.” Samuel nudged Luis in the ribs. “Does that big medical book have any pictures?”
“Mark, we might have to move,” Vanessa said.
“Why’s that, honey?”
“Because I’m about to throw my fork at Sammy’s head and see if it sticks.”
“That’s cool,” Samuel said. “I think Jimmy wants to move to another table, too. I don’t mind eating by myself.”
Jimmy clapped Samuel on the shoulder. “It might be easier if you moved, instead. Or you could behave and let everyone enjoy their supper in peace.”
“I’ll be good. I promise. Hey, look over there. Here comes the fashion squad, running fashionably late.”
Jimmy gazed up at Ginger as she passed to sit at their table, appreciating the way her hair fell over one eye, the soft tan of her skin, her curves. She glanced his way and Jimmy quickly averted his interest to ceiling tiles.
Mark pulled another chair out for his twin sister, Molly.
Only two seats remained empty and it didn’t take long to be noticed. “So where’s your brother?” Vanessa asked Jimmy. “And mine?”
Mark cleared his throat. “Uh, Scout went searching for Hunter this morning.”
“Again? I bet he was real happy about that.”
“Not really,” Mark said, glancing at Jimmy, who fidgeted with the brim of his hat.
“I’m sorry, Vanessa,” Jimmy said. “But I needed Scout’s help. Hunter’s two days late.”
“Hunter’s always two days late.” She leaned over and offered Jimmy’s hand a little pat. “Scout will find him. Don’t worry; I’m sure Hunter’s fine. If anyone can handle themselves in the Big Bad, it’s those two.”
Chef Brittany assumed her position at the head of a long table where the prepared food waited for takers. She lifted a small musical triangle. The room quieted for a short anticipatory second while Brittany surveyed the room with a smile.
“Dinner is served,” she announced, and rang the triangle.
Wooden chairs knocked against hardwood floors and everyone formed two lines on either side of the buffet. The other two of the four Brittany’s circled the room, replacing the empty water pitchers. Jimmy moved slowly through the long line, loading his plate with warm, buttery food and then he hustled back to his seat.
Samuel sat and immediately stuffed his face, heedless of Jimmy’s disapproving stare. Jimmy waited patiently for his other dining companions to return before eating. He forked into his eggplant and remembered the flowers. “Hey, Vanessa, did the kids plant a flower bed at our house this afternoon?”
“No,” she said, pausing over the full plate of catfish and pickles that Mark gave her. Everyone in town went crazy when one of the Brittanys rediscovered the pickling process. “Maybe you have a secret admirer.”
Jimmy shook his head with disbelief. Samuel laughed with his mouth open and full of food. Then Jimmy caught Ginger staring at him as he topped off his water. He smiled back, she dropped eye contact and he sloshed water on the table.
Sponging up the mess with his napkin, Jimmy noticed Molly glaring at Ginger. “How are things at the sewing shop, Molly? Are the new recruits working out okay?”
Molly perked up with a big smile and batted her eyelashes at him. “They’re doing wonderful, Jimmy. Thank you so much for the extra help. I desperately needed it. We were getting a bit behind on the winter clothing. My assistant decided to take on some extra work.”
“What extra work?” Jimmy asked.
“Ask her.” Molly stabbed her fork in Vanessa’s direction.
Samuel coughed and whispered, “Disengage,” in Jimmy’s direction.
Mark stopped eating. “What’s wrong, Molly?”
“Oh, you don’t need to worry about it, Mark. It’s really nothing,” Molly said, refolding the napkin in her lap.
“Sounds like you want to make it something,” Vanessa said.
Jimmy chewed on a piece of catfish, careful not to choke on a bone. Molly glowered at Vanessa while Vanessa appeared annoyed, like she’d been playing this game since she started seeing Mark and was really over it. Mark wore his concerned brother expression, after setting down his fork and giving Molly his full attention. Ginger and Luis did the smart thing and gazed at their plates. Jimmy seriously considered finding a less combustible dining party.
“Jimmy’s afraid of dying,” Samuel said.
The bone Jimmy was chewing around snapped.
Vanessa rubbed circles on his back. “We’re all afraid of dying, Sammy, but thank you so much for sharing. I bet Jimmy will want to thank you later personally.”
“Count on it,” Jimmy said under his breath.
Vanessa regarded Molly like sunshine on morning frost. “What’s your problem this time?”
Molly’s smoldering composure ignited. She stabbed her fork through her catfish filet and left it standing there. “I don’t have a problem. It’s obvious you have a problem with me. I can’t believe you went behind my back to have your baby clothes made.”
“Oh, that.” Vanessa directed a sympathetic look toward Ginger, and then faced Molly again. “You weren’t interested when I asked you for help a couple of months ago, so I asked Ginger. But I did ask you first.”
“I thought we decided to wait to see if the baby was a boy or girl. I would have thrown something together if I’d known it was so important.”
“I didn’t want something thrown together. I wanted something special for my baby, your niece or nephew, and for all we know the first child born since the plague started. I wanted my baby brought into this world properly.”
Mark focused on his plate; his jaw clamped shut, as if willing his forgotten catfish to offer a solution. Jimmy felt sorry for him. The last thing he needed was his sister starting trouble over something this trivial. Molly was always worked up over something. She was spoiled before the plague with instant attention to her every whim, and her expectations hadn’t changed since. But spoiled didn’t work anymore in this world.
Molly stood up, her chair screeching across the hardwood floor. “If you wanted things done properly then maybe you should have gotten married first!” she yelled.
The raucous roar of the dining hall stalled out with the clink of metal utensils slipping from fingers and bouncing off plates. All eyes zeroed in on Molly, and then Vanessa.
Mark stood up in the middle of the swirling chaos with his napkin clutched in a knuckled fist. He spoke to Molly in a tight, strained voice. “I don’t want you to sit here with us anymore.”
Molly’s eyes were gorged with sudden tears. Her lips trembled. She laid her hands on the table like she might fall if she lacked the support. “But, it’s only because…”
“Molly, I don’t want to hear another word out of you.”
Molly scanned the unsympathetic faces at the table. Then she looked around the dining hall. “Quit staring at me!” she screamed, and bolted out through the kitchen.
Mark plopped back in his seat, spread his napkin in his lap and reached over for Vanessa’s hand.
Vanessa’s face twisted as though somebody had kicked her in the gut. Jimmy slid his chair back. “Are you okay?”
Her expression relaxed a bit after she puckered her lips and blew out a long stream of air like a deflating balloon. “It’s time. I think the baby’s coming.”
Mark, Samuel and Jimmy jumped and their chairs crashed backward. Luis’s chair slammed over with him still occupying it.
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It was going to be a long night, and Scout already felt drowsy from a full day’s riding. His adrenaline burned out a while ago. Now he was running on will, and that tank was close to empty, too.
Hunter slept, his chest rising with even breaths. At least he wasn’t snoring. All traces of his smirk dissipated after the wreck, obliterated by the pain.
Catherine lay peacefully beside him. She exhaled and blonde strands of hair lying across her face billowed like a curtain in front of an open window.
Scout completed wrapping Hunter’s arm in the splint with the clean shirt he’d torn into strips. He felt pretty good about setting the break, thinking he’d got it right, hopefully. Accidents and broken bones happened in the Big Bad, and Scout tried to counter them by always being prepared. In Hunter’s case, he was lucky Scout was along. Otherwise, the fool would probably be dead from a lethal combination of shock, exposure and stupidity.
Now because of his brainless riding, Hunter had probably gone and messed up a good thing. Jimmy would be upset and worried, and he and Vanessa would blow the whole incident out of proportion forcing Hunter and Scout into the buddy system again. That’s what happened when parents died. The oldest sibling took charge.
Unlike Hunter, Scout never complained. If it weren’t for Vanessa being strong for the both of them in those early years, he would be just another casualty. She was a trouper. They endured through so many days of no food and shelter when she made the difficult decisions that kept them both alive. Scout learned quickly to stick close to his big sister.
But riding with Hunter again wasn’t something Scout wanted. They shared an amount of job-related camaraderie and even lived in the same house, but that didn’t mean they wanted to ride together. Sometimes, a little space was nice.
Scout built up the fire to keep Hunter warm. Catherine stirred as light from the flames flickered across her face. She was a big mystery. Hunter had found himself a little girl surviving alone. At least that’s the story she was trying to sell, but Scout wasn’t buying. More than likely, she carried another story giving her nightmares, a story she refused to bring out into the light.
He poked at the fire and Catherine stirred again, folding her arms together against the cool night air. Scout dusted off his hands on his pants and unhooked the sleeping bag from his motorbike. He zipped it open like a blanket and covered Catherine, who snuggled under with a contented smile.
Then Hunter started snoring like a chainsaw ripping through a forest. Scout groaned, cringing with each thunderous inhalation, and within moments, tension throbbed between his shoulder blades. He snatched up the water bottles and scampered out of earshot.
His eyes adjusted away from the fire, picking a path down to the stream he’d located earlier for fresh water. The shimmering stars reflected off the creek, causing a phosphorescent band that laced over the plains. Scout dipped the bottles into the flow and waited for the gurgling to cease. He retrieved the iodine from his pocket and added a couple drops into each bottle. Then he screwed the lids tightly and leaned back on his hands for a little stargazing.
Scout couldn’t remember what the starry sky looked like before the plague. In the middle of the city, he thought there were only a couple hundred stars total because all you saw were the brightest ones. The first time he looked into the night sky after the power winked out, he saw billions of stars sparkling from every direction in the thick soup of space.
Tonight, he thought about how lucky he was with a billion possibilities shining back at him, even if he wasn’t sure that God was up there watching his back.
“There you are,” Catherine said behind him.
Scout flopped on the grassy bank as if he’d just been hooked out of the stream. He sat back up after controlling the initial surprise, but he still had difficulty catching his breath.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. What’re you doing?”
Scout pulled in a deep breath through his nose before speaking. “Just sitting here, looking at the stars. You can join me if you want.”
She sat close beside him. It was nice. Her presence radiated a warm energy that refreshed his sleepy mind.
He smiled at her. “Was it tough being on your own?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean you, being all alone for as long as you were. I have a hard time just being out by myself for a week. Then I get back to town around people again and it’s hard adjusting to them and all the noise.”
“I wasn’t alone, silly. My tree was with me the whole time, and there was a family of robins upstairs, and a squirrel would come by to chat. The wind brought me news from around the world and when the raindrops fell, I listened to them patter about all the neat places they had visited.” She smiled into the night sky. “The stars are really pretty, aren’t they?”
“Uh, yeah.” Scout worried that she’d bonked her head when Hunter flipped the bike. He locked onto an eerie feeling though; maybe she wasn’t making her story up. And then he remembered she was a little kid. Of course she was making it up.
Another question crossed his mind. “So was Hunter the first person you ever met?” Scout gave himself a mental pat on the back. She couldn’t avoid that one with a vague answer.
The corners of her mouth dropped and she brought her knees to her chest and wrapped them up in her arms. “No. I’ve known lots of people, but that was long ago in a different time and place. Those people have all passed on. I was a much different person then with a very different life.”
Scout crinkled his brow. “Catherine, you don’t sound like a six-year-old girl.”
“Well who said I was six? It’s not appropriate to talk about a girl’s age, you know.”
The night breeze rolled through the prairie grass and broke upon their backs. Then the wind disappeared again, leaving behind the steady sound of the creek.
“I guess I’m confused,” Scout said. “It’s not every day we come across someone your, uh… size out in the middle of nowhere. Were you traveling with your friends when you got separated?”
“No, we were separated ages ago.” She stood and regarded the sky. “But I have new friends now.”
Scout nodded and rose up beside her. He decided to put the questions away; someone in town would get her to talk and crack open the answers. “That’s right, you have us,” he said simply. “Let’s get back to the fire. I should check on Hunter, and you need more sleep.”
She hugged him. “I love you, Scout.”
Her affection caught him off guard. He offered her an awkward pat on the back.
She released him without a struggle and cocked her head at an angle as though measuring him for a new winter coat.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“You really don’t believe anymore?”
Scout crossed his arms, feeling exposed. “I don’t know what to believe in.”
Catherine bent down and collected the water bottles. “I’ll just have to fix that, won’t I?”
“What are you talking about?”
Catherine smiled. “Let’s go check on Hunter.” She skipped ahead, leaving him standing there befuddled.
Along the way Scout gathered more sizable sticks under the branches of slumbering elm trees to feed the fire’s hunger back at camp. When he added them, the coals brightened and soon the flames popped and snapped over the new wood. Hunter hadn’t budged from the spot where he’d landed.
“He was making a funny noise earlier,” Catherine said. “That’s what woke me up.”
“Yeah, funny’s one way to put it.”
She knelt and placed her hand on Hunter’s head. Scout smiled at her concern. Maybe she was feeling for his temperature.
“I think I got his arm set right,” Scout said, consoling any fears she might possess. “Now it’s just going to take time for him to heal.”
Catherine laid her hands on the splint. “You did very well.”
Scout rushed forward in a surge of panic. “Be careful, you might mess up the set.”
“Don’t worry, silly. I’m just going to heal him so you believe again.”
She seemed careful about not moving or placing any pressure on Hunter’s arm and that decreased Scout’s anxiety. He shook his head. Catherine was laying hands like an evangelist performing miracle nonsense. He plunked his tired bottom by the fire and felt the crush of drowsiness the moment he was settled.
His head was just starting to loll when a yellow light pulsed underneath Catherine’s hands. Her forehead creased in concentration with sweat beading in the folds and instantly running down the sides of her face. The light crept up her arms like water soaking into a sponge.
Scout scrambled to his feet and rubbed his eyes. This couldn’t be happening. It wasn’t real; he’d fallen asleep. What the heck was that light?
The yellow light gradually spread over Catherine and Hunter, completely covering them in a shinning intensity that proved hard to watch for periods longer than a couple seconds. Hunter’s head twisted back and forth and he groaned in his sleep as his feet shook violently. Catherine remained fixed and steady.
Scout became aware of his own breathing, ragged and harsh in the otherwise silent night. He was afraid to move, scared to look, and terrified he was losing his mind.
Then Catherine opened her mouth and the yellow light retreated, sliding off of her and Hunter only to disappear completely down her narrow throat. She closed her mouth and everything went dark, even though Scout heard the fire crackling and assumed-hoped-the stars still hung in the sky.
A moment passed. He finally focused in on Catherine’s dark silhouette kneeling next to Hunter’s prone body on the ground. Scout was struck with indecision: should he tap Catherine on the shoulder and see what’s up, or jump on his bike and ride for his life?
Catherine opened her eyes and the bright yellow light blasted forth, filling the entire area with its blinding radiance, like the sun going supernova, dazzling Scout’s sight once more.
Scout threw up his arms to shield his eyes, and then fell to his knees, disoriented by the overwhelming brilliance that thrummed like a living current all around him. An instant later the yellow light was extinguished by the night.
For a moment Scout saw only yellow spirals and squiggly lines swirling in his vision. The campfire flames rustled from the wind, and smoke filled his nose. Coughing, he waved his hands and crawled clear, relieved as his eyesight slowly returned.
Catherine lay in a heap beside Hunter.
Scout paced back and forth, wishing someone would wake up and explain what just happened. She was only a little girl. No way did yellow light shoot from her eyes like laser beams he’d seen in old comic books. Surely, he’d been dreaming. He lifted his face to the heavens. The stars illuminated the world with new possibilities.
Hunter’s snoring renewed with amplified volume, but Scout tuned it out. He covered Catherine with his sleeping bag, pleased to see her smile rekindled. Dropping beside her, Scout pulled his knees in close to his chest and kept a protective watch as the fire dwindled.
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Molly staggered out of Brittany’s kitchen baffled and enraged. It was impossible. Her own brother betrayed her. She couldn’t care less what everyone else thought about her, but Mark was all she had left in this world.
She walked quickly, surrounded by nightfall and blinded by the red haze of her anger. Her thoughts turned violent, churning, building pressure that required release. She fought the urge to smash something. If she stopped walking it would signal a change of action and then something awful would happen; she just knew it.
Before she realized where her feet carried her, she arrived at Jimmy’s. She visited his house often late at night, fantasizing about knocking on his window and climbing into his arms, but she always chickened out.
Tonight she planned to go all the way after dinner. She had prepared herself to be brave, to walk out with him and finally tell him how she truly felt. Vanessa had ruined that chance.
The last thing Molly wanted was for Jimmy to come home and find her slinking around his yard like some crazy girl. Molly wasn’t crazy. She was alone, and now thanks to Vanessa, her solitude would last an eternity.
Molly balled her hands into fists so tight that her fingers hurt. She definitely didn’t want to smash anything at Jimmy’s. She turned downhill, heading further from town where she could detonate in peace.
She couldn’t stop thinking about Jimmy after passing his house. They were perfect for each other, so why was she petrified to tell him? For one thing, she was terrible at handling rejection. She knew she was the most attractive girl in town, by far. She always caught boys following her with their eyes and big appreciative smiles when she wore something tight. Molly usually received several scribbled love letters a month from the ones who bumbled into adolescence.
Jimmy treated her kindly as a friend, but never seemed interested in her like the other boys, and that only stoked Molly’s desire. He was the one for her. He was handsome and mature, all the things a girl could ever want. He was tall and his brown hair framed a gorgeous, intense face. Sometimes she would sneak to the edge of town just to stare at him working in the fields. His shirt stretching against his muscular chest made her dizzy.
He needed her even if he didn’t realize it yet. Like Mark, though, Jimmy relied on Vanessa way too much. Damn her! She cast some sort of magical spell over both of them, bending them to her will and numbing them to Molly’s. Molly hated Vanessa so much; she sometimes found herself plotting Vanessa’s demise. Poison was usually her personal favorite, but right then, Molly wouldn’t mind using a big, heavy shovel upside the head. Then she could dig a hole to hide the body.
Molly’s angry stride came to an unexpected halt with two big sunken steps. She found herself ankle deep in a muddy field surrounded by cabbages.
“Damn it all to hell!”
She was stuck. She tried to free her feet one at a time, gripping with both hands around each knee and pulling, but she became more entrenched the harder she struggled. Meanwhile, she continued to sink and was now up to her shins.
“Let go of me, you stupid mud!”
She ripped one foot out of the earth and then the other, but the muck claimed her shoes. She considered surrendering them to their misfortune and scurrying back to her apartment with whatever dignity she could salvage, but she loved those shoes. Before the plague, Nebraska was a land populated by big footed Neanderthals because it was hard for Hunter to find shoes in her size. She couldn’t afford to lose a pair that fit.
Standing on solid ground, she bent over, knifed both hands into the mud and located one immediately. She pulled and strained and the shoe finally popped loose with a loud sucking slurp. She tossed it to safety. By now the hole had closed over her other shoe. She dug down, felt a mud-caked lace and followed it to the tongue. Her other hand met with the heel and she tugged. Nothing happened at first. She wrenched angrily, struggling harder, and felt a little give as the mud oozed away from the force she applied. Her fingers slipped, forcing her to regroup. She grunted with tremendous effort and the shoe broke the surface, flying out of her hands.
Molly lost her balance and twisted, landing on her back with a splat. She screamed and thrashed in frustration and pain until she was drained of rage and covered in mud. Tears arrived at last, washing away the final traces of anger and replacing it with a grief she never thought possible. She lay there for a long time wrapped in the cool mud and sorrow.
Eventually, she rolled out and wiped off as much mud as she could in the stiff grass that bordered the cabbage patch. She never felt more alone in all her sixteen years.
A tall shadow loomed over her, blocking the light from the stars. For a second, Molly thought she was dreaming. Her love, her savior had come to her rescue.
“Molly, are you all right?” Jimmy asked.
She choked and sobbed. He must have been looking for her.
Jimmy held out his hand and she slipped hers into it. His grip was firm and she experienced a warm thrill at his touch. Jimmy lifted her up beside him.
A smile curled the edges of his mouth. “What happened?”
“I got stuck and lost my shoes,” she said.
“You’d be surprised how often that happens to me.” When he laughed, Molly decided the sound was as nice as rain tapping on the roof when she lay curled up in bed.
He still held her hand. She tugged him closer.
Jimmy turned to lead her away. “Let’s get you back so you can clean up.”
Molly tugged again.
“Wait,” she said. Her heart pounded against her rib cage. This was it. This was the perfect moment.
“What…?”
Before he finished his question, Molly pulled herself close and kissed him, slipping her tongue in his mouth, discovering his and swirling them together. She gripped the back of his shirt so he couldn’t get away and held on tightly. She wanted Jimmy to love her.
She needed him to.
Jimmy squirmed in her embrace and Molly sensed his confusion. His lips were stiff and unresponsive, but she would not allow him to stop until she won. She would break Vanessa’s spell. Molly locked her arms around him, holding onto Jimmy and this moment with growing desperation.
Jimmy turned his head away and broke the kiss. “Molly!”
The urgency in his voice told Molly she was close. Jimmy pushed himself back and tripped, landing with a splat in the mud where she had fallen earlier. She pounced on top of him, pinning his arms to the ground. She pulled his hand, guiding it under her shirt and felt his warm touch on her skin.
“Molly, stop!” He shucked her off like a dirty blanket. “What are you doing?”
“Are you serious? I want to be with you.”
“We can’t do this.” He looked at her, and then dropped his gaze. “I mean I can’t do this.”
“Why can’t you, Jimmy? I really like you. I want you.”
Jimmy stood, and helped Molly to her feet again, releasing her immediately as though certain she was steady; only she didn’t feel steady.
“Molly, I…” A breeze followed his sigh.
Molly’s desire collapsed from the night air on her muddy skin, leaving her chilled and trembling. “What, Jimmy?”
His hazel eyes were touched with concern, but not love. Not for her.
He raised his shoulders in a simple shrug. “I like someone else.”
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Hunter cracked open his eyes in the early morning light as a songbird twittered from somewhere above. His muddled brain cleared and he sat up, attempting to rub the sleep from his eyes. His arm wouldn’t bend. He remembered breaking his arm, the pain, Scout tugging the bones into place and extreme pain ending with the dark blanket of oblivion. Hunter thought it weird that he didn’t feel any pain now.
Next to him, Catherine slept under a sleeping bag. If there were ever a standard image of peacefulness, the little girl displayed it perfectly with her hands tucked beneath her head, the sounds of her breathing puffing through her tiny mouth. Scout was the opposite of peacefulness. He knelt by the fire, holding a burning stick into the flames, his bleary-eyed stare focused on nothing apparent. His normal tight Afro looked like a lumpy sponge.
Finally, Scout blinked. “How’s the arm?”
“It feels fine. You do good work.”
Scout grunted. “I tightened up your handle bars. Your bike started okay. You should be good to go. Throttle’s a little tight.”
“The throttle’s been jacked up for a while. It’s constantly sticking on me. But that doesn’t matter since I can’t ride, remember?” Hunter held up his splintered right arm as evidence.
Scout responded with a tired frown. He tossed his poking stick in the fire and stood. “I got some water if you’re thirsty. There’s also some food.”
“Thanks.” Hunter scurried to his feet and ran for privacy. He managed to pee using his left hand. He returned to camp, replenished his water intake, and eyed Scout who had found a new stick to fidget with the fire.
Hunter wiped his mouth with the back of his good arm. “So what’s up?”
Scout’s gaze traveled towards the sleeping Catherine. “She did something to you last night, didn’t she? I mean when you were hurting. She made the pain go away.”
“Not totally, but she helped a lot. I thought my arm was going to fall off. Then she placed her hand on my head and I was able to deal with it. But that’s impossible, so I don’t know what to think.”
“When I set your arm she passed out with you. At first I thought it was because of your screaming.”
Hunter stiffened. “It hurt like hell when you pulled.”
“Yeah, I don’t doubt that. There’s more.” Scout stepped away from the fire and Hunter reluctantly followed him the short distance.
Scout lowered his voice and relayed everything that happened while Hunter slept.
Hunter barked out a laugh. “You did have some liquor, stingy.”
“I’m serious. You were both covered in a yellow light and then she took it all inside her and the light shot from her eyes into the sky. She passed out again and hasn’t moved since.”
Hunter considered the girl, lying in the prairie grass. Scout never lied to him. Never.
He swung his splintered arm up for a closer inspection. Scout wrapped it with Hunter’s favorite shirt. Something about the shirt didn’t appear right, but Hunter was more concerned with the arm itself.
“So what do you think?” Hunter asked.
“How does your arm feel?”
Gently, Hunter touched the broken arm. He rubbed it and then poked it. The arm didn’t hurt, causing him to up the notch on his bravery. He flexed the fingers of the broken arm-fanning them out-making a fist. Finally, he shook the whole thing like the arm was gift-wrapped and shoved into a stocking.
“There’s nothing wrong with it.”
“Let me take off that splint and have a look.”
“Do you think that’s a good idea?”
“You just shook the heck out of it.”
Hunter held his arm out. Scout untied the shirt.
“Scout!”
Scout jerked his hands away. “I’m sorry. Did that hurt?”
“No, it didn’t hurt. You cut up my favorite shirt.”
“I needed to make strips to tie the sticks in place.”
“Yeah, but that was my favorite shirt!”
“I could break your other arm.” Scout untied the rest of the strips and the sticks clattered on the ground. He gave a low whistle.
Hunter had closed his eyes, afraid of seeing where the bone had popped through the skin. “What is it?”
“Open your eyes, you big baby.”
Hunter peeked out his right eye. A drop of dried blood was tangled in a patch of arm hair. Otherwise, his arm was healed with just a tiny white scar where the hole was last night. With wide eyes, he poked at his arm again. He gave it another shake.
“What are you two silly boys doing?”
Hunter and Scout jumped as if someone caught them stealing food from the pantry in Brittany’s kitchen. Catherine stood in their midst with Scout’s sleeping bag caped over her shoulders. The sun shining behind her formed a golden nimbus around the little girl.
“Uh…” Hunter stammered.
“He and I…” Scout began.
Catherine bounced up and down, and pointed at Hunter. “Oh looky, your arm’s all better.” The sleeping bag dropped and she did a little dance, her feet kicking up high and her hands clapping a rapid beat. “Hurray! Now we can go home!” She repeated the word “home” as she danced around, singing. “Home, home, home.”
The boys glanced at each other for support. Scout urged Hunter on with a nod. Hunter frowned.
“Catherine,” he said, striving hard to regain her attention by waving his healed arm. She took that as an invitation and twirled underneath his hand until Hunter grew light-headed.
“Catherine, please…” Scout tried, but that only brought him into the fray. Catherine whirled from Hunter and hooked her arm into Scout’s, working them into a circle, singing, “We did it. We did it!”
“Catherine!” the boys yelled.
The dance stopped. Catherine puckered her bottom lip as her eyes watered with tears. She picked up Scout’s sleeping bag and blew her nose.
Hunter knelt in front of her. “Catherine, Scout said you did something to heal my arm. Is that what happened?”
She dropped the sleeping bag again. Scout quickly rescued it from the ground, giving a disgusted look at the snot smeared on the edge; he stuffed the bag away in its sack. Catherine smiled at him.
“Catherine,” Hunter said again.
“What?”
“My arm…you fixed it…how?”
“Oh that was easy, silly. Scout did the hard part. I just helped it along.” She brought her tiny hand up and brushed a strand of Hunter’s hair back. Her expression turned serious for once, giving Hunter the impression that he spoke with someone much older than six. “I didn’t like seeing you hurting. So I made your arm all better.”
Hunter glanced at Scout, who shrugged and stalked off, shaking his head and muttering something about no sleep.
“Okay, I guess the real question we would like to understand is how you healed my arm?”
She stared at Hunter for a couple seconds. “Don’t you believe in miracles?” she said finally, and laughed. “When do we go home?”
Hunter pinched the bridge of his nose between his eyes and stood up. The sun had pushed from the eastern horizon and now filled the morning sky like a flaming bowling ball. A v-shaped formation of sandhill cranes flew across the sky. He sighed and answered, “In a little bit.”
“Hurray!” Catherine started dancing again.
Hunter watched Scout make a breakfast of bread, cheese, and a peach for Catherine. For ten days Hunter traveled the Big Bad, from gas station to gas station, living off the land. He explored further than he ever dared before-even running out of gas once. He loved being on his own. Now he looked forward to eating scrambled eggs at Brittany’s.
Scout poured water on the smoldering coals, which hissed and sent up billows of gray smoke. He dug a hole and buried the ashes using a small shovel from his backpack.
“Are you able to drive?” Scout asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine.”
“I’ll let Catherine ride with me until we know for sure.”
“Whatever.”
“Take it easy this time.”
“Yes sir, Scout Master.” Hunter saluted.
“I’m just saying. Next time you might break your neck. I’d like to see her miracle you back from that.”
Scout stretched his leg over his bike and gave it a kick-start. Hunter did the same. Catherine pranced up to Hunter, who pointed at Scout and gave her a shooing motion to hurry her along. She hopped on the back of Scout’s bike and wrapped her arms around his waist. She squeezed and Scout’s eyes popped open with the realization of the long ride ahead. Hunter laughed and pushed his Ray-Bans down. He rolled his throttle hard and rode a wheelie out of the crash site toward home.
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Waking up to bright light was unusual for Jimmy. He popped up in his bed with the morning sun hanging in the sky outside his window. He only meant to rest his eyes after washing off the mud from the fiasco with Molly in the field. Now a brand-new day was in full swing and there might be an additional person in his community that needed welcoming.
He grabbed one of his hats, slipped on his shoes and was out the door at a full sprint. Before rounding the corner onto Main Street, Jimmy heard the rumbling whine of the portable generator they arranged for Vanessa’s delivery. Flowers, toys, and a large array of scavenged baby items lined the sidewalk in front of Luis’s clinic like an impromptu baby shower. Half the kids in town milled around and looked at him expectantly.
Some of them played board games in a shady spot on the sidewalk. Another group kicked a soccer ball in the street and Jimmy worried about windows because every time one got broken somebody had to go to another town and find a suitable replacement. There was a nice park one block over for that sort of activity.
He stepped in and stopped play. “Has the baby come yet?”


A sweaty twelve-year-old named Steve spoke for the group. “Not that we’ve heard. Samuel said he’d let us know when it happened. We’re dying for any kind of news.” Several heads bobbed, confirming this sentiment.
Jimmy set his hands on his hips. “I’ll go find out what’s going on, but in the meantime I’d like you to move your game to the park. Windows, guys. We’ve been over this before.”
A small chorus of grumbles rose from the soccer players, but Jimmy’s authority won out and the group walked to the park in a sullen herd. Jimmy overheard someone call him a jerk. The price of leadership is hefty.
The board game players asked for news as well. Jimmy told them he was headed that way and would make sure they were the next to know after him. He swung the door inwards to Luis’s and found Samuel stretched out on the yellow sofa in the clinic’s waiting room.
“What took you so long? You didn’t spend the night with Molly did you?” Samuel’s sleepy grin was filled with teeth.
“Isn’t it too early for that?”
“I don’t know. I’ve been up all night waiting for the baby to arrive and keeping the mob outside from invading the delivery room while you’ve been out looking for Molly.”
“Let’s just say after I found her things got a little messy.”
“Were you able to talk some sense into her or did she beat the crap out of you?”
Jimmy pointed at a table full of baked goods. “What’s this?”
“Chef Brittany brought them over. I thought all that reaping wheat for flour was pointless until I tasted those blueberry muffins. She cracked open a can of coffee, figuring we’d need it. I think it was her last one and it tastes kind of stale. She left when the screaming started.”
Jimmy’s chest tightened. “Screaming?”
“Yeah, Luis explained it after I ran in the first time Vanessa screamed. She’s having something called contractions to deliver the baby. But that’s all I got before Vanessa flung a metal tray at my head and called me a name that you would not have appreciated.”
“The baby hasn’t come, yet?” Jimmy asked, pouring himself a cup of coffee. The smell transported him back to a time his parents were alive; when he sat at a breakfast table before school while his mom packed his lunch and his dad watched the morning news.
“Not yet,” Samuel said, shattering the spell. “Just don’t freak out when-”
A gruesome wail sounded from the next room like someone’s guts were slashed out. Startled, Jimmy tossed his coffee in the air. The cup barely missed Samuel’s head.
“What was that?”
“Contractions.” Samuel picked the cup off the sofa and handed it back. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. It’s been going on all night. Now it’s down to every two minutes.”
Jimmy put the cup away, not trusting himself with hot liquids at the moment, and grabbed a linen napkin to wipe the trail of coffee off the hardwood floor. He realized how happy he was to be on this side of the wall. Childbirth sounded terrifying.
Then he remembered the cattle. “I guess we need to get used to this kind of stuff if we’re going to start breeding cows,” he said.
“Did you just compare Vanessa to a cow?”
“No, I did not. And if you say anything I will have you butchered.”
Samuel smiled like he was stockpiling information for future use. “Let’s assign some twelve-year-olds to be ranchers. You and I can stick to the farming.”
Jimmy nodded. “Good idea.”
He could hear Luis’s muffled voice speaking to Vanessa and Mark’s deep bass rumbling with encouragements. Vanessa yelled unpleasant things about the both of them. Everything fell silent after that.
“Why don’t you go say hello?” Samuel said.
“I’d rather not. They probably have enough going on without me getting in the way. I’ll just hang out here until I’m needed.”
Vanessa screamed and Jimmy swore the windowpanes wobbled dangerously in their frames. He cringed in absolute horror, for once grateful there was little chance he’d impregnate anyone before he turned eighteen.
Samuel’s gaze drifted toward the door. “Now we’re down to every minute and a half. I think that means were getting close.”
The door from the street opened and a stack of folded laundry balanced its way inside.
“Here, let me help,” Jimmy told the walking pile of towels and clothes. He gathered the top half and Ginger smiled at him over what was left. He lost himself in her soft, brown eyes and his shortened-stack almost tumbled to the floor.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
Jimmy broke out of his trance and returned her smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry, just a little shook up by all the noise around here.”
Ginger nodded. “Contractions.”
“So I’m told. Are these the infamous baby clothes that caused all the fuss last night?”
Ginger lowered her gaze and her cheeks turned a rosy red. “Yes, and I feel so bad about that. It all got blown way out of proportion. I never thought it would have been such a big deal.”
Jimmy looked Ginger over from the neckline of her yellow blouse, down to her sandaled feet. Her pink painted toenails stirred a desire that made him feel a smidgen of guilt.
Samuel glided up beside them. “Here, let me help you with those towels.” He relieved Ginger of her pile and nudged Jimmy in the ribs. “Where does this stuff go?” he asked.
“Luis needs the towels right away,” Ginger said.
Samuel handed the towels back like they were infected with disease. “Let me get the door for you.”
Ginger disappeared into the delivery room just as another agonizing scream erupted through the open doorway. Samuel quickly closed the door shut and leaned against it.
From the top of the baby clothes, a Teddy bear stared at Jimmy through button eyes. He smiled back.
“Are you all right?” Samuel asked, moving away from the door. “You look dazed.”
Jimmy straightened up. “What do you mean? I’m fine. Still tired, I guess.”
“Uh, huh. It all makes sense now. I finally get it.”
Jimmy raised an eyebrow, curious of what Samuel thought he knew. “Get what?”
“You’re in love with Ginger, aren’t you?” Samuel tilted his head to the side and his mouth slid into a lopsided grin.
“No, I’m not,” Jimmy said in a hushed tone, shooting a nervous glance toward the door. “Keep your voice down.”
“You love her,” Samuel said with obvious pleasure over his newfound discovery. He bounced from foot to foot. “You want to do it with her.”
Jimmy dropped the clothes and Teddy bear on the sofa and narrowed his eyes. “I’m going to kick your butt if you don’t shut the-”
Another scream ripped through the wall, longer than the rest, and Jimmy found himself hoping Vanessa would breathe again soon. Shouts of encouragements to push could be heard underneath her powerful strain. Finally, she stopped screaming.
Luis yelled, “That’s it!”
The high-pitched cry of a newborn rose in crescendo like a bugle above the commotion of Vanessa’s sobs and Mark’s triumphant cheers. Samuel and Jimmy smiled at each other and bumped knuckles as though they’d just accomplished something important.
Luis cried over the newborn’s wail, “It’s a boy!”
Jimmy swung the outside door open and the board game players snapped their combined heads around to look at him. “It’s a boy!”
Game forgotten, the group jumped to their feet and split off in different directions shouting the news throughout the entire town.
Jimmy walked back inside with the tingle of excitement contagiously out of control and running rampant. Samuel stood by the delivery room door looking unsure if it would be safe for him on the other side yet.
The door opened and knocked Samuel in the head, bouncing him out of the way.
Ginger reappeared and grabbed the stack of clothes.
Rubbing his forehead, Samuel winked at Jimmy, who offered a sneer in return. “How’s the baby?” Samuel asked.
Her smile was big enough to fill the room. “He’s wonderfully beautiful and looks like a perfectly healthy little angel. I get to bathe him now.” She swirled back to the other room to perform her task.
Samuel lightly punched Jimmy’s shoulder. “See, she’s got those built-in maternal instincts already.”
Jimmy clenched his fists. “I swear if you don’t stop, I’m going to-”
The sudden blaring echo of motorbike engines resonated outside. Jimmy stepped to the door as Hunter and Scout pulled up out front. He went numb with relief now that his brother was safely home.
Scout propped his bike on its kickstand and helped a little girl off its seat. He rushed to the door and almost ran over Jimmy. “Where is she? Where’s Vanessa?”
Backing out of the way, Jimmy barely pointed toward the delivery room before Scout dashed through the other door.
Hunter walked in, holding the little girl’s hand. Jimmy pushed his anger over Hunter’s overlong stay in the Big Bad in order to offer a welcoming smile to the newcomer.
“Who do we have here?” he asked, kneeling in front of her. She smelled like summer wildflowers and looked like sunshine, he thought, puzzled by such a strong first impression.
Hunter made introductions. “Catherine, this is my brother, Jimmy, and his friend, Samuel.”
The girl stretched her arms wide. Her hug was gentle, leaving Jimmy refreshed and feeling good inside by the warmth of her little embrace. He patted her back and wondered why Hunter was grinning. “Very nice to meet you, Catherine.”
Samuel crouched low next to Jimmy to face the little girl. “I’m also Hunter’s friend.”
Hunter frowned. “You knew what I meant.”
“Yeah, well it’s the way you….” Samuel’s response was cut short when the little girl wrapped her arms around him. “That’s quite the hug you got there, Catherine,” he gasped.
“Thank you. I like giving them.”
“Where did you find her?” Jimmy asked Hunter.
“Under my tree, silly,” Catherine answered for herself. “I was all alone except for my tree, the family of robins, and that chatty squirrel, until your brother found me. He’s taking me home. Are we close?”
Jimmy processed the girl’s rambled speech and the question she directed at Hunter, who lifted his chin for Jimmy to respond.
“You sure are, Catherine,” Jimmy said. “Welcome to Independents, your new home.”
“Hooray! Home, home, home!” The blonde girl sang and danced.
Jimmy stood and brushed his knees off. He arched a questioning eyebrow at his brother.
“This could take a while,” Hunter said, stepping over and grabbing a couple muffins.
The door to the delivery room crashed open against the wall. Scout ran into the waiting room with wide eyes and an open mouth as if he’d lost something and needed to find it in a hurry. Then he locked onto the little girl. “Catherine, I need you in here. My sister-”
Catherine stopped her dance; seriousness falling over her like rain washing away the playful little girl. She took Scout’s hand and the door closed again.
This time Jimmy raised both eyebrows at his brother.
Hunter waved off the occurrence. “She’s complicated,” he replied around a mouthful. “These muffins are tasty. Do you think Brittany would bring over some scrambled eggs?”
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Scout held Catherine’s hand-her firm grip somehow reassured him-and guided her through the door. The window blinds had been lowered a quarter-fraction of their length, allowing sunshine to fall across Vanessa. Scout fought the mental image of his sister’s soul rising in the light. She looked so close to death. Strands of damp hair were plastered to her head and her eyelids fluttered like a moth that had flown too close to the flame.
Luis paced, checked Vanessa’s pulse and listened to her heartbeat, but mostly shook his head and mumbled to himself.
Mark wiped Vanessa’s brow with a damp washcloth and spoke soft words to her; or maybe he was praying. When Vanessa first started seeing Mark, Scout doubted whether the guy would be good to her. Now he was ashamed the thought ever entered his head.
Catherine pulled him toward the baby.
“Wait, I need you to help my sister,” Scout said, tugging her toward the bed.
“Don’t worry. We have time, I promise.” She almost yanked him off his feet.
The baby was absolutely beautiful, with a dark, curly patch of hair. He stopped crying and stared at Scout with eyes big enough to capture his heart. In that moment, Scout knew he would do anything for the little guy.
Ginger handled the baby like a registered nurse in a pediatric ward, folding a blanket around him as he squawked underneath the lamp that kept him warm. The generator outside powering the lamp provided a soothing background hum.
“He’s so tiny,” Catherine said. “Look at his little nose.” She touched his head and the baby smiled at her. Catherine closed her eyes.
Ginger looked up at Scout. “We have a visitor?”
“This is Catherine. Hunter found her.”
Catherine pulled her hand away and smiled at Ginger. “The baby is perfectly healthy. He says he’s happy and you’ve been very helpful. Oh, and he’s getting hungry.”
“How do you know that?” Ginger asked.
Catherine regarded her like she was simple. “He told me, silly.”
Ginger appeared mystified as she held up a bottle. “I was just about to give him some of this baby formula.”
Catherine looked at the baby and nodded. “He says that will be fine for now.”
“What’s wrong with her, Luis?” Mark asked, jerking Scout’s attention back to his sister.
Vanessa’s eyes were closed and her chest barely moved with each shallow breath she took. Scout hadn’t heard a peep from her since he’d arrived.
“She’s still hemorrhaging,” Luis said. “I can’t stop it. I’m not a surgeon.”
“What does that mean?” Mark asked, his voice rising.
“She’s bleeding internally because her uterus hasn’t contracted yet.” Luis nodded at the confusion on Mark’s face. “The area inside her where the baby has been growing is supposed to shrink back to its normal size after delivery. If it doesn’t, she could bleed to death. Back before the plague, a doctor would perform surgery in this situation, but I’m just not equipped or experienced to do that. I’m sorry.”
Luis went to a desk and leafed through one of the big black books from his piece-meal medical library that Hunter and Scout found and put together for him. His finger traced rapidly over the lines he read, but still he shook his head and mumbled, swatting over page after page in frustration.
Scout squeezed Catherine’s hand. She slipped free and walked over next to Vanessa. Mark stared at her in shock before turning angry eyes on Scout.
“Scout, get this little girl out of here! Your sister may be dying!”
Scout flinched from the strike of the harsh comment. He wanted to yell back, but quickly put that reaction in check. “This is Catherine. Trust me. She can help Vanessa.”
Catherine laid her hands on the white sheet that covered Vanessa’s stomach. After a moment, Catherine almost collapsed; she lifted her hands and looked at Scout. “I’m going to need your help,” she told him.
“What can I do?” he asked, stepping up beside her but afraid to gaze down at his sister.
“Put your hands on her,” she told him. “She needs your strength and love. Mark, you can help, too.”
Mark appeared too scared to move. Scout nodded to him before placing his hands on Vanessa’s shoulder. Mark sighed and cradled Vanessa’s hand. Without being asked, Luis joined the group, gently pressing Vanessa’s other shoulder, while Ginger remained with the baby.
Catherine returned her hands to Vanessa’s silent body.
Bright yellow light flooded from the open palms of Catherine’s hands. The light conformed over Vanessa’s body, warping like a vibrant field of energy.
Mark and Luis stared with wide eyes at the little girl. From their contact with Vanessa, yellow light pulsed up their arms. Mark closed his eyes tight, his lips moving. Scout knew he was praying this time.
The light crept up Scout’s arms, too. A startling tingle worked inside him, pulling at his inner essence. The weird sensation continued for another minute and then, as if someone punched the throttle, the pull converted into a forceful wrenching.
There was life in that light. A static connection furrowed through his arms, transferring part of Scout to his sister.
Scout’s knees began to buckle but he bridled his resolve, forcing himself to go all the way. He wished he’d grabbed a chair when he remembered what happened after Catherine’s healing of Hunter had ended.
Vanessa contorted and arched above the bed, then inhaled a deep breath and released it with a mighty exhale. The yellow energy field flowed from her body and the boys’ arms straight through Catherine’s hands and into the little girl’s mouth. Just like with Hunter the night before, the light disappeared down inside of her to who knows where and everything went completely dark, despite the sunlight Scout assumed still streamed through the top of the windows.
Catherine’s eyes snapped opened. The yellow light exploded into the room, immersing everything and everyone before simply fading away.
The baby giggled from his heated corner.
Vanessa sank back with a calm smile traced upon her lips.
Catherine panted, covered in sweat as though she’d just played a mean one-on-one pickup game with the devil. Suddenly, she rolled to the floor like a sheaf of paper, Mark slumped over in his chair and Luis collapsed on top of him. Scout regarded his sister one last time before his eyes glazed over and he crashed to the floor beside Catherine.
• • •
Scout awoke and found Jimmy hovering. Scout’s mom used to do the same thing whenever he was sick with the flu. He closed his eyes and groaned. His whole body ached like he’d been dragged behind Hunter’s motorbike over broken asphalt. When he opened his eyes again, Jimmy smiled from above.
“Sleep well?” the tall, town leader asked.
An unusual thickness to Scout’s tongue affected his speech. “Vanessa?”
“She’s fine. She woke up an hour ago. She’s been feeding the baby ever since.” Jimmy averted his eyes and shifted uneasily.
“What’s wrong?” Scout asked. He tried to sit up but realized his body wasn’t ready.
“Nothing. I’m just not used to seeing a baby being breastfed.” His face blazed red.
Scout chuckled until he figured out who and what they were talking about. “Hey, that’s my sister, man.”
“Don’t worry, I didn’t see anything.” Jimmy rubbed the back of his neck and changed the subject. “How do you feel?”
Catherine slept on a green cot over by the wall. Hunter sat in a chair next to her. He smirked at Scout and gave him the thumbs up. Scout laid his head back down, fighting a rush of nausea that threatened to pull him under again.
“I feel like hell,” he said. “Where are Mark and Vanessa?”
“They’re in the next room having family time. Mark woke up first. Once Ginger was sure he was okay, she gave him the baby and left. She was pretty shaken by the whole light show. Luis asked us to move the rest of you out here.”
Jimmy sat and gave Catherine’s sleeping form a considering look before returning his gaze to Scout. “Hunter told me about his broken arm. I guess we owe our new little friend a lot. Can you tell me anything else about her?”
“She can heal people. I never believed such a thing was possible. It happened the same way with Hunter, but she needed help healing my sister.”
“What was that like?” Jimmy asked.
Scout closed his eyes and tried to figure out a way to describe the event. “Like part of me was taken to fix my sister.” Scout looked at him again, but Jimmy was staring straight ahead, focused on nothing. “She really can heal people, Jimmy.”
Scout’s words and their implications hung in the air between them. Then Jimmy rubbed the back of his neck again and smiled before patting Scout’s shoulder gently. “Get some more rest. Hunter tells me you were up all night watching over both of them. I appreciate you bringing him back.”
“I know. You owe me big. So where’s Aunt Molly? I haven’t seen her yet.”
Jimmy frowned and Scout wondered what was wrong this time; it was always something with that girl. Vanessa tried making friends with her, but it takes two. Molly just didn’t seem interested. Mark kept saying she’d come around someday.
Jimmy shifted in his seat and picked at the front of his shirt. “She blew up at dinner last night about Ginger making clothes for the baby, and now we can’t find her.”
“That sounds kind of extreme, even for Molly,” Scout said. “Why would she run away?”
Jimmy leaned in close and dropped his voice. “I went looking for her last night to make sure she was okay and let her know the baby was coming. When I found her, she sort of threw herself at me.”
Scout smiled; if ever somebody needed a girlfriend to squeeze, Jimmy’s name was at the top of the list. “Did you hit that, man? You lucky-”
“No,” Jimmy hissed. “That’s the problem. I told her no.”
Scout dropped his grin in disappointment. “Dude, seriously?”
“I am being serious.” Jimmy’s face turned a nice shade of red again. It looked really funny this time now that they weren’t talking about Vanessa. “I like someone else. When I told her, she ran off and now we can’t find her anywhere.”
Scout folded his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. “Well, you can count me out. I’ve already done my search and rescue for the week. It’s Hunter’s turn.”
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Molly couldn’t believe all the unfair, horrible crap happening in her life. First Vanessa, then Mark, and now Jimmy’s rejection of her; nothing could hurt as bad as that. He said he liked someone else. But who could he possibly like?
Molly decided to make him jealous. He would suffer when he realized his one and only chance with her was shot. She felt like such a fool. She placed all of her hopes and dreams in a box labeled Jimmy, wanting him to be her companion forever. Instead, he dumped her in the mud. She would never allow him to know how much his rejection hurt. He couldn’t. Molly hated being rejected, but she never wanted someone’s pity.
She finally reached her destination at the top of the hill. She’d been walking to it all day and the sun was way past afternoon in the sky. She turned to glare at the dot in the middle of the large prairie that was Independents. Molly hoped everybody was sick with worry because she was missing.
Now she was stuck in the middle of nowhere. Jimmy would need to send someone out to look for her, but Hunter and Scout were the only ones that really knew the Big Bad and they probably hadn’t returned yet. Maybe no one would come.
Molly didn’t want to be rescued, she decided with a desperate pout as tears threatened yet again. She stared back at the distance between herself and Independents, certain that she’d never make it back by nightfall and scared to sleep in the open prairie.
She kicked at the tall grass. “Of all the stupid things!”
Maybe Mark would come. Mark would find her and all would be forgiven. He would be so relieved to find her safe and sound. She’d apologize for her outburst and promise to be nicer to Vanessa. Yes, Mark would come. After all, he was the sheriff of Independents and Molly was a missing person, right? He had to come.
Molly began her journey back to town. The sun glare in her face gave her a pounding headache throbbing between her eyes. She was tired and thirsty. The tall grass proved more difficult now that her anger simmered from the passion that carried her out, abandoning her for the return trip. Fear was the only thing that propelled her back toward safety.
She thought about Jimmy again. His face contorted with the ugliness she felt for him now. How did she ever fall for such a bumpkin? She was willing to spend the rest of her life as a farmer’s wife, but not anymore.
Molly wanted to be a big city girl again.
Maybe that was what she should do, she thought, turn around and never look back. But she knew she wouldn’t get far, not without preparation for such a trip. No, she needed a better plan. She needed supplies and direction and probably a faster means of getting somewhere. And before she left, Jimmy would suffer.
The sound of a small engine woke Molly from her stride and thoughts of revenge. Her hope soared; Mark finally arrived to take her home. The motorbike traveled fast and she realized Mark wasn’t that reckless or that good on a bike. Only two people could ride like that, and only one would. As the bike sped closer, she saw the final component to all her plans heading her way. A wonderful idea popped in her head. This would be fun.
Hunter coasted the last fifty yards and slowed, gripping the brake as the grass fell under his approach and he killed the noise of the engine.
“Out for a little hike?” he asked. Hunter was cocky up there on his bike. He was also very different from his brother. Shorter, broader, quicker to anger, and he didn’t back down from a fight if he thought he was right. Best of all, he drove Jimmy crazy.
Molly lowered her eyelashes and smiled, letting her hair fall across her face. “I was just blowing off a little steam. Didn’t realize how far I’d gone until I got up there on the hill. Thanks for finding me.”
Hunter flinched. “You’re the second person to say that to me in the past twenty-four hours.”
“Who else did you rescue?”
He dug out his water bottle. Molly was so thirsty her throat ached. Hunter took a long drink first; she almost went over and slapped him before he finally handed her the bottle.
“I found a little girl. She managed to survive on her own. She claims I found her, but I doubt it. She wasn’t really that lost.”
Molly swallowed gratefully as the water quenched her thirst. She capped the bottle and wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. “Why do you say that?”
Hunter stared back towards town and Molly took the opportunity to look him over. She always thought of him as a little boy, but Hunter was only one year younger. Molly never would have considered being with someone younger, up until now.
Hunter coughed and she lifted her wandering attention. He smiled, trying to pose and flex, all nonchalant. Molly laughed and he relaxed the muscle show.
“The girl’s name is Catherine. She has some type of magical healing power. I’m telling the truth. I broke my arm last night and she healed it.” Hunter shook his arm at her as visual proof. “And after Vanessa delivered the baby, Catherine saved her from hemorrhaging to death.”
Molly staggered forward. “What? Vanessa had the baby?”
“Yeah, that’s right,” Hunter said, smiling and tapping a beat on his gas tank. “You didn’t know, did you?”
“No. How could I?” Molly frowned.
“Yeah, well, he’s pretty cute, even though he resembles the Boy Scout.” Hunter squished up his face in a sour expression. “He’s got a set of lungs on him, too.”
What a time for the baby to arrive, Molly thought. Mark would never forgive her. He was a new dad with a baby boy, and his stupid sister was nowhere in sight.
“Did Mark send you to find me?” Molly asked, voicing her last hope.
Hunter shook his head and she felt worse, if that were possible. “No, Jimmy did. He worries about everyone.”
She gave Hunter a hard look, wondering if Jimmy already blabbed about what happened between them, and if she was now the laughing-stock of Independents.
“Yeah, Jimmy’s a pain,” Hunter said. “First he sends Scout out to find me and then he sends me to find you. The guy seriously needs a hobby.”
Molly was either lucky, or Jimmy was so embarrassed by her revelation that he didn’t want anyone to find out about their encounter. She hated him even more now.
She gave Hunter back his water bottle. “I guess you have to get me home right away, huh?”
Hunter laughed, packing away his water bottle. “We should just stay out here all night and give Jimmy a heart attack.”
Hunter was only joking, but the seeds of a masterful plan began sprouting inside her. Here she thought Jimmy was the only farmer in town who could grow something. Now that there was an experienced partner involved, Molly wasn’t so afraid of being outside Independents after dark. Hunter was perfect.
“What could we do all night underneath the stars?” Molly asked.
Hunter smiled at her. It was a deep, mischievous smile. Not the smile of a boy, but one of somebody free to roam and grow up quickly. Molly reworked all her perceptions of Hunter. He was not a boy at all.
Slowly she licked her lips and Hunter caught the signal. Molly was amazed at her sudden desire. As soon as he swung his leg off his bike, she rushed into his arms.
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Hunter lay awake in bed and peered between the drapes where the frosted windowpane tinted the outside world white. The constant snoring from his roommate woke him up early, making further sleep impossible. The first snow would soon fall and then he’d be trapped in town for the winter. The thought disturbed him, and he found no consolation from the warm body snoring next to him.
He repositioned his pillow in a restless attempt to regain his interrupted dream. A short pause in the snoring quickly renewed with greater gusto. Molly’s arm dropped across his chest and the contact sent him over the edge. He cringed, ready to tear out of his own skin to escape. He rolled out of her grasp and his toasty feet slapped the freezing hardwood floor.
Molly stirred and wrapped herself inside the covers, including the ones he just vacated. “Where are you going?” Her eyes remained closed.
“To the bathroom.”
Hunter frowned and pulled on jeans, sweater and a pair of wool socks. He hurried from the room before she could entice him to stay, which was always an easy thing for her to accomplish. He wandered downstairs and stoked the coals in the fireplace and added another log. Then he fell on the unoccupied sofa, curling up into a ball with hopes of a few more hours of dreaming.
Moments later, feet pounded on the front porch. His eyes popped open in agitation. The front door swung wide, followed by a frosty gust. The chill spread a rash of goose bumps over Hunter and set his teeth to clacking.
Frustrated, Hunter hammered his fist into the back of the sofa several times when the owner of the pounding feet failed to enter right away.
“Hurry up and shut the door! You’re letting the heat out!”
“In a second,” Scout called. “Better yet, give me a hand.”
Hunter growled and pushed himself off the sofa. He reached the doorway and shivered. Heavy clouds packed the sky, barring any chance for the sun’s warmth.
Scout stood in the back of a truck, wrestling with a bulky object lying in the bed. He brought one end up and over the side rail and then pushed the rest of a large rolled-up rug over the rail and onto the porch.
Hunter folded his arms from the biting wind and shook his head, dismayed at yet another one of Scout’s finds. He brought everything home. “Where the hell are we going to put that?”
Scout flashed a big grin and hopped to the ground. “Grab that end and help me get it up to my room.”
Hunter slipped on his boots by the door. “Where’d you get it?”
“I found a farmhouse to the northeast last week that had a bunch of good stuff. Mark and I took the truck this morning to get some things. There was a really nice crib set for little David and I got myself a new rug so I don’t freeze my feet on the hardwood all winter.”
Hunter peeked into the truck bed, but he saw nothing he wanted. “What did you get me?”
“I didn’t get you anything,” Scout said, slipping in front of Hunter like he was hiding something. “Why, what do you need?”
“My own bedroom,” he said.
Scout smiled. “Well, I know where there’s an abandoned farmhouse, minus baby furniture, one rug.” Scout lowered his voice. “And some sewing supplies for Ginger, but don’t tell your girl about that.”
Hunter bent down to tie the laces on his boots. “Don’t worry, we don’t really talk much.”
“Gotcha.” Scout said.
Hunter stopped tying and shook his head. “Cut it out. I didn’t sleep much last night.”
“Now you’re just bragging.” Scout winked.
Hunter dropped the topic altogether and took one end of the rug. He frowned when he realized his choice forced him into hauling the thing upstairs backwards.
They hefted the rug through the door and up. Hunter cursed when he fell over the top step. He fought out from under the heavy roll and then pulled the rug and Scout up the rest of the way. They negotiated the corner into Scout’s room and dropped the bundle with a loud flop. Hunter hoped all the noise hadn’t woken Molly.
Scout’s room was a montage of nostalgia, without any apparent theme. He was a hoarder and proud of it. Shelves lined every available wall space and were filled with all sorts of things from toys, miniatures, books, stuffed animals, framed pictures of dead movie stars, bobble-heads, metal cars, laptops, e-readers, videogames, cameras, a variety of cell phones and MP3 players, pocketknives, comic books, action figures, board games, baseball cards, baseball gloves, bats, and balls, Frisbees, Yo-yos, dog collars, trophies for various sports-especially bowling-and finally, an assortment of busted clocks with their hands set at 3:30.
Hunter thumbed at the clocks. “What’s up with the time?”
Scout looked over and flashed a smile that quickly found its way to his eyes. “School’s out. Time to grow up.”
Hunter nodded with a grunt. School for them was out the moment they were big enough to ride their motorbikes. They were never Vanessa’s best students. Hunter didn’t like to admit that Scout was smarter, but Vanessa was her little brother’s live-in tutor at the time. When Jimmy arrived home from the fields, he was always too exhausted to help Hunter calculate math problems or quiz him on his spelling words.
Hunter traced his finger through a layer of powdery dust amassed on the shelves. “I see your collection is growing. You’re going to have one hell of a garage sale someday.”
“What’s a garage sale?” Scout asked as he wound an old clock that worked if there was an accurate source for the correct time.
“You’re kidding, right? You don’t know what a garage sale is?”
Scout placed the clock back on the shelf. It was ten in the morning according to Scout’s internal timekeeper. “Hunter, if I knew what it meant I would be in on the conversation. What’s a garage sale?”
“It’s when you sell stuff you don’t need or want any more out in your garage. My mom used to set up shop in our garage every spring. I lost all my Transformers one year when I wasn’t paying attention.”
Scout look horrified. “Why would I want to sell my stuff?” He faced a section of shelves and stretched his arms wide, protectively guarding his treasure. “You never know, we might need all this again someday. Besides, we didn’t have a garage where I grew up. Plus, we didn’t have a lot of stuff that we’d even consider putting up for sale.” Scout slid his hand inside a baseball glove and punched the leather pocket with his fist. “Someday I’m going to give all of this to David.”
“David?” Hunter asked. “What about your own kids?”
Scout laughed. “You’re the one working that angle, not me. I like being on my own too much. You’re the next daddy around here. I’m not stepping into that trap.”
Hunter chewed on a fingernail. The idea of having a baby with Molly was even scarier than the approaching winter that would kill his freedom for the next four to five months. Luckily, Samuel had given him a little ‘sex pep talk,’ as the older boy referred to the embarrassing chat. Afterward, Hunter rode straight for the nearest drugstore and cleaned the place out of condoms. So what if they were expired. Better safe than sorry.
Hunter realized none of this really mattered. “We’ll all be dead before any of that happens.”
Scout brushed away Hunter’s comment with a wave of the baseball glove. “You’re as morbid as your brother. The plague is over.”
“No one’s turned eighteen since Greg. That doesn’t mean it’s over. And I am not my brother.”
“Can’t you just enjoy being fifteen and having a hot, older girlfriend? If this were back in the day, she wouldn’t cross the street to kick you in the balls. And you definitely wouldn’t be getting any loving. So what if you have a kid. Somebody has to keep the population going, plague or not. Use your survival instincts.”
Hunter glanced down the hall and closed the door. He lowered his voice so Molly wouldn’t overhear. “Man, a kid is the last thing I want. And the second to the last thing I want is to be cooped up here, sharing my bed and practically every waking second with the princess. I’m telling you, Scout, I’m going to freak out if I don’t get a break from her soon.”
“What’s wrong with you, dude? She’s so hot looking and for some reason she’s into you big time.”
“Yeah, but you don’t know what it’s like hanging out with her every day. It was fine at first because I was still able to get away and do my thing. I built up time to actually miss her-couldn’t wait to get back. But since this cold weather rolled in and we can’t travel out that far, I don’t know how much more I can stand. She’s got me all wrapped up.”
“At least you have someone to snuggle down with,” Scout said. “I wish I did on the cold nights. Plus dude, she’s so hot looking.”
“You’re repeating yourself.”
“Yeah, but man, seriously, she’s so-”
“I know. That part is awesome. I realize that, believe me, but you can’t do it all the time.”
Scout smiled. “Speak for yourself.”
“Whatever, man.” Hunter rubbed sleep out of the corner of his left eye. “Look, I’m just sick of her complaining about everything. She’s miserable to be around. She doesn’t have one nice thing to say about anyone.”
“Yeah, I see that. She treats everybody like they’re lower class.” Scout spread the web of the baseball glove and then snapped it shut. “So, are you seriously thinking about dumping her? She made you a man and everything.”
Hunter puffed out his chest but didn’t have the heart to hold it. “I don’t know. Lately she’s been hinting about riding out with me next spring. ‘Just a little trip,’ she says, ‘just us.’” Hunter shuddered. “I should probably dump her.”
“Probably,” Scout said. “Help me turn this real quick.”
Scout grabbed his end of the rug and Hunter hooked his hands around the other. They shuffled in a semicircle and placed the rug in front of a bookcase. Scout rolled it out and a poof of dust flew up.
“I like all the blue flowers,” Hunter said.
“It’s really colorful, huh? I guess I’ll get used to it.”
“At least your feet won’t freeze off.”
“Yeah, and it won’t keep me up all night snoring.”
“You hear her, man? She could wake the dead.”
Scout was staring at Hunter like he’d eaten a bug.
“What?” Hunter asked.
“You think she’s bad, you should hear the both of you together. It’s like the house is caving in on me. Why do you think I keep those headphones on my nightstand?”
Hunter glanced at the set of thick headphones with the missing cord. “I should probably dump her.”
“You’re repeating yourself. And yeah, you probably should, but what the hell do I know? What I do know is you better be careful when you dump her. And give me some notice so I can be out of town that week. I don’t want to be anywhere near here when she goes off. And she will go off. You know that, right?”
“Yeah,” Hunter said, scratching his head and trying to think of a way to break up with Molly that didn’t involve his death. “What do you think I should do?”
“If I were you,” Scout said, “I would make her dump you.”
Hunter felt a shimmer of excitement. “How do I do that?”
“I have no idea. Normally, I would say, ‘be your naturally charming self,’ but for some reason she doesn’t mind that.” Scout smiled and sat down on his new rug, running his hand over the pattern. “So I guess you have to figure out how to push her buttons.”
Hunter heard a door open followed by a sleepy voice. “Hunter, are you downstairs? I need my tea.”
Scout chuckled. “You’re up, slugger.”
Hunter stomped over and swung the door open. Molly leaned against the entry to his bedroom with her blond hair tousled in a good way, and wearing his favorite shirt that hung just below her hips, exposing her long legs.
“What are you doing in Scout’s room?”
“Talking to Scout. I’ll get your tea in a minute.”
“Why don’t you come back to bed, instead?” A playful sparkle shined in her eyes. “It’s too early to be up, and I’m cold.”
Hunter leaned his head against the doorjamb and sighed.
“Maybe you should hit and run,” Scout said behind him.
Hunter nodded and tripped over his own feet as he followed Molly back inside their bedroom.
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Jimmy was up early, turning the dirt over in a field for winter preparation. With the end of this year’s harvest, he considered what worked with the crops and what didn’t. It helped determining what to try next year. He smiled, thinking he might live to see another season with Catherine’s help. She was the miracle he was unwilling to hope for-a chance to beat the plague and live. With Catherine’s help, Jimmy might actually grow up.
The approach of his March birthday still scared him, but a little light brightened his thoughts these days so they didn’t always dwell on gloom and doom. Last winter had been tough without any hope.
Now whenever Jimmy’s thoughts circled around ‘what ifs,’ he shook them off and focused on farming. The vegetables they had grown provided the town with a good variety. There had been plenty of water for irrigation, and Jimmy had collected and saved seeds from the best of the crops to replant next spring. He felt good knowing the town would prosper, with or without him.
A suspicious itch on his back dragged his attention away from work. He stopped digging and spotted Samuel running toward him through the patches of morning fog; his breath looked like Jimmy’s old Lionel steam engine, puffing as he raced across the field. When Jimmy saw Samuel’s drawn and serious face, he immediately gave him his full attention.
“We got company, Jimmy. Three kids just drove into town, two boys and a girl. They say they’re from Iowa.”
“Iowa, huh. Think they’re telling the truth?”
“Who knows? There’s one really big kid that looks like a tough guy. The other one seems too smart and he’s got some creepy eyes. The girl is pretty sexy, though. I don’t think she’s with either of the other two, but you might feel that out for me when you talk to them.”
“Where are they now?” Jimmy asked, pulling his shovel from the ground. He started walking. Samuel fell in step beside him.
“I left them with Mark at Brittany’s. They’re busy eating. They seemed really hungry.”
Samuel stumbled over a dirt clod that barely broke his stride. Still, he struggled with keeping the pace Jimmy was setting. Visitors made Jimmy nervous.
They stopped at their house so Jimmy could wash up. The last time visitors came to town was over three years ago. Since then they had found a couple of kids, like Catherine, but otherwise no one appeared to be traveling anymore. After arriving in Independents, most kids wanted to settle down, call a place home and started living again. Wandering around had gotten old real quick.
Visitors meant other kids were out there surviving. Hopefully, Jimmy thought, they’d have information about something…anything…helpful.
He grabbed a towel, wiped the wet grime from his face, and washed again before looking up to find Samuel anxiously shifting from one foot to the other. “Would you stop doing that? Where’s Catherine?”
“Probably home with Ginger. You want me to go get her?”
“No. I want you to go keep her there.” He hung the towel over the porch rail.
“Don’t want word of your personal healer leaking out?”
Jimmy ran cold water though the tangles of his hair before slapping on a clean hat. “Samuel, I don’t know these kids or where they’re from. For that matter, we don’t really know where Catherine’s from. She could have run away from them for some reason. I need to talk to her before she meets them. But until then, yeah, I don’t want word about her leaking out. I’ll go meet these guys and see what they want first.”
“You’re the boss.”
“Don’t give me that, man. You know I’m just trying to do what’s best.”
“I know. I just don’t want to close us off like that, fearing everybody that comes into town. I think that’s one of the reasons the world was so messed up before. I was hoping we were making a better place.”
“I’m with you on that. But it isn’t going to change overnight. We’re still in survival mode here. I’d give these kids the shirt off my back if I knew they needed it. I just want to make sure they’re not going to try and take it without asking, that’s all. ”
Samuel removed his stocking cap and scratched his head. “All right, I’ll go babysit Catherine while you interrogate…I mean, meet the new kids.” Samuel smiled.
Jimmy managed to smile back. “At least you keep me honest.”
“Somebody has to or you’d be eating up all the eggplant.”
A vein throbbed in Jimmy’s forehead and he thought for a second it might be the plague rather than his rising irritation. “Would you stop with the eggplant? I won’t grow so much next year if that will make you happy.”
“Sure. What about the broccoli?”
Jimmy punched Samuel’s shoulder. They called them “love taps.” Sometimes Jimmy tapped harder than he really should.
“Tell Ginger what’s going on,” Jimmy said, “Keep them inside until I get there. I don’t want Catherine running off to introduce herself.”
Samuel rubbed his arm. “I’ll be sure and tell Ginger how much you love her, too.” He tapped Jimmy back.
Jimmy staggered as his shoulder went numb. By the time he regained feeling, Samuel had bolted halfway down the road, laughing at him. Jimmy massaged his shoulder, suddenly fearing Samuel would tell Ginger how he felt.
• • •
The kids of Independents were packed in front of Brittany’s when Jimmy walked up, their collective breaths raising a tiny cloud of excitement in the cold. They were in rows from smallest to tallest, all pressed near the large windows. A muffled discussion quivered through the mass huddle and their voices reverberated off the glass.


“What do you think they want?”
“Where did you hear they came from?”
“I wonder if they have pizza.”
“I think the red-haired boy is kind of cute.”
“Ooh, gross!”
Jimmy stood behind the group until somebody noticed his reflection in the window and his name was passed along from kid to kid. They turned as a unit.
“Shouldn’t you be in school?”
“It’s Saturday!” they said, using the voice reserved for stupid grownups. Jimmy guessed he’d graduated early.
“Is it?” he smiled. “Is it really? Well, what do you normally do on Saturday?”
“Play.”
“All right then, you guys go play. As soon as I’ve talked with the visitors I’ll let you know all about them.”
“Promise?”
“Cross my heart and hope to-uh, I mean yeah, I promise.” Jimmy moved sideways, allowing the group to pass. They scattered in ten different directions. He watched them leave and was about to take a step when he realized Emma remained and was looking up at him. Jimmy couldn’t recall the definition of precocious, but thought the word probably applied to Emma.
“Yes, Emma?”
Emma glanced around and then, on her tiptoes, cupped her hands over her mouth. Jimmy leaned in close as she whispered, “Will you find out if the red-haired boy has a girlfriend?”
Jimmy scanned the area before giving Emma the thumbs up. She smiled, patted his hand, and ran off after her friends.
Jimmy stepped through the doors and tipped his hat to the youngest Brittany who was busy rolling silverware inside clean napkins. Her return smile appeared a little nervous. She directed him to the action by pointing a rolled napkin toward Jimmy’s usual table. Mark and Vanessa were entertaining the visitors. A steaming cup of something sat before everyone at the table and Jimmy hoped it wasn’t the last of the hot cocoa.
Chef Brittany could be heard giving orders to the other two Brittanys in the kitchen, preparing for the next meal from the sounds of the rattling pots and pans. Jimmy poured himself a glass of water, partly because he was thirsty, but mostly to calm his mounting tension before entering the mix.
“This is Jimmy,” Vanessa introduced him as he approached. “He’s also on the town council. Jimmy, this is Chase, Patrick and Kessie.”
Chase had black, piercing eyes; made creepier by the dark circles around them. Beyond that, his face was as pale as a white pillowcase and sweat beaded his brow. His manner appeared older than a kid. Something about those eyes though, caused Jimmy to immediately raise his guard. When Jimmy said hello, Chase seemed more interested in his drink and refrained from shaking hands, claiming he was suffering from a cold. He sure didn’t look well.
Jimmy held out a hand to the red-haired kid, Patrick. Jimmy thought if he could hook Patrick up to a plow then they’d have the fields ready in no time. Patrick crushed Jimmy’s hand when they shook; smiling, as though they were having fun together.
When he shook hands with Kessie, she held on longer than necessary. She smiled, her green eyes twinkling, and she shooed a strand of auburn hair from her face, guiding it back in place. Jimmy wouldn’t call her sexy, but then he was attracted to different qualities. Mainly the ones Ginger possessed.
“What happened to Samuel?” Kessie asked.
Somebody had made an impression. Jimmy knew Samuel would be pleased if someone ever told him. He found a chair next to Vanessa, across from the visitors. “He offered to finish up the work I was doing out in the fields. He told me you guys drove here from Iowa.”
Patrick and Kessie both looked at Chase. Chase sipped his drink, holding the cup in both hands before resting it back on the table slowly.
“We’re from a small town in central Iowa,” he finally said. “After two of the older kids died last month from the plague, we decided to drive out and see if anyone had discovered the cure yet.”
Vanessa hissed and Mark laid a comforting arm around her shoulders. The gaze they shared made it clear that the plague had been on their minds more than they cared to mention. Vanessa would never want to leave little David. Jimmy was sure Mark felt the same way. They all hoped the plague was over while silently worrying every day about its impending approach.
Jimmy squeezed the back of his neck, concerned about how sore it felt. He did a lot of work that made him sore, but still he wondered and that led to the worry.
“We haven’t heard of a cure yet,” he said. It wasn’t really a lie. Catherine might be a cure. Might. And yeah, he wasn’t ready to share her. He reasoned if Samuel thought he was selfish, he could live with that. All he wanted to do was live.
Chase stared at Jimmy for a time before glancing away with a shrug. “I figured as much, but we decided to go find out instead of sitting around waiting to die. We headed west on I-80 and never saw a soul. With winter coming on, I knew we’d better turn back soon. Patrick found some fresh motorcycle tracks leading south so we followed those here. Is this Kansas?”
“Kansas is a couple miles south of here. You’re in southern Nebraska. Samuel’s brother gathered us together and brought us here after all the adults died.”
“Where’s he now?” Patrick asked with a gravelly bass that reminded Jimmy of his dad.
“He passed away two years ago.”
“The plague,” Patrick said.
Jimmy spread his hands. “When he turned eighteen. We were hoping he was the last.”
“Don’t count on it,” Patrick said. The big kid frowned and dropped his gaze to the floor. Jimmy pegged Patrick at being about the same age. Now he was pretty sure of it.
Chase actually grinned. “Three in our town will turn eighteen this year. Patrick’s birthday is in the spring.”
Jimmy spoke to Patrick. “Mine’s April 5th.”
Patrick’s eyes were flat and heavy. “You got me beat, but not by much. April 7th.”
Chase chimed back in. “I would tell you guys not to give up hope, but we’re just a bunch of dumb kids, right? We’d need either scientists to discover a cure, or a holy miracle. Unfortunately, we don’t seem to have either one.”
Jimmy leaned back in his wooden chair. Mark still held Vanessa with his arm around her shoulder. Her face was lined with grief and Jimmy knew she should leave and spend time with her baby. Silence became the centerpiece at the table.
Chase was right about the hopelessness of discovering a cure, but the miracle was not that far away. Something in Chase’s eyes told Jimmy he knew about Catherine but wanted her for all the wrong reasons. Jimmy reached for his glass and gulped the water down, along with his resolve to keep his secret.
“Do you know why the plague only affects people eighteen and older?” Chase asked.
Jimmy pushed the brim of his cap up and scratched his forehead. “No. We don’t even know what caused it in the first place. We’ve heard tons of rumors.”
Chase scooted closer to the table, eagerness making those black pupils expand. He licked his lips. “What kind of rumors have you heard?”
Jimmy considered Chase’s curiosity, trying to read the boy’s sudden excitement but figured he just wanted to understand. “People talk about a bird flu epidemic out of China, or one of our own military experiments gone wrong. Or even a combination of the two where some terrorist group used a biological weapon against the United States, but I would have expected some sort of help from other countries if we were the only ones affected.”
Chase wrung his hands together. “All of those are very good. There’s also the alien plot to wipe the planet clean so they can harvest our natural resources. It still doesn’t explain why eighteen is the cut-off. Something biological wouldn’t just affect a specific age.”
“What then?” Jimmy asked.
“Biblical.” Chase narrowed his eyes. “Have you read the Book of Revelation?”
Jimmy shifted one sore cheek on the wooden chair for the other. “My parents weren’t big on church attendance.”
“I’ve read it,” Vanessa spoke up. “I’ve read the whole Bible several times since the plague. I didn’t witness any type of rapture.”
“Don’t you think your parents did?” Chase asked.
Jimmy pulled his cap back down wanting to end the crazy talk. He never cared for this kind of stuff. “Where are you going with this, Chase? And how long before we get there?”
Patrick dropped his meaty hands on the table with a loud thump, and Jimmy shared a look with Mark. The big kid wasn’t dumb enough to start a fight in the middle of town, Jimmy hoped, but then Chase coughed and drew everyone’s attention back to him.
“Have patience, Jimmy. Book of Revelation, chapter thirteen, verse eighteen reads: ‘This calls for wisdom. Let the person who has insight calculate the number of the beast, for it is the number of man. That number is 666.’”
Chase smiled. “Eighteen is divided by six three times.”
No one else spoke in the tension of the moment. The two other members of Chase’s group remained silent, differing in their reactions to the conversation. Kessie inspected her fingernails and picked at the dirt underneath, while Patrick’s sleepy eyes looked bored and possibly hungry, for food or whatever.
Jimmy wanted this creepy party out of his town as soon as humanly possible.
“Well, Chase, it sounds like you have it all figured out. I don’t really buy it, but at least I have a new rumor for my collection. In terms of dealing with this plague, I wish we could have helped each other out.”
Jimmy spotted an upward twitch in the corner of Chase’s mouth, and found his reflection, small and trapped, in the sickly boy’s soulless gaze.
Chase pulled a white handkerchief from his front pocket and wiped his nose. “I do, too.”
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Scout checked the outside temperature on the digital display of the small Toyota pickup as he coasted to a stop in front of Ginger’s house. Three hours had slipped by and the temperature only rose two degrees, from thirty-four to thirty-six. The gas gauge hung near empty. Scout was glad he’d made it back to Independents without a long walk freezing his butt off. He would fill up at the auto depot where they kept their fuel reserves in a giant tanker truck, but first he wanted to spread a little joy.
Scout sprang from the pickup like a snake in a can, excited by what he had found for Ginger and the anticipation of her reception. A foot-pedal sewing machine in pristine condition rested in the truck bed, revealing the care and love of the previous owner. Scout also found enough needles, bobbins, thread and material to supply Ginger with her own private shop.
As he unloaded the truck’s contents to the porch, Samuel walked up and leaned against the tailgate.
“What’s up? Need any help?”
“Sure, grab that pile,” Scout said, holding bolts of fabric in shades of blue, red, and green.
Samuel hopped into the bed with the creaking complaint of worn shocks and lifted his own spectrum of colored materials. “Shouldn’t this go over to the sewing shop?”
“I figured I’d give the sewing stuff to the person doing all the sewing. Anyways, this is a gift for Ginger. They got plenty of this stuff at the shop.”
“Not you, too.”
“What do you mean by that?”
Samuel smiled like a fat Tomcat climbing out of a garbage can. “There’s been a lot of interest in Ginger, lately. I understand, of course. She’s the sweetest girl in town, not to mention her curvy assets.”
Scout shrugged. “I just wanted to do something nice for her since she’s helped Vanessa with little David. You don’t have to worry about me if you got something going on with her.”
Samuel laughed. “Can you keep a secret?”
“What kind?”
“The kind that gets my butt kicked if it goes any further than you and me.”
“Oh yeah, I’m good at keeping those kind.”
Samuel squinted hard at Scout, and then he lowered his voice. “Jimmy has this huge crush on Ginger, but he’s too shy to do anything about it. I’ve been trying to figure out a way to get the two together for a while now.”
Scout grinned. “Let me handle it. I’m a natural matchmaker. How do you think Vanessa and Mark finally hooked up?”
“I thought Mark asked her out,” Samuel said, hoisting a better grip on the material.
“Please. He was scared to death, and Vanessa was no better. She kept telling me how cute he was and how much she was in love with him ’til I thought I would puke my guts out.”
“What did you do?”
Scout knocked loudly on the door and quickly regained his grip on the pile. He winked at Samuel as Ginger opened the door to her yellow house, washing them in a floral fragrance of warm air.
“Hey, Ginger,” Scout said. “I found you a bunch of sewing stuff. And you’re never going to guess who has the biggest crush on you.”
Samuel’s pile slipped from his hands and hit the porch. He stumbled off backwards and fell on the ground where he silently fumed in Scout’s direction.
“Oh my goodness! Are you okay?” Ginger asked.
Samuel jumped up and brushed off his butt. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
“Look at all this stuff,” Ginger said, bending down to help Samuel gather his pile. “Why didn’t you take it over to the shop?”
“You guys have enough over there already. This way, you can sew whatever you want without Molly being up in your business.”
Scout walked in and laid his pile on a large table. Potted flowers in various states of bloom lined shelves that usually received direct sunlight from the high southern windows, except on cloudy days like today. The invigorating smell permeated the house, causing Scout to feel like a little kid again. His mom loved flowers, too, and Ginger’s house always cheered him up. Flames crackled sparks over the wood in the fireplace, making the place warm and cozy.
Samuel staggered into the house and laid his pile on the table with Ginger’s help. He smiled at her nervously.
“Help me bring in the rest, Samuel,” Scout said.
“Sure.” He looked back at Ginger. “Is Catherine around?”
“She’s still in bed. She likes to stay up late. Why?”
“Jimmy asked me to check. I’ll explain when I’m done helping Scout.” Samuel caught Scout’s attention with a deep frown and motioned his head towards the door. They walked outside, leaving Ginger with her new material.
“What the hell did you just do to me?” Samuel whispered harshly.
Scout shrugged. “I solved your problem.”
“It was a secret.”
“Not anymore.” Scout laughed at Samuel’s concern for his soon to be kicked butt.
They carted the rest of the sewing supplies inside, and Ginger’s eyes grew big and shiny when they carried in the sewing machine. Scout’s grin stretched a giant curl.
“Oh, Scout, I love it. Where did you find it?”
“Mark and I raided a farmhouse up north for baby furniture. All this stuff was there, too. Everything in the house was probably kept in great condition before…well, you know.”
Ginger nodded, her eyes softened, and her lips held a sad little line. “Thank you. I promise to take good care of it.”
Scout and Samuel gently set the sewing machine down. It was a combination table, machine and foot-pedal design built when people weren’t so reliant on electricity. The black metal machine and the dark-stained wood looked classic and elegant. Scout made another round trip to the porch for the matching bench. He lifted the red upholstered seat that concealed a collection of needles, thread and bobbins.
Ginger clapped her hands and gave Scout a big hug. “This is the nicest present ever!”
“Mark, Vanessa and I wanted to do something for you. Those clothes you made for little David were really special. So thank you.”
“You’re very welcome. I loved doing it.” Ginger wiped away a tear. She sat on the bench and caressed the surfaces of the machine, spinning the wheel and clicking switches as her foot pumped the wide pedal that propelled the needle up and down.
Smiling with a huge sense of accomplishment and pleasure, Scout sought Samuel’s approval, but was greeted by a frown. “What?”
“We have visitors in town,” Samuel said.
“Visitors?”
Samuel ignored Scout and inspected a roll of bright green material, unfolding its length on the table and rubbing his hand over to smooth it out. “Ginger, can you use this to make me a coat? Like a suit coat?”
“Man, if you want, she’ll fashion you some buckle-shoes so you can dress up like a Leprechaun. What’s this about visitors? How many are there?”
Samuel turned his attention to some royal blue fabric and placed it over the green. “Maybe you could line the inside with this and make it reversible. That would be awesome.”
Scout laid his hands on top of the fabric. “Yeah, you can go from shamrock to laughing-stock anytime you want. What’s up with these visitors?”
“What’s with all the noise?” Catherine shuffled around the corner, carrying a Teddy bear by its furry arm. She wore a pink nightshirt and the top of her head was a ruffled, blonde mass as she rubbed the last particles of sleep from her eyes. The flowers on the shelves seemed to follow her every move.
She walked over and squeezed Samuel around the waist and then offered another hug for Scout. Both boys patted her gently on the back when she made her rounds. Finally, she took Ginger’s hand and led the older kids to the two couches in the living room. Everyone took a seat.
“We have some visitors from a town in Iowa,” Samuel said. “Two guys and a girl; they drove in about an hour ago.”
“Are we sure there are just the three of them?” Scout asked. “They might have other people waiting outside of town.”
“You’re more paranoid than Jimmy.” Samuel folded his arms and his face scrunched in thought. “They seem honest enough, but who knows.”
“Where are they now?” Scout asked.
“Last I saw them they were at Brittany’s with Mark. Jimmy was headed there and told me to come here.”
“Why did he want you to come here?” Ginger asked.
“He was probably worried about you,” Catherine said to Ginger. “Remember what I told you?”
Ginger shook her head at the little girl, but Catherine pressed on. “I told Ginger that Jimmy likes her, but she doesn’t believe me.”
“Why do you think that?” Samuel blurted.
“Duh, it’s so obvious,” Catherine answered. “Every time he gets near her, his heartbeat speeds up. Between the two of them it’s like a cattle stampede. They both blush and sweat, and neither one of them can talk straight when they’re near the other. Ginger doesn’t believe me, but I think she’s just being silly. If you love someone, you have to tell them, right?”
“Catherine, that’s enough! Please,” Ginger said. Her face turned bright pink, matching the little girl’s nightshirt.
Scout winked at Samuel, who was at a loss for words. Scout then steered back to the visitors. “I’d better go get Hunter. We’ll search the area to make sure their story checks out.”
“All right, I’ve got to stay here until Jimmy shows up,” Samuel said.
Catherine giggled.
“What’s so funny?” Scout asked her.
“Ginger’s heartbeat just sped up,” Catherine said.
Ginger pinched up her face and squinted at her housemate. Scout figured anger probably wasn’t something she kept stocked in her emotional arsenal because she didn’t hold the expression for very long. Her features gelled back to normal as she switched her gaze to Scout.
“I almost forgot. You said someone has a crush on me. Who were you talking about?”
Scout jumped up to leave and pointed at Samuel. “Ask him. I’m sworn to secrecy.”
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Nothing beats a hot bath, especially on a cold morning. At least Molly thought it was still morning. The absence of sunshine, hidden somewhere behind dark, gray clouds since she woke up and enjoyed her playtime with Hunter, made her judgment in time unreliable. She knew it was Saturday and her store was closed. Nothing else mattered.
Molly felt slippery and alive surrounded by bubbles. She was using soap from the town’s stockpile, but those supplies were dwindling and last week the town council talked about producing their own. Molly thought she would lose her lunch when they mentioned boiling animal fat. You would never catch her doing that job.
Hunter had found her some real bubble bath soap on one of his searches, but Jimmy stopped him from going out so far now that winter approached. Jimmy always messed with things. Molly didn’t understand what she ever saw in him. He was pathetic.
Steam covered the bathroom windows, which were rapidly icing over due to the temperature difference outside. The sink and the toilet sat in their spots as nothing more than decoration. Water no longer ran to the house so it took some effort to bring hot water to the tub. Luckily Molly now lived with someone who provided the effort.
Molly noticed the water turning chilly as the heat diminished. “Hunter, I need more hot water.”
The bed creaked and Hunter’s heavy feet pounded on the stairs. Her boyfriend was fulfilling her wishes. She laid back and closed her eyes. This was about as close to luxury as one could get in Independents.
Hunter was a willing servant, and why not? Molly had all the right tools for getting her way. He was very useful. Splashing her hands upon the soapy surface, she caught herself smiling at just how useful.
The door to the bathroom swung open with a hard bang against the towel rack. Hunter walked in with an orange bucket, sloshing water all over the floor.
“Watch your feet,” he said.
The hot water dumped into the end of the tub and Molly quickly paddled the mixture into perfection. “Ah, this is heaven. Are you sure you don’t want to join me?”
Hunter stood there, the bucket dangling from his hand. His eyes were droopy above his cute little frown. Molly didn’t know why he was so tired all the time. All he ever did was ride around on his motorcycle, like that could be strenuous. He never had to spend a day trying to keep Ginger busy.
“I’m positive.” He turned to leave.
“Shut the door, please.”
Hunter grabbed the doorknob and slammed the door shut. Molly blew off her boyfriend’s agitation as a little phase he’d been going through, probably relating to the cold weather. She swirled her hand through the heated water as the bed creaked again.
“Hunter, I’ll need one more refill in a few minutes, pretty please. Last time, I promise.”
She heard someone yell, but couldn’t make out the words. The voice sounded faraway and muffled. “Did you say something, Hunter?”
“No!”
The yelling was probably one of the brats playing outside. Molly sank her ears below the waterline, listening to the muted sounds of the house swish around her. She closed her eyes and floated in relaxation. After all of her years of suffering, life was finally improving.
Time passed and the temperature of the water dropped below her comfort level. “Hunter, I’m ready for another refill.”
Molly waited for the familiar sounds, but there was no creak from the bed or the tread of heavy feet on the stairs. “Hunter?”
She frowned at the silence behind the door. “Hunter! Where are you? I’m getting cold.”
She shivered as the bubbles evaporated with tiny pops. Her limbs actually shook. Now she was furious because her boyfriend was not showing up and her bath was being ruined.
“Hun — Ter!”
Molly rose from the tub with goose bumps sprouting over her body. She left the cold, dirty water in the tub for Hunter to empty and quickly dried off. She tugged her pink terrycloth robe down from its peg and wrapped her cold, dripping-wet hair in a dry towel before exiting the bathroom that was connected to their bedroom. Hunter was not in the bed and the door to the hallway was closed. He better not have taken off somewhere without telling her first.
She checked her complexion in the full-length mirror, marveling at her smooth skin and the clean pores on her face from the regular baths. Then she sorted through her clothes in the closet to find the perfect outfit.
When she first moved in she had Hunter relocate his things to the hall closet; a girl needed her clothes nearby for modesty. She even had him install a couple more shelves to fit all her stuff inside and keep it organized. He was so handy when he was around-unlike now when she really needed him to dry her hair.
She decided on her cute little v-neck sweater and her Gap jeans with the flared bottoms that Hunter had found. He liked when she wore them. She pulled on a clean pair of Hunter’s wool socks and went searching for her missing boyfriend.
She discovered him downstairs on the couch, snoring in front of a roaring fire. It must have been close to lunchtime and her lazy boyfriend was down here sleeping. Even she didn’t lie around that much.
Molly cleared her throat, but Hunter didn’t budge.
“Hunter, wake up!”
He stirred, driving his nose further into the cushions. He was awake. She knew he was. He was just ignoring her for some reason, trying to make her mad. It was a game he played that started about a month ago after she moved in. He’d pretend to be mad at her and then she would give him the sexy eyes and then it was game on. But she was not going to play that way today. She was really mad and a little fooling around wasn’t going to make her feel better this time.
Molly sat in the crook of Hunter’s legs and pounded him on the back. He twisted around with blurry, red eyes. Drool slid from his mouth, making him look stupid with his matted hair.
He’d actually been asleep, and now he appeared angry with her. But she’d been the one forced to rinse off in cold water. Why was he mad?
“What do you want now?” he asked, rolling back into the couch and closing his eyes.
“What do I want? I wanted some hot water. Now I want my boyfriend to pay attention to me. That’s what I want.”
“And I want some sleep. I figured after the tenth five-gallon bucket, you’d be good.”
“Well, I wasn’t, and I’m still not. What’s your problem?”
“I was asleep. If you’re done, I’d like to go back to sleep.”
“Why are you being such an asshole? You don’t care how I feel, do you?”
“No, not right now,” he said without looking at her.
Molly searched for something to throw at him or beat him with and found the empty orange bucket in a corner. She slipped her feet in Hunter’s boots and grabbed the bucket on her way out. She froze her hand on the metal handle as she pumped the well, but gritted her teeth and filled the bucket with cold water. It was way too heavy and she poured half of it out before struggling to carry it back inside.
It took every bit of her strength, but Molly raised the bucket high and smiled. She poured the cold water over Hunter and dropped the empty bucket on his head. Molly jumped back a couple of steps when Hunter erupted.
He was completely awake now, and furious. He snatched the bucket from the floor and hurled it at her. She ducked as it sailed over her head and smashed into the wall.
Molly laughed at him; pathetic, sleepy, little Hunter. His clothes and hair were soaked and he looked ridiculous. He approached her with his fists held high. She backed away further. Stumbling into the bucket, she realized the enormity of his anger. Suddenly she was no longer thinking about her ruined bath, she was just scared.
He stopped inches from her with his rapid, hot breath in her face. She fell to the floor, but he lifted her up. His fingers wrapped tightly around her arms, making them numb with pain. “What kind of messed up…?”
Molly didn’t let him finish before she kissed him hard. He released her and tried to shove her away, but she reached out, grasping his back. He fought. She won. Hunter’s anger mixed with his passion as Molly regained control over him once more.
• • •
The fire burned down after a while. Without a word, Hunter stood and climbed upstairs, leaving Molly on the floor. She smiled to herself and started wrestling on her clothes, hungry from all the activity. A couple of minutes later, Hunter reappeared downstairs fully dressed in dry clothes, looking all cute and frumpy.
She smiled playfully at him. “That was fun.”
Hunter said nothing as he rotated the handle in the fireplace that held the cast iron pot they used for heating water. He threw two fresh logs in the fireplace, still saying nothing. He stirred up the coals and got the fire flaming again, laid his wet clothes out on the hearth, then removed the wet cushions from the couch and set them on the floor closer to the fire. He placed the orange bucket back in the corner. Only then did he acknowledge Molly.
“So what do we do now?” she asked, standing up. She expected he’d want her to help clean house. Forget that.
Hunter sighed. “Now you go home. I’m breaking up with you.”
Molly smiled. “You can’t be serious.”
“I’ve never been more serious. We’re done. I’ll pack your stuff and leave it at your door tonight.”
Something inside Molly cracked. She could hardly believe the pain as she struggled to remain standing on her shaky knees. “You…you can’t do this to me.”
“I just did,” Hunter said. “The front door is that way.”
Hot tears filled Molly’s eyes as she reached for him, but he retreated like she had transformed into some evil, contaminated thing. Her bottom lip trembled and her hands clenched into fists. This was so wrong. It was the worst thing in the world and she wished it would all just end so she could stop hurting. This couldn’t happen to her-not like this-not again. He was just a stupid kid! She would kill him first.
“You’re going to regret this,” she growled.
“Maybe.”
“Bastard!”
Molly spotted the bucket on her way out and flung it at Hunter’s head with all her might. He deflected it. He did not appear upset or angry that she’d thrown it. He just looked at her like she was nothing-nothing at all.
She had almost reached the front doorknob when Scout swung the door wide open from the opposite side, shocking her as a blast of cold air entered the house.
“Hey, how’s the love life, Molly?”
Molly rushed past him before he could see her cry. She ran all the way back in Hunter’s wool socks to her apartment above her sewing shop, with frozen tears against her face.


[image: ]


[image: ]

Scout leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “Okay, do you want to tell me what the hell just happened? And why are all the cushions off the couch? You didn’t just pull a wheelie on my couch, did you?”
Hunter rubbed the palms of his hands into his tired eyes. He swayed with exhaustion and tried to steady himself before his body crashed to the floor. Between no sleep, hauling buckets of water and the emotional ride of his breakup with Molly, he figured there was no chance this day would get any better.
“I just broke up with her.”
“What happened to my couch?” Scout moved forward and inspected the wet stains with a closer, critical eye. “I love my couch, you know.”
“Our sofa is fine. Molly dumped a bucket of water on me while I was sleeping.” Hunter ran a hand through his hair. It still felt damp. Scout glared at him.
“You didn’t hit her, did you?”
“It took everything I had not to.” Hunter slipped into his boots and tied the laces. The empty feeling in his stomach might be hunger, but that didn’t explain the hollow feeling in his chest. “Have you eaten lunch yet?”
“That’s why I came back to get you. I guess you haven’t heard about the visitors.”
Hunter looked up from his boots and squinted. “What visitors? Where are they?”
“Last I heard they were at Brittany’s. They say they drove here from Iowa. I think we need to take a ride around in case they got more people hiding out.”
“Let’s grab something to eat first and see what they look like. We can clue Jimmy in so he doesn’t freak out after we’re gone.”
“Very responsible of you.”
“Don’t start.”
Scout smiled. “What? Jimmy will appreciate your checking in before running off.”
“Why do you have to be like that?”
“It’s a gift. Grab your coat, its cold out.”
“Wonderful.” Hunter ran his arms through the heavy sleeves of his leather jacket and followed after Scout.
• • •
Down on Main Street, Brittany’s crackled like a madhouse on lockdown. The lunchtime crowd barely touched the food on their plates. They were preoccupied with sneaking peeks and chatting with each other about the new arrivals. From across the room, Hunter spotted the visitors sitting with his brother and began mentally labeling them.
The girl was the sparkle, used to distract anyone with half a penis, which meant every boy over the age of eleven in this crowd. The color of her hair reminded Hunter of autumn leaves. She wore her shirt one size too small; the tightness accentuated her natural appeal. Unfortunately, she was probably having a hard time distracting her current group because Mark was basically married, and Hunter didn’t know what his brother was-but Jimmy never got distracted.
The redheaded kid was the muscle and more than likely, dumb as a post. One long furry eyebrow stretched above his dull, pale eyes and across his pronounced forehead like Frankenstein. He sat with his arms bowed-out, trying to look-or feel-big and intimidating. Hunter smiled; one swift kick to the knee would leave “Muscles” rolling helplessly on the ground.
That left the third kid that should have stayed home and taken medicine and vast quantities of vitamin C and chicken noodle soup. The walking infection was obviously the brains. His hair was dark, and his eyes were like thunderclouds that appeared to take in everything at once, including Hunter and Scout as they approached the table through the bedlam.
Hunter noticed the brains catch the redheaded kid’s attention. Muscles actually tried to bow-out more by the time Hunter and Scout reached them.
Scout circled the table to Vanessa where she sat holding hands with Mark, and kissed his sister on the cheek. Hunter stopped beside Jimmy’s chair. Mark glanced up at him with a momentary flash of disgust in his eyes; then he shook his head and looked away.
“Guys,” Jimmy said. “This is my brother, Michael, and Vanessa’s brother, David.”
Hunter understood. Jimmy had the playbook open and nicknames were not being used to set up the offense.
“Chase, Patrick and Kessie just arrived from Iowa.”
Hunter smiled like a buffoon. “Really? Wow, Iowa. How far away is that?”
Chase returned a more sophisticated smile, one side of his mouth turning up higher than the other, as if to say, ‘I know I’m smarter than you.’
“It’s around five-hundred miles away. I didn’t check the odometer when we arrived, but our truck runs about twenty to the gallon. We filled up at a giant truck-stop before we turned south about two hours from here.”
Hunter scratched his head. “Yeah, we’ve gassed up there a couple times when we’ve gone out salvaging. I can’t believe the number of truckers that died sitting in their cabs.”
“I know. I bet it was tough for them to die on the road away from their families, all alone like that.”
Hunter didn’t understand why Chase’s smile grew wider, exposing perfect white teeth. The guy was certainly at the top of the weird and creepy list.
“What’re you guys doing this afternoon?” Jimmy asked.
Scout answered, “First we’re going to eat. Then we might clear that southern field you’ve been bugging us about. Or start on it, anyways.”
Chase fixed his dark gaze on them. “You guys are the cleanest farmers I’ve ever seen.”
“That’s ’cuz we haven’t been to work yet,” Scout said. “We get to sleep in on Saturdays.”
“You guys sleep in every day.” Jimmy waved a hand. “Calling them farmers is like calling an onion, spud. They may grow in the ground, but they don’t exactly taste the same.” He smiled at Vanessa. “Our brothers are a continual work in progress, huh?”
“I don’t know how you can use the word ‘work’ in the same sentence with them,” Vanessa replied.
“Hey!” Hunter said. “You’re being kind of rough on us in front of company, aren’t you?”
“How long are you planning to stay with us?” Scout asked.
Chase spread his hands out on the table. “We’re not sure yet. We’d like to make it back home before a snowstorm breaks out.”
“The way those clouds are moving in that could be anytime,” Hunter said. “We better eat something before we get to work,” he added, poking Jimmy’s shoulder.
“All right, but be careful in that southern field. That’s were Samuel found those rattlesnakes last week.”
“We will.” Hunter looked at Chase who was smiling at him still like he was a plate of food. “Nice meeting you guys. Maybe we’ll see you tonight at supper if you’re still here.”
“Have lots of fun in the field, spuds,” Chase said.
• • •
Back at their house, Hunter straddled his motorbike with a very full stomach. He seriously considered ramming his finger down his throat so he could puke.
“Chase seemed pretty sharp,” Scout said. “He didn’t believe our farmer story.”
Hunter shared the notion. “Why do you think that?”
“Well, we don’t dress like farmers with my camouflage and your leather jacket. He didn’t buy our act for a second.”
“I know, but what could we do-tell him we’re going to search for the rest of his gang?”
“I just don’t like it, that’s all. He called us spuds.”
About four hours of overcast daylight remained to search for anything out of the ordinary. Hunter zipped up his jacket, wondering if it would offer enough protection against the cold. He revved the bike’s throttle back until the motor idled without choking out. They headed north out of town since that’s the way Chase said he’d come.
They slowed after a couple miles and looked around. The gray sky melted into the flat gray landscape and there weren’t any strangers holding up signs that read, “Here we are.”
“Which way?” Scout asked over the sound of purring engines.
“I’ll take west. I doubt they came from Iowa.”
“We should ride together in case of trouble. Plus, one of us might miss something if we split up.”
“I don’t miss.”
“Whatever. We’ve got to play this smart. The town is depending on us.”
“All right, we both go west. Try not to slow me down.”
“Don’t flip your bike and we won’t need to worry, will we?”
Hunter showed Scout his middle finger and then clicked into first, second and third in rapid succession as he headed west. Scout stayed right on his back fender like they were tied together.
They traveled at a constant speed, not too fast to miss anything but quickly enough to eat up ground, going through every farmstead, woodland or canyon in a five-mile radius around Independents. They figured that if there were others hiding out, Chase would stick them close by for emergencies. Hunter and Scout knew the area’s best hiding spots. Going spot to spot was easy with the land’s relatively flat topography and by late afternoon they were circling to the southeast. The sun finally won a small victory and broke through the clouds bottom edge. It shined on their backs, relieving their chilled bodies from the whip of the open air.
The ride sapped away Hunter’s energy. He rolled to a stop and killed the engine. Scout pulled up next to him and did the same. They got off their motorbikes and Hunter’s legs shook like the world was tilting. He leaned against his bike to keep from sliding to his knees.
“Are you okay?”
Hunter didn’t need Scout’s concern right now. “I’m fine, just a little tired,” he said, wishing he’d come up with a better excuse. He guzzled water and felt sturdier.
“You think they told the truth?” Scout said. He poured water in his hands and washed the grime from his face. Hunter copied him and was refreshed by the cold splash.
“It’s starting to look that way.” Hunter scanned the area and took a calculation of the sun’s position. He stretched out his arms and popped his back and neck before shaking the stiffness out of his legs. “We got about another hour of daylight left. They didn’t come from the west and I was pretty sure they had. South isn’t looking too good, either.”
“Iowa it is then, huh? Well, we can make it to the east side of Independents before sunset and then head back into town. At least we’ll sleep better knowing they didn’t bring an army.”
Hunter reached into his coat sleeve and rubbed the small white scar on his arm. It was the only evidence left that a broken bone had popped through his skin.
“I forgot Catherine. What if they find out about her?”
Scout shook his head. “Your brother sent Samuel over to Ginger’s house when Chase and his crew showed up. They won’t find out about Catherine. Only the town council knows anything about her healing powers. No one’s saying a word. Jimmy will see to that.”
“He better; Catherine might be his only chance.”
“Vanessa’s thinking the same thing. We all are. Catherine’s our only shot if the plague is still hanging around out there waiting.”
They packed their stuff away and started up again. Scout led this time. Hunter trailed, and did his best to keep his mind alert. The break revived him enough for the few miles left ahead.
Fifty minutes later, they began riding down a hill toward a broken gulch just as the sun began a quick fade, forcing the boys to play catch-up with their long shadows. Neither of them expected trouble-until a pickup and three motorbikes roared out of the gulch. Clouds of dust billowed from their spinning tires as the newest batch of visitors circled Scout and Hunter in a tight noose and closed off any chance of escape.
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Catherine swung the front door open right before Jimmy knocked. He knelt on the porch and wrapped her in his arms. He didn’t understand why everyone made such a big deal, gasping and wincing when she gave out her hugs. She was always gentle with Jimmy, and her hugs transferred a feeling of warmth he often found puzzling. It reminded him of the way his mother used to hold him. He’d been safe in her arms and her love flowed like a regenerative force that supplied strength. The same effect came in the small embrace of Catherine. When she hugged him, Jimmy knew everything would be all right.
“How are you today, Catherine?”
“Fantastic, now that you’re here. Samuel is such a poop. He won’t let me do anything fun. You know how much I like to go outside and say hello to all my friends.”
“I know. That’s why I’m here. May I come inside?”
Her impish smile spread across the tiny landscape of her face. She grasped his hand and hauled him into the living room where Samuel and Ginger were speaking quietly together. Samuel held his leg stretched out on the sofa with his shoe politely hanging off the edge. The bad habit of putting his dirty shoes on the sofa had taken a long year to break.
Ginger blushed and averted her eyes to her lap when she noticed Jimmy. Samuel also looked away, and Jimmy’s instincts spiked with an urgent need to flee. Catherine gave the sleeve of his coat an insistent jerk, but he stood firm. Then she yanked him into motion, guiding him to where Ginger sat, and spun him around. She sat him down with a (not so little-girl) shove. Hands on her hips, she glared at Jimmy. He scooted away from Ginger and patted the seat between them. With a mighty, exasperated sigh, Catherine sat on the other side of Jimmy, forcing him to scoot back toward Ginger to make room. Then she scooted more, forcing Jimmy to scoot more. This process was repeated twice again before Catherine sat back, obviously satisfied.
Jimmy tensed with anxiety as the side of his arm brushed against Ginger. Half the sofa remained unoccupied on the other side of Catherine.
“Can you hear it?” she asked Samuel. “It’s the sound of a crashing hailstorm. Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump, thump. It’s deafening. Are you sure you can’t hear it?”
Samuel offered her a weak grin. Jimmy narrowed his eyes at his best friend, who ducked his head and stared at the floor like a naughty dog.
Then Jimmy realized Ginger’s simple fragrance. Wildflowers growing on a hillside never smelled so sweet. He closed his eyes, wishing he could simply fall back into her.
Catherine giggled and his thoughts scattered like a murder of crows out of a grain field, swirling, trying to find the leader without bumping into each other.
Jimmy pushed his hat back. “Am I missing something?”
“Yes, Jimmy, as a matter of fact, you are,” Catherine said. “You’ve been missing a lot for a very long time. Now, since Samuel is my assigned babysitter, we are going to my room to play with my dolls.” Catherine stood up.
Samuel jumped from the opposite sofa and tore out of the room as if he’d heard the playful tunes of an ice cream truck coming down the street. When he hit the rug in the hallway, it slid under his feet, sending him caroming off the wall with a loud wham. He grabbed his nose, turned, and kept running.
As Catherine trailed more gracefully, Jimmy wondered why this little girl always seemed more grown-up than the rest of them. She paused at the corner. “Do the two of you know what the single greatest concept is in this human existence?”
Catherine giggled and disappeared with the slap of happy feet.
Jimmy swiveled his attention to Ginger to see if she knew what was going on and found himself lost in her brown eyes. His mouth went dry and his palms unfortunately turned slimy. Speech became impossible from a sudden difficulty in breathing, as he struggled to control his knee’s irritating jitter.
Deep within his chest, a loud rhythmic noise sounded from the beating of his heart. Thump, thump, thump.
Ginger laughed softly.
“What’s funny?”
“I finally hear what she’s been going on about. Can you hear it?”
Jimmy listened as hard as he could, but his stupid heartbeat kept disturbing his concentration with its thump, thump, thumping.
He gazed at Ginger. Her smile widened, making dimples in the corners of her cheeks below the rich, earthy-color of her full, round eyes. Her tawny hair framed her beauty, draped in wavy strands. Thump, thump, thump.
She took his calloused hands in her soft ones, leaned over and kissed him. Jimmy closed his eyes. Her moist lips pressed against his and he felt the birth of a universe, galaxies expanding, stars aligning.


After a while they separated an inch or two, and he reopened his eyes. Ginger was still there, still holding his hands, still smiling.
“You know?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said, nodding. “And now you know, too.” She reached up to caress Jimmy’s neck and pulled him to her.
• • •
“Stepmother, why won’t you let me go to the ball?”
“Because you’re lazy and stupid and I hate you. Now clean that fireplace until it sparkles.”
Holding Ginger’s hand, Jimmy paused in stunned silence at the doorway to Catherine’s room. His best friend sat on the floor with a doll in each hand. Catherine was perched on her knees, enthralled by the performance. Samuel continued speaking in multiple, feminine voices.
“This just isn’t fair. Now I will never go to the ball and dance with the prince because of all these stupid chores my wicked stepmother gave me.”
Enter new doll. “Who are you?”
“I’m your fairy godmother. I’ve come to prepare you for the ball so all your dreams can come true.”
“You have? How wonderful! But, I haven’t anything decent to wear.”
“Leave everything to me, dear. All I need is my magic wand and a few of your furry little friends. Now what are the words to that spell?”
Jimmy cleared his throat. “If this is a bad time we can come back later?”
“No!” Samuel said. Two dolls vanished behind his back.
“Yes!” Catherine said, shooting Jimmy a disturbing look of pure malice for someone her age and size. Then she noticed him holding hands with Ginger and started bouncing up and down with excitement. “Hurray! Are you two finally in love?”
Jimmy nodded, his face burning, his heart thumping as he saw Ginger nod, too.
Samuel clambered up with his hands still behind him. “Hey, Jimmy, I want you to know I didn’t say a word.” He motioned his head in Catherine’s direction.
“Yes, yes, you’re perfectly innocent, aren’t you, Samuel?” Catherine leveled her gaze at him and the dolls he was hiding dropped to the floor. She squealed and scooped up her Barbies. One was missing a leg and another, an arm. Affectionately, she placed them on a shelf above her bed. “That mean, old boy didn’t hurt you, did he?”
Samuel appeared overjoyed to be relieved of his dollhouse theater duties. Jimmy intended to mention his performance as often as he could, in front of as many people as possible.
“How much do Ginger and Catherine know about what’s going on?” Jimmy asked Samuel.
“Just that there are some visitors and you wanted to talk to Catherine before she met them.”
Catherine positioned herself in front of Jimmy. “I like visitors.”
“I’m sure you do, Catherine, but I have concerns about our visitors that I wanted to discuss with you.”
“Come on in and have a seat,” Catherine said, tying on a little, yellow apron with frills that appeared out of nowhere. “I’ll pour us some tea.”
Samuel, Ginger and Jimmy looked at one another like they’d just been asked to strip down naked.
“Sit!” Catherine commanded. They plopped on the floor immediately, cross-legged, in a circle.
“One lump or two, Ginger?”
“One, please.”
“Jimmy?”
“I’ll take two.”
“Samuel?”
“None for me thanks. I’m trying to watch my figure.”
Once everyone acquired a teacup, Catherine sat on the bed and looked down at her party guests. “Drink, please, before it gets cold,” she said, urging them on with a wave of her hands.
They lifted their teacups and drank. Samuel made yummy sounds.
“Now, tell me what concerns you about these visitors.”
Jimmy ran a hand under his hat to collect his thoughts before answering. “Everybody’s motivated by something. I don’t know their motivation yet. Maybe they just want to make contact, maybe they want to exchange goods, or maybe they have a large group hidden somewhere outside of Independents waiting for the attack signal.”
He looked for some support from Samuel who daintily lifted his teacup, pinky extended, and indulged in another imaginary sip. Jimmy shook his head.
“I’ll be straight with you, Catherine. You’re special.”
“Thank you.”
“You know what I’m saying. I’m about to turn eighteen and I’m afraid I’m going to die from this stupid plague.”
Sudden tears distorted Jimmy’s vision making it difficult for him to think clearly. He shuddered from the fear surging inside his whole being, fighting its way to the surface. Ginger reached out and caressed his shoulder.
“I think you have the power to save me the way you saved Vanessa and healed Hunter’s arm. I’ve been hoping for a miracle, Catherine, and I believe you’re it.”
He stopped and lowered his head, rubbing his eyes free of tears with his open palms. Ginger gathered him into her arms and as he felt her softness and strength, something new replaced his ever-present fear. He was overcome by grief because Ginger loved him, and he’d waited so long to tell her that he loved her.
Two little hands lifted his face. Jimmy stared into Catherine’s shining blue eyes and was once again reminded of a sunny day.
She nodded slowly at him, “Why do you think I’m here, silly?”
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“Oh crap!” Scout squeezed the brakes and a screen of dust billowed from his skidding stop. A truck roared out of the gulch to his right with two kids standing in the bed. Three kids on motorbikes swooped out from his left.
Behind him, Hunter cursed and slid past, losing control and toppled his bike over. Hunter rolled to his feet and within seconds, he raced to his fallen motorbike and started it again. The dirt on the back of his leather jacket was the only evidence of his crash.
The group from the gulch closed in. From the looks on their faces, Scout knew this wasn’t going to be a pleasant exchange.
“What do you want to do?” Hunter asked. His eyes were wide and his chest heaved from an adrenaline surge. Scout wasn’t worried about him; that was the least interesting accident of Hunter’s so far this year.
“They don’t have any guns pointed at us,” Scout said over the rumble of the approaching trouble.
“Yet.” Hunter swiveled his head, first right, then left. “If we have to split, I’ll go north. You go south. We’ll do a quick circle west and meet up back at town. First one to Jimmy wins.”
Scout nodded just as the truck stopped and the two boys in the bed hopped out. The three motorbikes circled behind Scout and Hunter and rolled to a halt. Scout calculated openings and distances, but the group was organized. If he and Hunter decided to bolt someone would be on their tails before they found a path out of the canyon.
“They picked a great place to set up an ambush,” Scout said.
“Yeah, and you led us right into it.”
Scout caught the edge of Hunter’s smirk. Before he could think of a blazing retort, the driver of the truck slipped out and slammed the door shut. The driver was the only black kid in the bunch as he sauntered toward them, twirling a key chain on his finger. He wore a puffy jacket and mirrored sunglasses that reflected the setting sun and momentarily blinded Scout. When the kid got closer, Scout rubbed his eyes. The jacket wasn’t puffy at all. The he was a she, and she was damn fine looking.
The other two were definitely males, flanking her like bodyguards. Everyone appeared in their early teens, acting sullen and tough like they weren’t going to die at eighteen the same as everyone else.
The girl regarded Hunter for a second but then the mirrored lenses focused on Scout. She smiled. Scout smiled back.
“Sparkle,” Hunter said.
Scout scowled at him, realizing he was right, but man, her smile was beautiful. Scout wished he could see her eyes.
She unzipped her jacket like the late afternoon was suddenly warm. “What’s up, guys? Out taking a little cruise, huh?”
“Something like that,” Hunter said. “Just passing through, really. Are you all from that town nearby?”
“No. Is there a town nearby?”
“So we’ve heard,” Scout said. “But we’re not sure where it is. Where’re you guys from?”
She hesitated. “Iowa.”
“Iowa, huh,” Hunter said. “Go Hawkeyes, right?”
She smirked in response, probably because she was way ahead of Hunter’s little trap. “So they tell me, but I’m originally from St. Louis.”
“So am I,” Scout said with genuine surprise. “Where was your hood?”
She removed her sunglasses and Scout’s pace quickened. He recognized her. He actually knew her from somewhere else at another time.
“JVL,” she said.
“What’s JVL?” Hunter asked.
“Jeff-Vander-Lou,” Scout replied. “It’s where I lived, too.”
The girl stepped up with her attention grafted to Scout. “What school did you go to?”
“Dunbar.”
“Me, too. What grade would you be in?”
“Ninth. You?”
“Same. What’s your name?”
“Scout,” he said and shook his head. “I mean David Thompson.”
“Davey! Little Davey Thompson!” She smiled real wide and Scout was captivated, until he heard Hunter laughing beside him.
“What? I hit a growth spurt when I turned twelve.”
“I’ll say,” the girl replied.
Scout smiled back at her with appreciation as her name popped into his head. “Jolanda Lewis, I can’t believe it!”
“Could you turn off those bikes so we can talk without screaming at each other?” she asked.
Scout cut his engine, put the kickstand down, hopped off and walked over to her. He spread his arms and she did the same. He gave her a big hug. “Damn, Jolanda, I’m not the only one that hit a growth spurt.”
She patted his cheek when he let her go. The boys behind her were tapping each other’s shoulders and laughing. “Call me Raven, please.” She turned her head around and spoke to her friends through clenched teeth. “My name is Raven.”
The boys straightened up and muffled their laughter by covering their mouths with their hands, but their bodies convulsed as they fought back the chuckles.
She sighed when she turned back. “There goes one of my best-kept secrets.”
Hunter sat on his bike with the engine off. “Don’t worry, Raven, I’ll make sure Little Davey pays for it.”
“Shut it,” Scout said. Hunter smiled and motioned for Scout to continue.
Scout nodded. “So what’s really up? And don’t tell me you’re out here picking flowers. Nebraska isn’t the best choice for a picnic.”
One of the bodyguards stepped up. “Uh, Raven?”
“It’s all right,” she said over her shoulder. “I got it.” She stared at Scout before giving her answer. “Okay, David. You’re from that town west of here, right?”
“Yeah, we call it Independents.”
“Cute. So I guess you’ve already met Chase?”
“He thinks Hunter and I are farmers.”
“Sure he does. Chase isn’t stupid.”
“So what do you want?” Hunter asked.
“All your valuables. This is a robbery, your money or your life.”
Her hand grazed Scout’s arm as she walked up to Hunter’s front wheel. Scout enjoyed the view from behind. Jolanda had grown up and filled out very, very well.
“Hunter, is it? We’re looking to connect with other survivors and see how we can help each other.”
“So why didn’t you drive in together? Why send in three while the rest of you hide out in the canyons?”
“It’s called recon. We didn’t want to scare the town, and if something happened when the small group went in then the rest of us could make a rescue attempt.”
“All right,” Scout said. “Let’s go to town and everyone can eat a home-cooked meal and sleep in a warm bed tonight. Jimmy and Chase can figure things out from there.”
“Who is Jimmy?”
“He’s the man in charge. Well, him and Vanessa.”
“V! Your sister made it through.”
“Yeah, how do you think I made it? What about Latasha?”
Jolanda bowed her head, scuffing a toe in the dust. She zipped up her coat from a chill that probably didn’t relate to the weather.
“Sorry,” Scout said.
Jolanda continued to inspect the ground. “She took care of me until she turned eighteen. Now I just got the people I hang with. We take care of each other, know what I’m saying?”
“I hear you. It’s the same way for us back in town.”
Scout caught Hunter’s eyes as the last drop of daylight fell into night. The cloudy sky trapped all possibilities of starlight from the heavens. The temperature would soon be dropping as well, making the ride home almost unbearable.
“We better get back,” Hunter said. “Are you guys coming with us?”
“Let me talk to my crew and see what they want to do,” she said. “Chase was real clear about us staying out of town.” She walked back to the truck. All the boys had gathered there, including the bikers. When Jolanda arrived they moved out of earshot.
Scout saw the dialogue was heated by Jolanda’s body language and finger pointing at various members in the huddle. Nobody could have predicted meeting someone they knew from before the world became the Big Bad. Even still, Scout watched as the girl he used to know took precautions.
“They sure are jumpy about something,” Hunter said. “I don’t like it.”
“I know. But it’s better if we get them back to town.”
“I don’t know about that. I’ll tell you the same thing they’re telling her. Keep focused.”
Scout frowned, mad that Hunter thought he could be swayed so easily. He understood the stakes. Jolanda might be a pretty face from his past, but until he knew the score, she wasn’t going to play him.
“Heads up,” Hunter said.
Jolanda approached, smiling and friendly. “Sorry, guys, I think we’re going to be late for dinner.”
“Not if we hurry,” Scout said.
“That’s not what I meant.”
The rest of Jolanda’s group shot past her in a dead sprint. Hunter shouted a warning, but it arrived too late. A couple boys tackled Scout and plowed him to the ground. His face hit the dirt and he coughed and gagged from the rising dust. They roped his hands and feet, tying him up like a calf at a rodeo. Only he felt like a clown; Jolanda had just made him out to be a fool.
They dumped Hunter next to Scout, and his air whooshed out on impact. He appeared pissed off, but his first priority was catching his breath. Hunter would blame Scout for all this later when he got around to laying it down.
“Why are you doing this? It doesn’t have to be this way. We can work something out, Jolanda.”
Jolanda kicked Scout in the body with her heavy boot. His left side went numb with pain, but he didn’t allow her the satisfaction of seeing how much it hurt.
“My name is Raven! Make sure you remember that next time you address me. It’s too bad you guys found us out here because it could have been real simple. Chase is looking for a little girl.”
Hunter said, “Why? He afraid of girls his own age?”
Jolanda ignored him. “She’s about seven years old, but Chase says she will be very mature for her age. You guys haven’t come by any new additions to your town recently, have you?”
Hunter spat. “You mean the three assholes posing as friendly visitors or the six chicken-shits hiding out here?”
Jolanda crossed over and laid her boot into Hunter. “Keep talking trash and I’ll kick lower next time.” She squatted next to their heads. “Chase wants this girl. He’ll burn your whole town to the ground just to get her. Chase doesn’t play.”
“There aren’t any little girls like that in our town,” Scout said.
Jolanda rubbed his head like some dog she might need to put down if he couldn’t be tamed. “We’ll see.” She stood up and motioned toward the others. “Throw them in the back of the truck and let’s go to the house.”
Scout was heaved onto the hard surface of the truck bed duffle-bag style. They delivered Hunter by the same method. The two boys that had ridden in the truck-bed started the captured motorbikes. One complained about Hunter’s handlebars being jacked-up from the crash.
The cold metal of the truck and the jolting action over the landscape made the trip to wherever they were going an aching adventure in bruises. Hunter was passed out by the time they stopped in front of a vacant farmhouse. Their captors dragged them into the house and plopped them down next to each other still tied up in an empty room.
After the door closed, Scout began devising an escape plan so they could warn Jimmy and protect Catherine from Chase and Jolanda’s group.
Meanwhile, Hunter started snoring.
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She was so tired of waiting, crying and hitting her pillows. Nothing was going to change what happened today and right now she was just tired. The shade of night dropped and Hunter still hadn’t brought her clothes and things like he’d said he would. Molly looked out onto the landing of her apartment for the hundredth time. She imagined all sorts of terrible acts that he was probably doing to her things. Boys could be so gross. She wanted her stuff back now.
Exhausted, she left her apartment dressed in her winter parka with the hood drawn up against the freezing cold. She passed the bright chaos that was Brittany’s in a hurry, not wanting to be seen or told that the whole town knew she’d been dumped.
Before she realized it, Molly stood in front of the house where Hunter lived. The peeling white two-story structure seemed so familiar, but now felt uninviting. She barely recognized her apartment that afternoon. This place had become her home, but that was impossible now that she had been rejected again.
She trudged up the steps to the dark house and opened the door. It was quiet. The logs in the fireplace had burned down to a pile of cold ashes. She traced her way from memory through the darkness into the kitchen, where she knew candles would be waiting on the countertop. She struck a match and lit a couple, placing them in different spots downstairs. The light helped her feel better about being there.
Every familiar creak on the stairs reminded her of happier trips up and down. She stopped at the top of the staircase, listening for any sounds, particularly Hunter snoring. But she heard nothing. She thought of Hunter hanging out at Brittany’s. Saturday night in Independents, what else was there to do? Hunter was probably having fun figuring out which girl he’d do next.
The thought of Hunter with someone else sent an ache through Molly’s chest, the same ache she’d been battling all day.
She opened Scout’s door first, satisfied that he was gone. Curiosity overcame her and she took a look around. The candlelight shined over shelves containing all the junk he’d collected. She pinched her nose, overpowered by the leather stench of at least twenty baseball gloves that were once the property of several different sweaty hands. She shook her head with disgust and left the room.
Her hand trembled when she reached for the doorknob to Hunter’s room. What if he was in there? She didn’t want to see him ever again. She forced herself to grab the cold, metal knob.
Her heart pounded away like a rabbit caught in a snare, but she reminded herself that she’d been released from Hunter’s trap. Molly chose to be here; she wanted to get her things and leave. She pushed the door open and walked inside. Her chest billowed with fast, ragged puffs as anger from Hunter’s betrayal surged through her like a wildfire.
Molly lit more candles, brightening the room-her room. Her suitcases were under the bed. She pulled them out, slamming them down on the mattress, unlatching and exposing their hollow and empty insides. Molly opened the closet-her closet-and grabbed clothes, hangers and all, heaping them into the suitcases. She dumped her undergarments and jewelry on top, throwing the depleted drawers into a corner of the room; using more force with each toss until she noticed how good breaking them felt. She looked around, feeling feral, snared no longer, unchained and savage. She lifted Hunter’s wooden desk chair and pounded it into the drawers, smashing, splintering, and howling with pleasure and rage. She found joy in her destruction.
Breathing hard, heart racing, she walked out of the room with her packed suitcases. Out of the room that was no longer hers. Molly walked out of the house that was no longer her house and stopped next to the broken street. She set her suitcases down and looked back.
Candlelight glowed in the windows upstairs.
She didn’t want the warmth of cheery candlelight to welcome Hunter back home tonight. She went back inside, up the stairs, and into his trashed room. Standing over the glowing candle, she filled her lungs with air. The candlelight flickered. Molly’s attention was drawn to the pile of broken wood in the corner.
She tore down the curtains, adding the fabric to her pile. She placed the candle underneath before walking out for the final time.
Back on the street, Molly stood by her suitcases and watched the fire grow. First one window and then the next imploded as the licking flames tasted oxygen and devoured the wooden house. Black smoke rolled under the roof, rising into the dark, cold sky.
Something inside her begged to leave, to run away. But she was mesmerized by her handy work. A wicked smile crept over her face. He deserved this as a reminder; they all did.
Jimmy arrived first, screaming Hunter’s name. His anguished cries resembled the ones that had resounded inside her head all afternoon.
He turned back from the flames, shaking her, questioning her. He wasn’t so beautiful now. Molly spat in his face and laughed, dizzy from the glare of the blazing house background.
Rough hands spun her around and in her anger she slapped the person who dared touch her like that. Her brother, Mark, was yelling at her now, his hands clasping her wrists, holding her tight. The air around them crackled with light and sound, exposing the darkness, as the roar of the fire grew warmer and brighter and louder. A buzz of excitement emanated from the crowd that gathered to gawk. The crowd’s little fingers pointed at her, accusing, threatening.
Vanessa screamed at her. “Where’s my brother, you stupid bitch!”
Molly blinked.
“Tell me where he is right now!” Vanessa demanded. Her fist struck Molly across the cheek hard, spinning her from Mark’s grip, knocking her to the ground. Molly rubbed her jaw while the metallic taste of blood filled her mouth.
Mark struggled with holding Vanessa back as she strained to give Molly another shot.
“Where is he? Where is he? Where is he?” Scout’s sister screamed.
Jimmy knelt beside Molly. He was calmer now, but there was still urgency in his words. “Molly, are they in there? Are Hunter and Scout in the house?”
Slowly, her mind caught up with all the fuss. She shook her head no. “I thought they were at Brittany’s.”
Jimmy turned to Vanessa. “They aren’t in there. They haven’t gotten back.”
Her body shaking, Vanessa hugged Mark. He stroked her hair, whispering in her ear. A few moments later, he left his girlfriend and walked toward Molly. She remained seated and dazed on the pavement with the fire roaring behind her and the crowd buzzing around. Mark gripped her arm and she felt helpless, staring into the hard eyes of her twin. He jerked her up.
“Mark, you’re hurting me.”
He tightened his grip.
As they passed through the crowd, Molly noticed the three strangers off to the side. One of them had dark, intense eyes. He smiled at her. She smiled back as Mark escorted her away.
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Hunter drifted in painful unconsciousness, buffeted by the wave of exhaustion from the previous day. He noticed as he slept how uncomfortable his bed felt, and also the constant nudging. In his mind he knew it couldn’t be Molly-she’d gotten the boot. So who was messing with his sleep now? And why were his ribs hurting so bad?
He cracked open his eyes to darkness. His breath rose like clouds in the cold air.
And who the hell didn’t realize that it’s still nighttime? And why couldn’t he move his arms and legs?
The nudging rocked into him again. Hunter grunted. “What?”
Scout whispered close behind him, “Finally, you’re awake.”
“Are you spooning me?”
“Would you rather freeze to death?”
“Is that a trick question?” Hunter wormed an inch away, but the pain from the recent kick Jolanda laid into him halted his progress. “How long was I out?”
“Maybe three hours; four hours at most. Jolanda took off a while ago to meet with that Chase kid. Are you ready to bust out of here?”
Hunter peered around the barren room where he lay, securely bound. His vision adjusted, assisted by what little light filtered through the chalky window. He shivered from the freezing temperature, but would never admit to Scout that spooning had probably been a good thing.
“Aren’t we guarded?”
“Not now. Jolanda told the others to take shifts watching us, but they blew her off the second she walked. It’s been all snores ever since.”
“Then I guess all we have to do is magic our way out of here.” Hunter closed his eyes. The cold was unbearable. He gritted his teeth and wormed back against Scout’s warm body.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m freezing.”
“Look, I’m going to spin around. I need you to grab the knife strapped to my left ankle.”
Hunter frisked Scout’s ankle, found the knife and unsheathed the one-inch blade. He manipulated the knife, cutting the rope binding his wrists and then his ankles. The keen edge sliced through the braided rope as though it were a biscuit.
“Okay, I’m out. Meet you back home.”
“Just cut me loose. Jolanda could be back any time now.”
“Better not call her that, little Davey,” Hunter said. Smiling in the darkness, he severed Scout’s bonds. “She has one hell of a boot.”
“Next time I won’t be tied down. Now give me the knife.”
Hunter handed over the shiny blade. “You keep that thing sharp.”
Scout slipped the knife back in the sheath around his ankle. “What’s my motto?”
“Never Bathe?”
“Be Prepared. Let’s go. I hope I can find my backpack.”
“Screw that. We need to find our bikes. I’ll scrounge you up a new backpack when we get home.”
“All my stuff is in my backpack. I can’t leave without my stuff, and my book.” Scout’s voice rose in agitation. “I have to get my Boy Scout Handbook back. It’s the only copy I’ve been able to find.”
“All right,” Hunter whispered. “We’ll find it. Keep your voice down.”
Scout crammed the rope into his pockets. He opened the door slowly and Hunter followed.
Hunter reached out for the smooth walls of the hallway to make sure he hadn’t just plunged into a murky cave. He bumped into Scout, but neither of them fussed about it. Hunter’s night vision finally readjusted itself.
They tiptoed into a larger room where musty smells, like neglected piles of wet laundry, attacked their noses; Hunter fought the urge to sneeze. Snores from the sofas indicated potential danger should the noise suddenly cease. Scout inspected the room while Hunter made his way across to another one. Their bags and stuff sat on the kitchen table.
Hunter waved Scout over. Scout smiled, grabbed his backpack and promptly unzipped it, making an inventory check. He scooped out his Boy Scout Handbook, kissed it, and returned it inside along with the rope from his pockets. Hunter motioned his head towards the way out and they escaped into the night with the cold air biting at their cheeks, ears and hands.
The motorbikes were lined in front of the pickup. Hunter inspected the other bikes and instantly fell in love with an orange and black KTM. He ran his hands all over the fuel tank and the padded seat like it was their fourth date. The KTM was big and badass and Hunter wanted it. He saw no problem making the switch. As many times as he laid his Kawasaki down, the bike was probably too hazardous to ride anyways.
“Want a new bike?” he asked Scout.
“Are you kidding? I would never give up my Suzuki. The bike doesn’t make the rider, Hunter.”
“Whatever.” Hunter retrieved his own knife out of his bag and got busy slicing the wires and hoses on all the other bikes and under the hood of the pickup.
They rolled their bikes a hundred yards before kick starting them up and smiled at each other, happy to hear the sound of that roar and to be on their way. Hunter absolutely loved his new bike; he knew getting acquainted with the size would require some serious practice, but didn’t mind at all. Riding the KTM was like riding a beast determined to keep its monstrosity hidden in case it scared the townsfolk. Now Hunter could leave Scout’s sorry-ass Suzuki in the dust from third gear.
They quickly found the familiar dirt road leading to Independents and settled into a relaxed cruise. They left their headlights off, searching the darkness for signs of Jolanda. Soon the single light from another bike bounced towards them and they stopped, waiting patiently to ambush her on the other side of a small rise in the road.
“Get ready with the lights,” Hunter said. Scout nodded grimfaced. Their fingers hovered over the switches.
The light of the oncoming bike swept down on them and they flared their own lights in return, washing over Jolanda on a red Honda. She wobbled with her concentration broken and Hunter smiled because he guessed right-Jolanda was not an accomplished rider. She traveled off-road, miscalculating the sudden change in terrain and fell off the bike. The Honda rolled another ten yards without her and crashed.
Hunter steered over to where Jolanda lay sprawled on the grassy ground. He silenced his engine and laughed. Scout rode up beside him, cutting his engine also, but without sharing in the laughter.
“Hey, Scout, do you know this chick from somewhere?”
“I thought I did,” Scout said, ignoring the humor.
“So how did your little meeting go?” Hunter asked her. “Does Chase have the place mapped out yet? Did he find the hidden treasure chest?”
“No, but the way I hear it, you boys are going to have a nice little homecoming when you get back. Apparently somebody’s girlfriend is unhappy.”
Hunter looked at Scout and they both groaned. The images of the various scenarios that Molly was capable of flittered through Hunter’s mind. The one good thing-he was still alive, so whatever she did couldn’t be that bad.
“I hope she didn’t touch my stuff,” Scout said.
“Oh, she touched it,” Jolanda said. “Wait and see.”
“Whatever,” Scout said. “How ’bout you tell us what your crew has planned and maybe I won’t drag you back to town behind my bike, Jolanda.”
Jolanda sprang from the grass like a lipstick crazed Tasmanian she-devil, knocking Scout from his bike and raking her fingernails across his face.
Her scream filled the surrounding prairie. “My name is Raven!”
Scout grabbed her arms, holding her tight until she bit his wrist and then head-butted him between the eyes. Wrestling with her on the ground, he defended himself from a flurry of punches and kicks.
“Hit her back!” Hunter yelled from his bike. “She’s beating the crap out of you.”
“She’s a girl! Come get her off me!”
Hunter dropped his kickstand and struggled swinging his leg over and off the big bike. He glided up to where the scuffle was rolling around in full swing. “Hey, Jolanda!”
Full of rage, Jolanda tilted her face toward Hunter, who popped her in the nose. When she staggered but didn’t fall, he followed with a punch to the jaw that sent her to the ground.
Scout looked up with blood seeping from three separate claw marks, his displeasure with Hunter’s actions clearly evident.
Hunter shrugged. “Chivalry died with our parents, dude. Besides, she was kicking your ass.”
“Still, hitting a girl isn’t right.” Scout retrieved the rope from his backpack as Jolanda rolled on the ground, holding her face and groaning. Before she could recover, he tied her hands and feet with the most elaborate knots Hunter had ever witnessed.
“I would agree to that, most of the time,” Hunter said. “But I think Jolanda would appreciate the equality of the situation.”
“My name is Raven,” Jolanda mumbled angrily. She sounded like she had cotton balls stuffed up her nose.
“Shut up,” the boys said together.
“Let’s take her back to Jimmy and figure a way out of this mess,” Scout said.
“Chase’s going to think they still have us captured.”
“Won’t he be surprised?”
Hunter helped Scout load Jolanda onto the Suzuki. They explained to her what would happen if she jacked around on the ride back to Independents. When she hawked a loogie at them, they decided to tie her more securely to the bike using more rope and duct tape from Scout’s well-stocked supplies, restricting all of her movements and eliminating the danger.
Then Hunter gagged her with a red bandanna from his own bag to keep her quiet. He patted her on the head. “Nice, Jolanda.”
“I don’t like this,” Scout said.
“Yeah, me neither.” Hunter smiled. “Let’s go.”
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Jimmy’s hands were still shaking. He shoved them deep into his pockets, not wanting to alarm Ginger. Maybe she’d think he was just cold. The shaking started the moment he saw the fire and thought his brother might be inside, burning to death. Ginger’s arm around his waist gave him a level of comfort he was not used too. It was nice.
Mark shuffled out of the sheriff’s office on Main Street, looking like he might start bawling any second. Locking up your sister will do that.
The smell of the house fire from three streets away permeated the night air. Luckily the houses in Independents were built on such large lots that the fear of the fire spreading throughout the town was nonexistent. Still, the kids in the volunteer fire department cranked up the old fire truck and brought it over for safety and practice. They doused the flames, but the smoldering continued.
In a funny way, the smell of smoke reminded Jimmy of family campouts and his knees rattled with tremors. Everyone in Independents suffered from losses. When the parents died along with all the other grownups, losses became the acceptable norm. But when Jimmy thought he’d lost his little brother, it was all he could do to keep from rushing inside that blazing inferno to make certain Hunter wasn’t in there.
“Did Vanessa go home?” Mark spoke the way people did late at night while telling stories around a campfire, his voice distant and eerie.
“Yeah,” Jimmy said. “She left to give the babysitter a break. Sounds like you two have been tied up all day with the group from Iowa.”
Mark shook his head wearily. “Damn! I forgot about them. Molly picked a great time to lose her freaking mind. I wonder what they’re thinking.”
Jimmy shrugged. “I could care less right now. Hunter and Scout haven’t returned yet. Something’s wrong and I’m betting Chase from Iowa is somehow responsible.”
“You want me to watch the house they’re staying in?”
“No, I’ll have Samuel do it. You go home to Vanessa. She probably needs you right now.” Jimmy didn’t bother to say Mark probably needed her just as much. He shivered as the cold wind picked up, but he felt warmth radiating from Ginger and pulled her closer.
“Did Molly say anything?”
Eyeing Ginger and Jimmy, Mark paused with a slight smile, as though something just occurred to him. “No, she didn’t.” His smile vanished. “She fell on the cot and faced the wall. I tried asking her why she did it, but she ignored me. I don’t know what to do, Jimmy. I mean, I’m the sheriff and all, but she’s my sister.”
“I know it’s tough right now, but we’ll figure something out tomorrow.”
Mark shook his head again. “I don’t understand how Molly could set a house on fire. Something must have happened for her to go off like that; something with your brother.”
“I’ve been thinking the same thing,” Jimmy said.
Mark folded his arms over his chest. “I didn’t like it when they started seeing each other. It all happened too quickly.”
“I didn’t encourage it. Hunter doesn’t listen to me anyways.”
“Molly doesn’t listen to me either, but I never expected her to cause trouble like this.”
Jimmy shared a glance with Ginger. He was hardly surprised by Molly’s actions and figured Ginger was even less amazed by what her co-worker had done.
“We’ll help her somehow,” he said. “I’m sure it’ll all work out.”
Ginger nodded. “She can be tough sometimes, but together we’ll figure out the best way to help her.”
“Thanks,” Mark said. “I know Molly can be a serious pain. I’m sure she’s even worse to work with. I haven’t been around for her a lot lately.”
“We do what we can,” Jimmy said.
Mark’s slight smile returned. “So when’s the official announcement?”
“What announcement?”
“You two. I’d ask Jimmy if it was serious, but he’s always serious, isn’t he?”
“Pretty much,” Ginger said. Jimmy mocked wounded pride and pulled away from her, but she held onto him tightly. “That’s why I like him,” she added.
“Just like?” Mark asked.
A smile grew on Ginger’s face, bright as any wheat field on a sunny day. Her transformation mirrored Jimmy’s own.
“Yeah…” Mark said. “I better get home and see how Vanessa’s doing.”
“Do you want somebody to watch over Molly tonight?” Jimmy asked.
Mark glanced toward the sheriff’s office and then at his shoes. “She’s not going anywhere.” He hiked up the collar of his heavy coat against the cold wind, stepped onto the cobbled street and hopped over a pothole. “Come get me if anything else happens. Otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Goodnight,” Jimmy and Ginger said together, and then they giggled.
• • •
Jimmy woke with the night pressing down on him, unsure of where he was, surrounded by the scent of flowers. Muffled whispering behind a closed door tugged at his consciousness. When a loud thud sounded and someone hissed, “Be quiet,” he became fully awake.
He jerked upright, realized he was still dressed, and recalled lying down next to Ginger and falling asleep. In his head, he heard Samuel laughing. Ginger was still dressed too. Her eyes were open with fear shining in their depths.
“Someone’s in the house,” she whispered.
Jimmy pushed his finger to his lips and signaled for her to climb out of bed. He pointed to the closet, but she shook her head in refusal. He frowned until she folded her arms across her chest, convincing him that her hiding wasn’t going to happen.
“What are you doing in my room?” The wall dampened Catherine’s voice. “Oh, it’s you.”
Jimmy and Ginger stared at each other. Jimmy broke eye contact and searched for a weapon. He was out of luck unless he wanted to hurl flowerpot projectiles.
“I’m not going to let you ruin this for me by saving that tall farm boy,” Jimmy heard Chase say. “Grab her and let’s get out of here.”
Panic flashed through Jimmy. He pointed at Ginger. “Go get help.” And then he shot through the door, rounded the corner and slammed into a solid mound of flesh. Patrick used Jimmy’s surprise against him and flipped him to the ground in the narrow hallway. Faster than Jimmy could react, he was being pummeled by heavy fists, first in the face, and then on the body, as if the big kid were wielding a sledge hammer.
A break came in the beating as Patrick tumbled over Jimmy into the living room with Ginger riding on the big kid’s back, pulling out fistfuls of his red hair. Without much effort, Patrick reached behind his head, grabbed hold of Ginger’s arms and hurled her into the wall. She hit the floor, flipped over and bounced up instantly, ready to get right back into the middle of the fight again.
Anger and a protective instinct channeled through Jimmy with a furious roar. He charged in low, heaved the big kid up and plowed him to the floor like he was trying to bury him under the crawlspace. Jimmy plunged a knee into Patrick’s stomach, satisfied by the boy’s anguished cry, and started swinging wildly. A couple of his punches bashed into Patrick’s chest with the similar feel of punching a tree trunk.
“Run! Go get help!” Jimmy yelled at Ginger.
She stumbled for the door while Jimmy kept laying blows. The big kid twisted underneath him and tried to buck him off, but Jimmy was not letting him up. He knew his life depended on keeping Patrick down.
Something hard slammed Jimmy in the side of the head and knocked him into the wall. His eyes blurred as he caved to the floor.
“Thanks for the help,” Patrick said.
“The pleasure’s all mine.”
The voice-female-sounded familiar. Jimmy struggled, focusing his blurry vision to look around and raise himself up.
“Now let’s have a little fun,” Patrick said.
Jimmy cried out once when Patrick began kicking him. Then he tried to cover up as his ribs gave way. He lay trapped in a heap against the wall and the big redheaded kid laughed like a maniacal serial killer while kicking him over and over.
“That’s enough,” Chase said.
Jimmy suffered through each breath he took. He never knew that this kind of pain was possible. Every inch of his body, inside and out, felt busted.
Chase bent down to face him. “We’re leaving now and we’re taking the girl. If you come after us, I will kill Michael and David. Or should I call them, Hunter and Scout.”
Terror flowed uncontained throughout Jimmy’s wracked body. He coughed and felt something wet on his chin. He brushed his long sleeve across his mouth and saw the dark blood staining his shirt.
“That is what happens when you send babes into the woods where the big bad wolves dwell. I’ve seen what affect their presumed deaths have on you and Vanessa. If you don’t follow us, I’ll release them when I’m ready.”
Chase’s feverish eyes glimmered from whatever light they stole from the darkness. His hot breath washed over Jimmy’s face as he whispered, “She will not save you.” He backed away and regarded Jimmy for a second. “I met your parents once. You look just like your dad.”
“What?” Jimmy said. “Wait, what are you talking about?”
“Don’t worry about it. That was over six years ago.” Chase crept away, the night shadows caressing him until he vanished in their embrace.
Jimmy shifted, and winced over the effort. “How’d you know she was here?”
“I made a new friend.”
Molly stepped into Jimmy’s line of sight, tapping the shovel from the fireplace against her leg. “Hunter will be so pleased to see me again. I’ll let him know how you’re doing.” She smiled and dropped the shovel on him.
Jimmy scowled at her. While his left eye continued to grow puffier every second, the vision in his right eye cleared some. He glanced among the small crowd and caught Catherine staring at him, her small form glowing. Jimmy’s miracle was being torn away and he was too broken to do anything for her except bleed. Without a trace of worry on her face, Catherine waved goodbye. Patrick pushed her towards the front door and the group silently filed out.
Molly turned to follow.
“What should I tell your brother?” Jimmy asked.
Her back straightened at the threshold. “What do I care?”
Jimmy tried sitting up but it was all he could do to keep breathing. Ginger burst past Molly and fell at his side. Her eyes were filled with shining tears that she kept from falling.
“I’m sorry, Jimmy. A girl tackled me outside and held me down. I couldn’t get away from her. I’m so sorry.”
Molly laughed like she’d just gotten the joke and it wasn’t very funny. “So this is who you’re in love with? Figures. You two deserve each other. You’re both pathetic.” Then she stalked out and slammed the front door.
Ginger bolted up with murderous fury. Jimmy grasped her ankle, refusing to let her go. “Don’t,” he said.
She knelt once more and held his hand to her cheek. Now her tears fell freely, sweeping over his skin. “What should I do?”
“Wait.” Jimmy closed his eyes. Out front he heard car doors screech open and bang shut. An engine turned over and then tires crunched across the gravel road.
He squeezed Ginger’s hand. “Wake Mark, find Samuel and get Luis here quick, I think I’m going to need him.”
Ginger hovered over him a second more before lightly kissing his forehead. Then she left. Jimmy kept trying to do the only thing he could. Breathe. Between his raspy gasps and whistles, he prayed for Hunter and Scout’s safe return.
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Scout caught a whiff of the ascending smoke column illuminated in the early breaking dawn as he and Hunter approached Independents. Dread rode above him in the mobilizing clouds and when they stopped at their house, it plummeted down on him like another curse from heaven.
“What the hell happened to our house?”
Stifled laughter sounded from the rear of his motorbike. He twisted backward and scowled at Jolanda. Her bonds and the gag suppressed her from pretty much everything, so she employed her only option-waggling eyebrows.
Scout propped his Suzuki on its kickstand and lurched over to the smoldering desolation. He stumbled at the edge, woozy from the sight and the scent. His second-story bedroom and all his stuff were reduced to a pile of charred rubble strewn along the ground. The brick fireplace stood alone, towering, sturdy and totally unsupported. Metal pipes leftover from the plumbing zigzagged in the sky.
“What happened to all my stuff? How does a house just burn to the ground?” He turned on Hunter and narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t leave a candle burning, did you?”
Hunter raised his hands. “No way, we left in the middle of the day, remember? Maybe a spark from the fireplace shot out and landed on the sofa cushions.”
“Maybe!” Scout’s voice cracked from the jump in octave. “Maybe!” He clenched his fists. His skin tightened over his body. “What about all my stuff! I’ve been collecting for years. I planned on using that stuff someday and now it’s all gone, all of it. I don’t even have a baseball glove anymore. And you think a spark maybe set fire to a couch cushion!”
Hunter plucked the non-simmering end of a two-by-four off the concrete path that used to lead home. He hurled the survivor into the black destruction that they used to call home.
“It’s just a theory.”
They stopped speaking with little more to say to each other. Scout searched the mess with his eyes, hoping to find something salvageable of his belongings. After a while he realized the inspection was pretty much pointless. All the sorrow of loss he felt six years ago returned and dragged him down again. He concealed his tears with a quick swipe before Hunter saw them.
The sound of running feet approached them from behind. Samuel scooted to a stop, took a second to catch his breath and then smiled. “You guys are all right. How’d you escape?”


“How’d you know we were captured?” Hunter asked.
“They took Catherine about an hour ago. Said they had captured you, and that they’d kill you if we followed.”
Hunter jumped on his bike. “Where’s my brother?”
“Over at Ginger’s house.”
“Get on,” Hunter said.
Samuel followed the order without hesitation and looked over at Scout’s bike. “Who’s the tied-up chick?”
“She’s one of them. Her name’s Jolanda,” Scout said, getting back onto his Suzuki.
Hunter broke out a grim smile when she tried to scream through her gag. Jolanda’s torment even gave Scout some small amount of pleasure. Samuel scratched underneath his stocking cap without comment.
“How did they find out about Catherine?” Scout asked. “I thought you were watching over her.”
“After they locked up Molly for torching your house-”
“Wait a minute. Molly burned all my stuff? Why?” Scout asked, and then he considered Hunter and added everything together. “You dumped her and she sets fire to my stuff.” He started rubbing a hand over his face, but stopped short because of the scratches from his recent scuffle with Jolanda. Instead, he shook his head in disbelief.
“I’m glad I wasn’t here when she came over,” Hunter said.
“I’m not. Maybe she would have stopped with you, instead of torching the whole place.”
Hunter frowned and closed his eyes. His head pitched forward like he was going to pray for forgiveness. They’d both lost their home, Scout reminded himself. At least Hunter wasn’t smirking about this. Scout didn’t think he could handle it if Hunter played this off with his hotshot attitude.
“So how did Chase and his crew find out about Catherine?” Hunter asked.
“That’s what I was trying to tell you,” Samuel said. “They broke Molly out and she led them right to Catherine. Jimmy and Ginger were there and after Molly whacked Jimmy in the head that kid Patrick beat the hell out of him.”
Hunter sat up and turned back toward his passenger. “Is Jimmy okay?”
Samuel looked at him. “Barely.”
Hunter started his big orange bike, gunned the throttle, and the engine roared. Samuel’s eyes widened as he grasped for Hunter’s waist before Hunter shifted into first and patched out.
Scout waved off the dust cloud that engulfed him from their departure. He gazed at the scorched debris that was now his stuff and grappled with emotions that threatened to turn him into a blubbering mass. The tears returned, rolling down the fresh scratches on his face.
He looked over his shoulder and found Jolanda studying him. A shudder walked through his body. He leaned over his fuel tank until his inner turmoil settled.
“Raven, why does God continue to punish us?” He started his Suzuki and sat. The idling engine rumbled softly. “I’ll tell you what I believe. He isn’t out there to help us. No one is out there. It’s just this messed-up world and us. Soon, it’s just going to be an empty rock ’cuz we’ll all be dead.”
He waved one arm towards his house in a grand gesture. “Welcome to Independents.”
• • •
Scout pulled up to Ginger’s house and slipped off his bike, careful not to kick Jolanda. Hunter was already inside, leaving Samuel by the front porch.
“Looks like you got into some trouble,” Samuel said.
Lightly, Scout touched the scratches and felt his sore nose. “I’m all right.”
Samuel motioned towards Hunter’s orange KTM. “Is that a new motorbike?”
“Yeah, it belonged to one of the dudes that kidnapped us. Hunter crashed his old one so many times that he decided to make a trade. He thinks the bigger bike will make him a better rider.” Scout forced a weak smiled. “Here, help me with Jolanda.”
“Why does she scream like that when you say her name?”
“Because she thinks she deserves some cool name like Cardinal or something, but she’ll always be Jolanda to me.” Scout untangled the diamond hitch that strapped his captive to his bike and tore away the excess duct tape. “I can’t wait ’til Vanessa gets hold of you.”
Jolanda’s eyes bugged out. She rocked on top of the bike like she really needed to get off and go pee. Scout caught her before she landed face first on the ground. He propped her upright with her arms still tied and the gag in her mouth.
“That’s right,” he continued. “I’m giving you over to my big sister. She’s still angry about the time you stole her bike. Let’s see how tough you get when she’s up in your face.”
The front door of Ginger’s house burst open. “Thank you, Lord! David!” Vanessa leaped the steps of the porch and embraced Scout with an emotional rush of love and tears. “First I thought you had burned alive and then I heard you were captured. Then I prayed and you came! You came home to me just like I asked. Thank you, Lord!”
Scout hugged her back with everything he possessed. This time he didn’t care who saw his tears. “I know, ’Nessa, I know. It’s all right. I’m all right. I’m here.”
Vanessa’s hand pressed the back of his head, holding him tightly cheek to cheek. She was there for him like always. She would protect him. He closed his eyes, wanting the hug to continue forever with his sister that had become his mother in this world of children.
“Why is that girl tied up?” Vanessa asked when she finally pulled away, wiping her tears.
Scout reluctantly let her go and introduced his hostage. “She’s one of our captors.”
“She’s not very good at it,” Vanessa said.
“She had unreliable help. Remember when we were little, a girl stole your bike and her big sister said it was hers?” Scout smiled at Jolanda and returned her earlier eyebrow waggle.
Vanessa tilted her head. Her eyes regarded Scout’s captive. “Jolanda Lewis?”
Scout made extravagant hand gestures like a magician pulling a rabbit out of his hat. “Here in the flesh. And she’s dying to help us rescue Catherine.”
Vanessa stepped up to face Jolanda while Samuel struggled to hold the frightened girl upright because her knees kept collapsing. “Take her to Catherine’s room,” she said. “And Samuel…”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t play with the dolls.”
Scout chuckled, but could tell there was more to the story by the way his sister bounced with laughter, and how Samuel’s face flared into a bright crimson.
“I can’t believe you’d joke like that now.”
Vanessa shrugged. “It’s been a long night and I needed the laugh or I might have started crying again.”
Samuel walked Jolanda onto the porch and guided her into the house.
Vanessa inspected Scout’s face and brought her palm to his cheek. “Are you okay?”
He nestled in her touch. “I am now.”
Mark hung in the doorway. His face carried that faraway look of someone not ready to believe part of his life was now altered forever. He hid his hands deep in his coat pockets and his chin was ducked below the collar. His eyes were misty from the cold, or sadness. Scout decided not to guess which.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” Mark said.
“Thanks, man. How are you doing?”
“Fine.” Mark sighed. “I guess you’ve heard already.”
“Molly? Yeah, I heard.”
“I just wish I knew why she did it. I keep thinking it’s my fault.”
Scout placed his hand on Mark’s shoulder. “We’ll find her. We’ll get Molly back. I promise.”
“Why would we want to get her back?” Mark turned to go inside. Vanessa took Scout’s hand and they followed Mark out of the cold morning air.
Jimmy lay on the long dining room table, his head resting on a roll of royal blue fabric while Luis tended to his various injuries. Ginger’s pale face glanced up with worry set in her features. She held Jimmy’s hand. Scout checked off another slot on his matchmaking card.
Hunter spoke in hushed tones to his brother. The fear in Hunter’s eyes disturbed Scout almost as much as losing all his stuff. Maybe Hunter did care after all.
Jimmy slowly turned his head toward Scout and nodded. His face resembled a rotten prune. One eye was swollen shut. A white strip of tape bandaged his nose, but the shine in his good eye said everything. You can’t keep a guy like Jimmy down.
Scout nodded back.
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Day broke gray and cold as Molly sat beside Chase in a truck driving away from Independents. She pressed her hand against the roof because of all the bouncing, fearing she might snap her neck if she got tossed any higher. Her sore butt complained from the squeaky springs in the bench seat and she worried her spine would be permanently crooked by the time they arrived at the place where Hunter was being kept.
“Are we almost there?” Molly asked after a series of bumps slammed her against the passenger window repeatedly.
Chase peered straight ahead through the cracked windshield and ignored her. It had been that way ever since they made their escape.
Kessie shot an evil glance at Molly; her white knuckles gripped the steering wheel. “We’ll get there soon enough. Maybe you could do something useful like find me a better road to follow. You live around here, right?”
Molly shrugged and looked away. “I stayed in town where I was needed.”
“That why you burned that house down?” Kessie asked. “That boy no longer needed you?”
The comment stung more than Molly wanted to admit. Was that really why Hunter broke up with her? He’d get a chance to explain soon enough, she thought. But part of her never wanted to know. She noticed a corner of Chase’s mouth curling.
“You think that’s funny?” she asked him. “Tell her to stop and say that to my face.”
Kessie slammed the brakes and everybody pitched forward, including Patrick, who was watching over Catherine in the truck bed. He pounded the top of the cab. “What the hell!”
Kessie pointed at Molly. “Look, bitch, I don’t know why Chase decided to bring you along, but he doesn’t have to tell me anything. If you want to stay pretty, you better keep your mouth shut. Or I will seriously rip out your tongue and leave it on the side of the road.”
Molly ignored Kessie’s threat and smiled at Chase. “Is she always like this?”
“Pretty much. I wouldn’t want to go up against her.”
“Hear that?” Kessie said.
“Oh, I hear it,” Molly replied. “Too bad, maybe he’d like to go up against me.”
“I knew it! Chase, this chick is trouble. She burnt down her boyfriend’s house and clubbed her town leader. She’s crazy in the head!”
Chase flipped his hand at the windshield. “Let’s keep moving. We have to hurry and meet Raven so we don’t lose our head start.”
“Who’s Raven?” Molly asked.
Kessie stomped on the gas. “She’s another chick that will kick your ass if you talk anymore of that trash.”
Molly braced herself for more bouncing and bruising as she tried to figure out her next move. Obviously Chase was in charge of wherever they were headed. She appreciated the fact that he busted her out of jail and the way he allowed Patrick to beat up Jimmy. Chase was a bad boy and he needed a bad girl like Molly, at least until she got bored. She’d have to wait until he kicked whatever illness made him so pale and sweaty.
Molly knew one thing: People around here better start giving her respect.
Kessie eventually stopped the truck in the middle of nowhere and they waited. Chase grew irritated after ten minutes of silence passed and instructed Kessie to go to the house. Kessie drove faster and faster with Chase constantly telling her to speed up. The trip was brutal.
Twenty minutes later, they pulled in next to another truck and a row of motorcycles at the rear of an old farmhouse. Chase reached a black leather glove across Molly, opened the door and shoved her out. Molly landed on the hard ground, jarring her back even worse. He stepped over her without a word.
Molly used the door for support, squirming to her feet, and brushed the dirt off her butt. “What’s your problem?”
Chase continued toward his destination. He threw the backdoor open with a bang. “Everyone outside now!”
Five boys tumbled out, drawing up to attention like they were in the military. Molly wondered why their eyes widened with fear. Chase was short and a little creepy, but hardly intimidating. Then she noticed Patrick leaning on his toes with his nostrils flaring. After the beating Jimmy received, Molly figured she’d be frightened to if she stood in that monster’s path.
While she found all of this entertaining, she was also starving. She realized she hadn’t eaten at all yesterday and hoped some food appeared soon or she would really get cranky.
“Where’s Raven?” Chase asked. “You were supposed to meet us on the road.”
Three boys pointed back to the house, the others stood there shivering without their coats. Two of them didn’t have shoes on; Molly smiled at how miserable and stupid they all looked.
Chase disappeared inside the house. The boys traded glances with each other and shrugged. They caught Patrick staring them down and dropped their gazes to the ground. Molly wondered if their shaking was related to the chilly temperature after all.
Chase reappeared. “Where are the hostages?”
They all turned toward the one kid who appeared to be the oldest, probably because he was the tallest. He performed a frantic search up and down the line for support. Finally, he resigned with a nervous eye-tick and stepped forward.
“They’re tied up in one of the bedrooms. We tied them up real good.”
“No, you didn’t. They’re gone. Didn’t you keep watch?”
The leader peeked back to four pairs of accusing eyes. He bowed his head. “We figured they couldn’t get out,” he mumbled.
Kessie inspected the motorcycles and then lifted the hood of the truck. “Somebody cut all the belts and hoses. They cut the wires on the motorcycles. They’re all useless.”
Patrick stalked over to survey the damage, and then kicked over a bike at one end of the line. The rest fell over like dominoes. “They fucking stole my bike!”
Molly finally understood what all the commotion was about. Hunter had escaped. Her feelings were torn between what she wanted. She wished she could have seen Hunter one more time, maybe find out what really went wrong with their relationship and why he acted like such an asshole. But she was also relieved he was gone, allowing her a clean break. Now she could start her new life without any distractions.
Patrick jumped into the leader’s face with spit flying as he yelled. “They jacked-up the truck and all the bikes! There’s no way we can get them running now! They even stole my bike and left me with this piece of shit!”
Molly recognized the bike, and smiled. Then she cursed herself, wishing she could get thoughts of Hunter out of her head.
Chase chuckled softly. The five boys took a jumbo step backward.
“Where’s Raven?” Kessie asked.
“Don’t know,” Chase said.
The leader spoke up quickly. “She knew the black kid. They went to the same school before the plague. Maybe she snuck back and untied them.”
Chase smiled. “She told me about him when I met with her last night. Nice try.” Chase scratched underneath his chin like he was contemplating murder. “Patrick.”
“Yeah?”
Chase pointed at the leader of the five. The boy’s legs wobbled as though he were a turkey standing in a bowl of Jell-o. Molly really missed Jell-o. Her stomach gurgled.
Patrick’s face stretched into an evil grin. He removed his gloves and pounded a fist into the palm of his other hand as he advanced on his victim.
“The rest of you siphon all the gas tanks and put the fuel in that truck. We’ll find something else to drive soon enough. Leave everything we don’t need; there won’t be much room. Better bring all the blankets and sleeping bags, though.” Chase surveyed the sky. “Snow’s about to fall.”
Molly turned from the brutality of Patrick hammering without mercy on the one kid. She couldn’t stop hearing the sounds though without covering her ears and appearing weak. Patrick’s breathing was hard and heavy. The boy receiving the beating pleaded for help, and then sobbed when the punishment ended.
Molly leaned against the cold, metal side of the truck, thankful she wore her parka, but wishing she had warmer clothes on underneath. She joined this group on the spur of the moment when they broke her out. She would dump them when she got the chance, but for now she’d go along for the ride-anything that took her away from here. She refused to care about Hunter.
“They’re a pretty violent bunch, aren’t they?”
Molly jumped at the sudden voice. She found Catherine next to her, dressed in a pink nightshirt and shoeless. Catherine didn’t seem to notice the cold.
“It’s really sad,” she said.
She was a weird little girl who Molly avoided ever since their first meeting when the town council had gathered to discuss the healings of both Hunter and Vanessa. Catherine walked into the room and headed straight to Molly. The girl’s blue eyes held her captive.
Those blue eyes gazed up at her now. Molly spun around to regard the dismal, neutral-colored horizon. “Would you just leave me alone?”
“No. Be careful with Chase.”
Kessie stared at them. Catherine tugged on the bottom of Molly’s coat.
“What?”
“I forgive you,” Catherine said. The little girl started pawing at her, but Molly was in no mood for hugs.
“Let go of me.”
Molly moved away from the brat and followed Kessie over to where Chase stood watching the clouds. A frost worked through the air, biting flesh and brightening cheeks and noses. The clouds were rolling up dark and gray, as though they were attending a funeral.
“Chase, we can’t leave Raven,” Kessie said. “We have to rescue her.”
“I got what I came for.”
Chase’s dark eyes resembled a savage animal seeking prey. Molly was not crazy about the way they made her cringe.
“But they’ll force her into telling where we’re going.”
“It won’t matter.” He patted Kessie’s shoulder with a gloved hand. “She got caught. What can we do?”
Kessie didn’t offer any suggestions. She crossed her arms and looked back the way they’d driven in from.
Molly smiled her way into the conversation. “That’s one less mouth to feed, right? You wouldn’t have anything to eat, would you?”
The sky exploded, sending huge sparks of pain though her nose. She hit the ground at Chase’s feet.
“Say one more thing!” Kessie yelled at her, “and I swear I’ll beat you to death!”
Chase chuckled while Molly lay in the dirt, hurt and embarrassed. “Welcome to the club, Molly. You can ride in the back until you learn your place and keep that mouth of yours from getting you into trouble.” He stepped over her again. She stretched out for his ankle, but he kicked her loose and took Kessie’s hand, leading her away. “Boys, help our new member into the truck and keep her warm.”
Molly slapped the first one that touched her and stood up on her own. She climbed into the truck bed and watched Kessie, Chase, Catherine and Patrick nestling warmly inside the cab. She slumped against the rear window down to the bed as she lightly touched her nose. The five boys piled in around her. Molly glanced up into the face of the leader, who showed her his new smile, minus one tooth. Her eyes swelled with tears and all the boys laughed at her expense.
The truck engine belched dark smoke out the tailpipe and her butt quickly went numb from the frozen metal surface she was forced to ride on. Soon her entire body became one giant receptacle of pain and cold.
The boys huddled together under blankets, and it wasn’t long before she slid into their midst for whatever warmth she could gain. Molly slapped the first one that touched her.
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“So you broke up with her, huh?”
Hunter rested his head on his folded arms; it was a lousy substitute for a pillow. He sat at the dining room table that also doubled as a hospital bed for his immobile brother. Jimmy’s face resembled tenderized hamburger and yet, he kept up with the questions.
“Why did you have to do it today?”
“I didn’t. It was yesterday.” Hunter closed his eyes. The darkness was nice. He drifted into the solitude and smoothed out a quiet spot to lie down. Twelve hours in this dark spot would be awesome.
“When are you leaving?”
“Hmm? What?” Hunter’s eyes fluttered open. The light in the room, though dim, was horrible. He focused on Jimmy’s face and the coals of fury rekindled in Hunter’s heart. He wrapped his rage in a tight package, waiting until he found the kid that did this to his brother; then he’d deliver.
“You guys should probably get going.”
“We will as soon as Scout rounds up enough help.”
“Nobody under fourteen goes.”
“We know. Don’t worry about it. There’ll be plenty of volunteers.”
Slowly, Jimmy rolled his head over so he could look into the adjoining living room. Gauze and tape covered his various injuries, giving him the appearance of a partially wrapped mummy. Only time could heal him now.
Hunter scratched his shoulder blade and yawned. The fire in the hearth crackled as the logs shifted, filling the house with needed warmth. Ginger and Luis dozed where they’d fallen on different ends of a sofa.
Hunter followed the line of his brother’s sight. “You and Ginger, huh?”
Jimmy smiled carefully. “Yeah. Somehow Catherine knew. Now it’s as if Ginger and I were always meant to be, you know?”
Hunter gave his recent relationship with Molly an inner glance and found their final moment together displeasing. The way he’d dumped her depressed him more than he was willing to admit. He shoved a quick answer into the silence. “Not really.”
Jimmy eased his head back toward Hunter. “You and Molly didn’t feel the same way? You guys seemed pretty inseparable.”
“It wasn’t like I had a choice. That’s why I broke up with her. She was clingy, and bossy, and a pain most of the time. To be honest, the only good thing was her looks but that doesn’t replace a decent personality.”
“Better keep comments like that to yourself. I think Mark is shaken up more than anyone right now.”
“She’s seriously twisted. Why didn’t I notice that before all this happened?”
“Who isn’t twisted right now? We’re lucky to be halfway sane after everything we’ve lived through. Top that off with the plague and were lucky someone’s not burning down a different house every night.”
“Maybe it would be better if Mom and Dad were here to tell us what to do.”
Jimmy sighed. “Even without parents, no one has the right to be reckless. Everyone needs to be accountable”
“That’s asking a lot of some people.”
“Those are the ones we help.”
“How?”
Jimmy closed his eyes. “We need to learn that before it’s too late.”
Hunter leaned back, struck by a sudden ugly thought. He squinted hard at his brother. “Were we just talking about me?”
Jimmy cracked a smile through his busted lips. “Were we?”
“Damn, Jimmy, that’s not funny.”
After a chuckle rolled from Jimmy’s chest, he coughed a little blood onto his chin.
Hunter swabbed the blood away with a damp towel and gave him a sip of water. “I’m going to kill that son of a bitch after we track him down.”
“Why?” Jimmy asked. “He causes pain to escape his own.”
“What are you trying to be some kind of Saint?”
“I’m just saying. So this kid beat me up. It’s over. He’s gone. I’m not dead.”
“But we’re going after him, aren’t we?”
“No,” Jimmy said, looking like a possessed raccoon with his matching set of black eyes. “You’re going after Catherine and that’s it. I don’t want you fighting that Patrick kid for me. If you have to go through him to get to Catherine, make sure you have lots of backup with you. It was all I could do to keep that guy down as long as I did.”
“What about Molly?”
“She made her choice.”
“What about Mark?”
“He’ll have to make his. I wish he wasn’t going, but I understand why. I’d be going if it were you.”
Hunter ruffled his brother’s hair. “Aw, you’re so sweet.”
Jimmy winced. “Careful, that’s where your girlfriend whacked me.”
“She’s not my girlfriend. At least she didn’t burn your house down. I still can’t figure out why she’d hit you like that though.”
Hunter tracked Jimmy’s gaze again to Ginger curled up on the sofa. Hunter liked Ginger. She was sweet, good natured, and attractive in different ways than Molly. Molly talked bad about Ginger, but she talked bad about everyone so that was nothing new. He guessed Molly’s main problem with Ginger was jealousy. Ginger was far and away more talented at sewing than Molly, but he’d known better than to track down that conversation with his former girlfriend. That would have been suicidal.
“So why did she hit you?”
Jimmy looked at Hunter, and then at the ceiling. “The night you found Catherine, I went out to make sure Molly was all right after the little blowout she had with Vanessa.”
“Yeah, I heard something about Ginger making baby clothes. Typical Molly crap right.”
“Yeah, well. When I found her… Look, let’s just forget about it.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s typical Molly crap.”
Hunter sat back. That was about as close to profanity as his brother ever walked. “What happened? Did she throw herself at you or something?”
Jimmy continued staring at the ceiling.
“You got to be kidding me.” Hunter laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“You aren’t exactly her type.”
“And you are? Who did she run to after I told her I liked someone else?”
That thought swam around Hunter’s mind until it surfaced like a hungry shark ready to take a massive bite of gray matter.
Jimmy played lifeguard and kept him afloat. “Like you said, it’s typical Molly crap.”
“So you’re saying the only reason she-”
“I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sorry.”
“No, no, that’s all right. Really it’s okay. It’s kind of cool.”
Jimmy raised an eyebrow.
Hunter smiled. “I was used. That’s awesome. I don’t feel nearly as bad for dumping her the way I did. Now I realize she had it coming. I mean really, hitting on me because my big brother shot her down. How twisted is that?”
Someone across the room coughed. “Uh, guys, we’re ready,” Scout said from the door.
Mark stood beside him, looking like an axe murderer wishing for a chainsaw. He crossed the room, snatched Hunter from his seat and pinned him to the wall.
Hunter gasped as the air was forced from his lungs. He couldn’t breathe from Mark shoving him against his chest and his back hurt from where it slammed into the wall.
Mark’s heated face loomed an inch away. “Why don’t you tell me just how twisted my sister is, Hunter? I really want to know since you’re the one who’s been sleeping with her for the past three months! Did she put out enough for you? Did you like turning my sister into a slut?”
“It wasn’t like that at all! Get your hands off me!”
“Then tell me what it was like! You were the last one to talk with her before she torched your house and knocked Jimmy across the head!”
Hunter slapped Mark’s hands away and shoved him back; his anger rippling through him like a turbulent red tide. “I’m not telling you shit!”
Hunter dodged Mark’s fist that sailed over him and punched a hole through the drywall. Scout arrived with Samuel and they wrapped Mark up and hauled him back struggling and reaching to get another shot at Hunter before finally giving up and going limp. He slumped on the sofa, hid his eyes with a trembling hand and cried. His body shook. His legs kicked in a spastic fit.
Jimmy managed to sit up and was hacking blood onto his chin. Ginger and Luis rushed over and coaxed him into lying back and settling down; tending to him before he made his injuries worse.
Hunter straightened his sweater into place and brushed his fingers through his hair. He stared at the floor, ashamed of playing a part in Mark’s pain. Mark resembled his sister so much it was eerie in a way that made Hunter even more sympathetic. A part of him ached for Molly despite his thoughts on her personality. He never considered how their relationship affected Mark. Obviously, Mark had never approved.
Everyone waited, allowing Mark enough time to work through more of his grief. After a while, Jimmy broke the silence.
“You better get going. Take care of each other before anything else.”
Hunter snatched his leather jacket off the chair and crossed the room. Scout handed him his ski mask, gloves, scarf, and goggles. A gust of cold air slapped him in the face as he pushed through the doorway. Two SUVs waited at the curb with eight different boys packed inside, everyone wearing grave expressions. Hunter and Scout would ride their motorbikes so they could track and follow the trail of Catherine’s kidnappers.
Scout walked up behind Hunter as they both slipped on their winter gear. “Those clouds aren’t going to hold for long, and when they dump, we’ll lose everything.”
Hunter pulled down his goggles and swung his leg twice before sliding onto his new motorbike. Mark passed him without comment.
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Another jolt of pain laced through Jimmy’s body and tugged. He now lay on a firm hospital bed in the clinic with his shirt off; his chest covered instead with ugly purple bruises. Relaxing was tough, even with everyone gone except Ginger. Luis snoozed with his head on his desk, his gentle snores crossing the space between doctor and patient. Jimmy knew he’d gotten everyone up early, but the pain refused his own attempts at sleep.
“I have to sit up,” he told Ginger.
Ginger worked the mechanical gears that raised the head of the bed. Jimmy’s face tightened from the movement, but his ribs didn’t hurt as much once he was up right.
He held Ginger’s hand and offered it a reassuring squeeze to let her know everything was okay. He guessed she still agonized over not escaping and bringing back help in time, but he was just thankful Patrick hadn’t gone caveman on her.
Light filtered in between the blinds, cold and gray, chasing away the darkness. Jimmy wished the light could do the same for his spirits. His ribs were killing him. Luis suspected a couple of them were broken, but he couldn’t confirm it without X-rays. He said they’d heal with time and gave Jimmy meds for the pain. The medicine did squat from what Jimmy could tell.
“Does your head hurt?” Ginger asked.
“Not too bad.”
“I can’t believe she did this. I never thought Molly would hurt someone. This just doesn’t add up.”
“Molly’s been angry for quite a while. I wish she hadn’t chosen last night to pop, but what can you do.”
“She used to have a crush on you.”
“Yeah, I know. I told her I liked someone else.”
“You did. Who was that?”
Jimmy smiled as much as busted lips would allow.
“Me?” It was cute the way she pointed to herself. “I’m glad you didn’t tell her that. She was hard enough on me.”
“Well, now you’ve been promoted.”
Ginger frowned. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
“Congratulations.”
She narrowed her brown eyes. “Not exactly the way I planned to get promoted.” Then her eyes widened. “Wait, I don’t know the first thing about running a store.”
Jimmy chuckled, still a bad idea; his eyes filled with fresh tears and he was forced to focus on his breathing. He patted Ginger’s hand.
“You’ve been running that store since you started,” he finally said. “Why do you think we put you there? Molly couldn’t sew a stitch. Just keep doing what you’ve always done.”
The sounds of a new day interrupted their conversation. A gaggle of geese honked their flight plan overhead, the cold wind whistled against the window, and kids hurrying past on their way to breakfast discussed the details of the house fire in excited tones.
Ginger sighed. “I had to keep my crush on you a secret because of her. I used to do things for you, like when I planted the flower bed outside your house.”
“That was you?” Jimmy smiled, finally fitting all the pieces together. “I should have figured with all the flower pots in your house. Maybe you should bring that green thumb out to the fields with us.”
“No thanks. I like sewing. The flowers are just a hobby.”
Jimmy began noticing that each new breath felt like he was inhaling through a narrow straw with a giant spitball lodged in the center. He gripped the sheets.
“Are you okay?” Ginger asked.
“I… I can’t catch my breath.”
“Luis!”
Luis leaped from his chair with a piece of paper stuck to his forehead. “What?”
“He’s having trouble breathing.”
Jimmy didn’t like the way Luis frowned, assuming that’s never a good sign when it comes from a doctor who’s taking care of you.
“One of the broken ribs might have punctured a lung. It’s pretty common with rib fractures.”
“What can we do about it?” Ginger asked.
Luis placed a hand on Jimmy’s shoulder. “I have to re-inflate your lung.”
“How?” Jimmy asked, with a bit more of a wheeze.
Luis offered him a weak smile. “I’m not sure yet. Give me a little time to read up on the procedure.”
“Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”
Jimmy suspected he sounded brave but he was barely holding his bladder in check. Broken ribs, punctured lung. He couldn’t even do his daily plague self-checkup because there were so many different aches and pains.
Luis searched through his medical library and selected one book from a shelf. Then he sat at his desk, flipping pages and murmuring to himself.
Ginger pinched her eyebrows together in a tight knot. Jimmy squeezed her hand again. Her fear was bright when she looked at him. She averted her eyes to their clasped hands and returned his squeeze.
“It’s going to be okay,” Jimmy said. “Luis’s got the brains and the nerve to handle this.”
She touched his lips. “Shush. Don’t talk so much. Save your strength.”
He kissed her fingers and earned a smile for the effort. She caressed his cheek.
Ten minutes passed. “Luis?” Jimmy said.
Luis glanced at him over the cover of his book, perturbed. “What?”
“What’s the word?”
“Thoracentesis.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Ginger said. She shrugged apologies at their shocked expressions. Jimmy never heard Ginger curse before; he kind of liked it.
He nodded at Luis. “What she said.”
Luis ran his finger through the page he’d been reading and garbled a bunch of words at him. “Basically, the puncture caused fluid to seep into your lung, hampering their normal function. I have to insert a hollow needle into the pleural cavity of your chest in order to drain the fluid and allow the oxygen to re-inflate your lung. After that, the hole will heal on its own.”
Jimmy said, “Is that all.” His bladder tingled.
“Pretty much,” Luis replied, placing the book on his desk. “Now I just have to find everything I need. Ginger, can you give me a hand?”
Ginger planted a tender kiss on Jimmy’s cheek before leaving. He closed his eyes. Her floral scent reminded him of fabric softener and suddenly he was five years old again, swimming in a pile of warm laundry fresh from the dryer while his mom chided him. Five-year-old Jimmy giggled and hunkered deeper into the soft, warm folds of fabric. Then his mother grabbed his leg and pulled him out, wrapping him in a hug and kissing him on the cheek.
“Lidocaine,” Luis’s voice invaded his happy memory. “I know I have some Lidocaine around here somewhere.” The sound of glass clinked together. “Ah, there it is.”
Jimmy scooped up a runaway tear and kept it hidden in his hand. He stared through the window blinds at Sunday morning on Main Street, which was empty from its usual herd of kids playing outside; chased indoors by the cold.
Ginger gently lifted his arm. “I have to take your blood pressure.” She looped the cuff around his arm and pumped the air bubble. She counted with the cold stethoscope pressed against his muscle. The pressure in the cuff released with a snake’s hiss.
“When did you learn to do that?”
Ginger ripped the cuff loose. “When Vanessa had little David.” She called to Luis, “One-sixty over ninety-five.”
Jimmy asked, “Is that bad?”
“It’s not good,” Luis said from an open closet across the room. “But it’s to be expected in your current condition.”
Luis rolled a metal table over with a squeaky wheel. Silver knives, needles, vials and a clear plastic tube rested on top. He nodded Jimmy’s way. “Don’t worry, everything is sterile.”
“Yeah, that’s my number-one worry right now.” Jimmy closed his eyes again. “Let’s do this thing.”
“Ginger, hold his arm up and keep it there.”
Ginger gripped Jimmy’s wrist firmly. Something cold and wet brushed against his side.
“That tickles.”
“I’m killing germs by swabbing iodine around the area where I’ll make the incision.”
The word incision made Jimmy shudder. A moment later, he heard clothes being wrestled on. When he heard snapping, he had to look. Luis was wrapped head to toe in baby blue with a mask over his mouth and a blue cap on his head. A clean pair of rubber gloves covered his hands. The young doctor inserted a long needle into a glass bottle and filled the syringe with a clear liquid. Jimmy clamped his eyes shut.
“This will numb the pain,” Luis said. “It’s going to sting for a second.”
The shot stung like a fifty-pound hornet-and did little to numb the pain that followed.
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Scout knew they were too late as he followed Hunter across the field to the farmhouse. The incapacitated truck and knocked-over motorbikes still lined the northern wall. The backdoor hung open. The kids they were after had scuttled out and were gone.
They rode up to the vehicles and dismounted. Scout and Hunter walked with the heads down and studied the ground, following different sets of tire tracks that led from the house.
Scout pointed. “These look the freshest. They’re also the only ones heading away from Independents.”
“Nobody’s here,” Samuel reported coming out of the house. “What now?”
Hunter said, “Get back behind the wheel. We’re going to follow these tracks. We’ll probably make sudden stops if we lose the trail. Don’t run us over.”
The tracks led off to the south towards the Kansas state line. Scout shook his head. “There’s no way this group came from Iowa.”
“Too bad your sister couldn’t get anything out of Jolanda.”
Scout eyed the growing wall of heavy clouds. The temperature was dropping rapidly as a cold wind pushed ahead of the storm, clearing out a path with the promise of snow in the air. “We better find them quick or there won’t be any tracks to follow.”
“Let’s go already!” Mark yelled, leaning through the window and pounding his hand on the door of the SUV. “We’re wasting time here!”
Scout shrugged at Hunter, who frowned and revved up his bike. They each took a tread of the trail and followed it away from the empty farmhouse.
The trail was easy to spot where it mashed down the high prairie grass, continuing south for several miles. They arrived at an old, forgotten highway with a white and black sign marked US 36. Potholes and cracks covered the gray asphalt in both directions. The trail turned west, running parallel to the highway.
Scout didn’t hesitate. He turned with his groove and headed west.
Hunter pulled up beside him and hollered over the noise of their engines. “We followed this highway before, remember?”
“Yeah, but that was a while ago.”
“Remember how it goes through a town every ten miles or so? Lots of good places for another ambush.”
“Then we’ll have to play it safe and stay sharp when we pass through them, but I doubt they’re stopping for anything. They got to figure we’re coming after them.”
The hidden sun left Scout without any clues to the time of day. The miles passed quickly with the flat ground providing a smooth ride next to the broken road.
Roads were reminders of the ruined world that no longer functioned. People, or rather the surviving kids, didn’t function the same way either because they were also broken, cracked and filled with holes. Molly was the leading example, but Scout knew a lot of kids suffered. You either dealt with it or you exploded from the pressure building up over time. Molly had popped her top like a Roman candle.
Scout refocused his attention when they approached the first town. His fingers tapped the brake and Hunter slowed next to him. The wind blew dust and half a dozen tumbleweeds through the empty streets ahead. This place could have been Independents, instead of a lifeless ruin. Its Main Street buildings stood dull and forgotten. Sometime ago, a roof had collapsed and reduced one building to rubble.
Scout tucked his stocking mask into his collar. “What do you think?”
Hunter removed his goggles, snorted and spat with the wind. “A bulldozer would make this place look real nice.”
“Are you worried about an ambush?”
“No, this town is dead.”
Behind them the SUVs rolled closer and stopped. “What’s the discussion? We’re losing daylight!” Mark yelled.
Hunter responded. “Give us a break! We’re not sitting in front of a heater!”
Scout lowered his head.
The passenger door flew open and Mark leapt out. Hunter hopped off his bike and Scout did too, knowing he would have to buffer the situation.
Samuel followed quickly after Mark. Everyone else stayed in the SUVs.
Mark stalked over with his fists clenched, his jaw leading the way. “What did you say?”
“You heard me,” Hunter said. “I’m out here freezing my ass off, and I don’t need you yelling at me.”
“We need to pick up the pace. My sister’s out there and we’re never going to find her if we keep stopping.”
Scout silently prayed for Hunter to bite his tongue, even going so far as to look heavenward only to find black, unfriendly clouds.
“My brother has a concussion and broken ribs because of her! So screw your crazy-ass sister!” Hunter yelled.
Mark barreled into him, flailing erratic blows. Scout and Samuel pounced on the pile and dragged Mark off kicking, screaming and spitting.
“I’m going to kill you!”
Hunter wiped blood off his lip and returned to his motorbike. He rode off through the empty town alone.
“Mark, this isn’t helping anybody,” Scout said. “We can’t keep separating you from Hunter and we can’t concentrate on tracking the kids who took Molly and Catherine if you’re yelling at us every time we stop.”
“Scout’s right,” Samuel said. “You got to take it easy, man.”
“Let’s just go. I trust you guys to find her.”
“What about Hunter?” Scout asked.
“Him, too.” Mark walked away and settled in the SUV.
“This is messed up, isn’t it?” Samuel asked.
“Which part?”
Samuel turned back to the SUV. “Pretty much all of it.”
Scout rode through town. A couple of skeletons lay on the sidewalk like a museum display showing the affects of a simple life interrupted by an uncontrollable disease. He guided his bike down the broken road to where Hunter waited.
“Are you all right?” Scout asked.
Hunter smirked with a bandanna pressed to his split lip. He pulled his ski mask and goggles back down as the SUVs caught up and they all left the town as a group. Hunter led, picking up the trail again on the other side and ripping through the miles at a faster pace. This time Scout didn’t object to his recklessness.
They continued following US 36 West. Their winter gear kept Hunter and Scout warm on their motorbikes for the most part, and the feeling of urgency did the rest. They didn’t stop for conferences anymore because there wasn’t any time. The path lay clearly ahead and they needed to catch up.
They passed through two more ghost towns. The fourth town they arrived at classified as a city, expanding in all directions around the highway with a McDonald’s, Pizza Hut and Taco Bell that all the boys looked upon with unbridled hunger. Scout placed the Wal-Mart on his to-do list for the spring and wondered if this city had a Boy Scout troop six years ago.
They siphoned fuel out of some vehicles near an old warehouse that backed a set of railroad tracks. Hunter and Mark stayed in their respective corners during the pit stop. Samuel handed out Chef Brittany sandwiches that didn’t carry the same appeal as a Happy Meal, but squelched their rumbling stomachs all the same.
After the quick bite, everyone loaded up their vehicles just as big fat snowflakes spiraled out of the sky. Scout looked at Hunter and they both lowered their heads. It took two minutes and a white blanket covered the ground. In three minutes they couldn’t see the other buildings across the street from the intensity of the whiteout.
The boys piled out of the SUVs and hurried into the warehouse, followed by Scout and Hunter, pushing their motorbikes inside. Samuel came through the door with a snowcap sitting on his head.
“Where’s Mark?” Scout asked.
Samuel hooked a thumb at the SUV. “He wants to keep going.”
“He would,” Hunter said.
“Keep that talk quiet,” Scout growled at him. “We’re going to be stuck here for a while. I don’t want to pull you guys apart every five minutes.”
Hunter moved to the back of the building. Scout watched him clear a spot and lie down, using his backpack as a pillow.
“We can’t ride in this weather,” Scout told Samuel. “We’d get stuck in the middle of nowhere and freeze to death. We’re lucky we were here when this storm hit.”
“I know.” Samuel turned toward the SUV that was barely visible through the snowfall. “We just need to convince him.”
“You kept the keys, right?”
Samuel jingled them at Scout.
“Good news is Chase and company won’t be able to drive in this either,” Scout said.
“Any bad news?”
“Only if they didn’t find shelter. Or they might be out from under the storm and leaving us behind. It doesn’t really matter. We’re stuck.”
The snow piled up around the SUV where Mark sat alone. Finally, even he gave up and waded through the drifts into the building where the search party had found refuge.
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Molly was freezing in the truck bed with the pack of five boys. They finally came to the realization that she wasn’t putting out and huddling with them was easier ever since. The ride was smoother once Kessie started following the old road that stretched behind them like a broken ribbon of black asphalt through the withered grass. Every time they passed an abandoned town, Molly hoped they would stop. But the towns quickly faded in the distance like unimportant memories and still the brutal trip wore on and on.
That’s when she started thinking she’d made a mistake. A vision of Hunter leading a column of Independents boys coming to her rescue kept popping into her head. She shook the thought in agitation.
“I don’t need rescuing.”


A sleepy boy next to her lifted his head. “What?”
Molly didn’t bother responding. Why would she talk to the pawns of this little party? Still, she hated showing any type of weakness, and it was getting tougher with every mile. She pulled her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them as her eyesight blurred.
She woke from a sudden shift in momentum. Her eyes hurt as she opened them in the wintry air. The engine stopped and both doors to the cab opened.
“Wake up, girls!” Patrick yelled. He stretched and yawned, loud and obnoxious, and shook the nearest boy. “Grab that fuel we left inside and fill us up.”
They scrambled out of the truck, leaving Molly cold from their absence. Even her bones felt coated in ice. They had arrived in some forgotten town that resembled all the others previously passed, except for the trees that lined both sides of the street like tall, leafless guardians. Molly stood and the blood rushed to her head. She steadied herself on the cab until she found her balance. She threw her leg over the side of the truck bed and fell to the ground because her stupid foot had gone to sleep.
Patrick grabbed underneath her arms and helped her up. “Cold out here, isn’t it?” He leered at her with his big, dumb face.
Molly started walking, wanting to get far away from him. Her feet waded through the piles of leaves that littered the main street of this Podunk town. She hoped her internal heater would kick in before she became a permanent Popsicle. After a couple minutes, her legs still quivered, but they were a little warmer and she was still standing.
She found Chase staring at her with his creepy eyes. He watched her all the way like she was putting on a show just for him. Molly circled around him and kept moving. There was nothing to say; he already proved himself useless.
One of the boys ran up and handed her some food. She swallowed the bread, cheese and dried meat in less than two minutes. When no other food was offered, she sulked in silence against the rough bark of one of the nearby trees.
A small hand gripped hers and Molly felt warmth traveling throughout her body and limbs immediately. She looked down into Catherine’s blue eyes and a stirring of guilt crept over her. She hated the unfamiliar feeling.
Catherine gave Molly’s hand a squeeze. “You didn’t know.”
And then it hit her. She didn’t even know what “it” was, but she lowered her gaze as tears raced down her face.
A light glowed in the grip of their hands, as though their connection were fueled by a power source. The light seeped between the laces of their fingers and Catherine’s strange power surged through Molly. Part of her wanted to pull away, but the cold, tired portion of Molly refused. A replay of the events from the night before flipped past in her mind: the fire, hitting Jimmy and kidnapping Catherine. Was it possible that she had been responsible for all of it? Molly couldn’t turn away from the fact that she’d played a critical part.
Light covered her body as her mind clicked.
And like a receding tide, the light drained away into Catherine. Her face pinched on itself, tight with the struggle she was assuming from Molly. She swayed and only their hold on each other kept the little girl from falling. She raised her face and the light shot from her eyes like twin bolts into the dark clouds above. Still clasping hands, the two girls sagged to the cold ground next to the tree. From everything Molly had heard about Catherine’s earlier healings, she expected to pass out, but didn’t.
“That wasn’t so bad,” Catherine said, blinking her eyes.
She wrapped her arms around Molly, hugging her tenderly. Molly felt reborn from the cold numbness that claimed her since Hunter had ended their relationship. But really, she realized, her paralysis extended far beyond that moment, all the way to when she held her dying mother’s hand with confusion over her sudden illness.
“What have I done?” she choked out.
“Nothing that can’t be undone,” Catherine answered with a sympathetic smile.
“But I….” Molly wiped away more tears.
“I know. It doesn’t matter now.”
“What can I do?”
Catherine stood and reached out to help Molly up. “Live the life given to you. Accept things the way they are and then move forward to make a better tomorrow.”
Molly nodded her head and closed her eyes. Her body tingled. Her spirit was strengthened by sense of joy that lifted her out of a dark abyss.
“Are we about done here?”
Molly opened her eyes. Chase’s cancerous form oozed over towards them. Even the giant trees seemed to lean back as if repulsed by his presence.
Catherine scrunched up her nose like she’d caught a whiff of something rotten. “You’re such a party pooper.”
“You’ve ruined her, haven’t you?”
“That’s right. Want to know why? Because I have the power to help her and there isn’t a thing you or your plague can do about it.”
Chase backhanded Catherine hard across the face. She spun to the ground. Shocked, Molly knelt to help her.
Chuckling, Catherine pushed up. “Is that all you got?”
Molly grabbed her hand and whispered, “He’ll kill you.”
Catherine winked. “I need you to run.” She kissed Molly’s cheek and gently shoved her away.
Molly touched the warm spot that Catherine’s lips left behind. “What?”
Catherine spread her hands, palms down, under the leaves and touched the ground. A rumbling quake shook the surrounding area and the trees rustled with growing agitation. The street exploded with flying dirt and debris as a multitude of long sinuous roots tore from the earth, knocking Kessie, Patrick and the other boys off their feet. With a scowl on his face, Chase raised a hand and the tree root aimed at him shriveled and died.
“Run, Molly!” Catherine yelled.
Molly sprinted, her legs churning as though she risked losing everything. She scrambled over the crumbling remains of a building and turned at the first corner. Cold air filled her lungs, but something deeper fueled her need to escape.
Houses dotted the neighborhood ahead of her and Molly ran behind one, breaking the line of sight so her pursuers couldn’t tell which way she’d gone. She scurried from house to house using large evergreens and untamed shrubs for cover.
A couple of blocks in, she jumped a chain-link fence and rushed to the back of a white-sided house. Opening the door with a rusty-hinged squeal, she slipped inside.
The dried-husk of a dead man sat at the table, dressed in a suit as though he were about to leave for church when death came knocking. Molly cringed past the remains and entered the front room of the house. Kneeling beneath the window, she lifted the blinds an inch to peek out. Boys searched for her in the distance. Patrick walked behind them, shouting orders and pointing out different directions.
The truck drove up to Patrick with Catherine seated between Chase and Kessie. Chase spoke to Patrick, who yelled for the others to return; they were leaving. Patrick’s expression soured when Chase directed him into the truck bed with the other boys.
Molly stared at Catherine, wishing she would save herself. Molly was sure she could if she wanted. Catherine could do anything. Why was she letting Chase take her?
Catherine looked directly at Molly and smiled. The truck sped off, laying a big trail of dust and leaving Molly all alone. Sadness overwhelmed her, and yet for the first time in her memory, she felt genuine. She cried for Catherine until her tears ran out, and then she slept.
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Hunter rubbed the fuzz covering his scalp while waiting for dinner in a survivor settlement on the outskirts of Denver, Colorado. He wasn’t convinced about his new look. He missed the way his hair used to lay on his collar and how it would billow in the wind. Now he just felt naked. There was still enough winter cold to make him regret the loss for more practical reasons than vanity. He lowered his hand and sighed as he scanned the crowd outside the cafeteria one more time.
Ginger hooked her arm in his and laughed softly. “You’re never going to forgive me, are you?”
“It’s not your fault Jimmy made you cut all my hair off. I just can’t believe I let you. I haven’t seen one other kid with hair this short.”
“Molly gave me the idea from a fashion magazine. Short hair used to be in style.”
“I feel like a dope.”
Ginger faced Hunter and arched an eyebrow. “I like it. You have to admit it’s a pretty good disguise.”
“So is putting a dress on Jimmy, but that idea got shot down real quick.”
Ginger laughed. “Your brother would make a lousy girl. He’s too gangly, and he walks like a boy. You, on the other hand…”
“Don’t even go there.”
Ginger cupped a hand over her mouth, unsuccessfully hiding her widening smile. Her eyes glimmered with mischievous delight.
Hunter eyed her suspiciously. “I’m glad you and Molly had such a great time cutting my hair together.”
“I’m glad you two got back together after she made it back to town.”
Hunter shrugged. “She’s different now.”
“You’re both different now,” Ginger said and patted his arm.
Hunter shook his head. Anticipation rumbled in his stomach. “The food at this place better be good. I’m starting to think nobody in Denver knows how to cook.”
“I asked Raven this morning before we left.”
Hunter stared at her, waiting for the verdict. Over the past three days, he had grown familiar with Ginger’s subtle sense of humor. His brother had picked a keeper.
Ginger held up two fingers. “She gave it two stars.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
She nudged into the side of Hunter playfully. “Don’t get your hopes up.”
They stood in the parking lot surrounded by cracks in the asphalt. This was the third cafeteria he and Ginger had tried in as many days. “Jackson’s Joint” was spray-painted in red loopy letters above the double doors. Hunter didn’t recognize the shabby exterior, especially since the color showed the faded appearance that came with six years of neglect. Some days he wished for Red Lobster, but actual seafood was out of the question in the middle of the continent. Hunter missed fried shrimp.
The crowd surged forward as the cafeteria doors opened. Hunter and Ginger were swept up in the tide of kids flowing inside.
At the hostess station a girl on a barstool jiggled an industrial-sized can labeled hominy beans. She eyed each person from beneath her rainbow-colored stocking cap as they passed. Ginger dropped her One Dollar casino chip from The Teller House into the can and Hunter did the same.
“I don’t know where they find these grumpy girls,” Ginger said, looking back over her shoulder. “They make you feel like you’re committing a crime just to get something to eat.
“Yeah, I miss Brittany’s personal service with a smile.”
The line dwindled until they were at the front where kids grabbed their plates and shuffled off to find seats. Hunter received a plate of something brown and something green and a couple of yellow lumpy things. His stomach rolled from the smell, but after working all day for his three casino chips, he was going to eat. He managed to thank the greasy-haired girl who handed him the plate. She sneered and Hunter quickly moved away before she flung her serving spoon and peppered him with something brown.
Ginger directed his attention upward. “I bet I made one of those candles today.”
Several chandeliers hung from the ceiling and each one held twelve white candles in a flaming circle. At least the gloomy kids living in Denver were treated to a cheery glow at dinner. Judging by the contents on his tray, Hunter mused it might be better to eat the slop in the dark.
“You got to stir a pot of boiling pig fat?” he asked.
“You don’t have to make it sound so unpleasant.”
“Who do you think was cutting the fat out of the pig?”
Ginger made a yucky face, but that was probably caused by the stuff on her plate. Hunter followed her to an empty table and then left to fetch waters. When he returned, some skinny kid with dirty hands and long, black hair that hung in greasy strands stood at their table. The kid caught sight of Hunter’s approach and leaned closer to Ginger.
“Why you want to be like that? I was hoping we could keep each other warm tonight.”
Hunter placed the drinks on the table and crossed his arms. “Go away.”
“Whoa! Hey, nice hair. This is between her and me. What’s your problem?”
“She’s my sister, and you smell like a pile of crap. Now take off.”
Ginger tapped Hunter’s leg. He ignored her and glared at the skinny kid.
The kid held up his hands, smiled a yellow row of teeth, and backed away. Hunter watched him until he sat down with a bunch of other kids. They all laughed, but Hunter paid them no more attention.
“You okay?”
“I’m fine. He was just rude. You’re lucky he backed down.”
Hunter snorted. “That kid, are you serious? I would have torn him a new one.”
“I realize that, but we’re trying to keep a low profile, not beat up kids with bad manners.”
Hunter conceded with a nod and then forked in his food as fast as he could without thinking about what it might be and how many foreign objects fell into it while it was prepared. Then he washed it all down with water that smelled like eggs. Hopefully, it was purified, but Hunter wished he had brought his iodine.
Ginger picked at her food, following every bite with a drink. She sputtered and started coughing.
“Are you choking?” Hunter asked, rising from his seat.
“At the door,” she managed to say.
Hunter tracked her gaze and the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end when he recognized him. A ripple of anger stopped his breath for a moment.
Patrick stood at the hostess station, giving the little girl on the barstool a hard time. He was bigger than Hunter remembered, but that red hair set him apart like a brushfire. Patrick flipped his casino chip into the can and patted the girl on top of her rainbow cap.
Hunter turned back. He drained his water in two giant gulps.
“What do we do?” Ginger asked.
“Finish dinner. We’ll go outside and follow him when he comes out. Hopefully, he’ll lead us to Catherine.” Hunter wiped his mouth and stood up with his glass. “Can I get you some more water?”
Ginger looked at her empty glass and her plate that was still half-full. “Yes, please.”
Hunter filled their glasses. He didn’t want to go stalk the beast with his brother’s girlfriend. Patrick might recognize him or catch them following and then bad things might happen. Jimmy would never forgive him if bad things happened to Ginger, but Hunter couldn’t send her back to the hideout, either. Too many desperate eyes followed her in the daylight to let Ginger chance Denver alone in the dark.
He was about to return to the table when someone poked his back. Patrick loomed over him like a mountain.
“Hey, man, would you get me a glass of that water?”
Hunter stood for a second with his hands full. He lowered his gaze to the floor. The tops of Patrick’s boots were covered with dark red spots and he smelled like stale sweat. Hunter offered one of his full glasses to the kid that nearly killed his brother three months ago.
Patrick nodded back, oblivious. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” Hunter filled a new glass. His shaking hands spilt water onto the counter. His heart raced and he took a deep breath, struggling to keep himself under control.
“Don’t touch me!” Ginger screamed.
Hunter spun to see the skinny kid back at their table, his tongue sticking out, groping Ginger’s chest from behind. She waved her arms in an attempt to fight him off, but he pressed her into the table. He smiled at three other boys standing nearby and laughed.
Hunter exploded into a blind rage. He flew into the kid and pinned him to the ground. Unleashing his anger through his fists, each punch chased the next with meaty thuds.
Someone bumped against his back. He reached behind, grabbed an unknown arm and flung another boy on top of the first. He punched the new kid several times before standing up from the pile, panting. He spotted the other two and stepped in their direction. They retreated, unwilling to join the scrum and ran for the door.
“Behind you!” Ginger screamed.
Hunter whirled. The skinny kid, his face bloodied, sped toward him with a chair held high. Hunter brought his arms up in preparation for the blow. Instead, the boy slid across the table in front of Ginger, scattering the remains of her dinner and crashing to the floor on the other side. Patrick stood in his place.
Hunter clenched his fists. He wasn’t ready for this fight. Not alone.
Patrick’s smile totally disarmed Hunter’s ramped-up adrenaline. “Just a second,” Patrick said, holding up his index finger. The big kid stepped around the table. “Tommy the Perv. How’s puberty, Tommy? Looks like those urges got the best of you this time.”
“Hey, Patrick,” Tommy said, glancing around like he was trying to find a way out of a maze after eating the cheese. “Look, man, I didn’t know this dude was a friend of yours. Swears. I was just talking to his sister, know what I mean?”
“I know exactly what you mean. That’s why you’re the Perv.” Patrick’s face went grim. “You’ve been told to cut the shit. Now get out of my town.”
“But, Patrick.”
Patrick punched the kid so hard that even Hunter’s teeth rattled from the concussive force. The dinner crowd groaned in response to the violence. Tommy the Perv’s face ricocheted off Patrick’s knuckles, and his head bounced back and forth, bobbling like his spring broke.
Patrick pointed to Tommy’s lone friend still sitting on the ground where a smelly puddle gathered. “Help Tommy to the edge of town and make sure he keeps going or you’ll be following him. Got it?”
“I got it. I got it.” The kid took hold of Tommy and dragged him outside. The sound of Tommy’s crying carried through the walls.
All the kids in the cafeteria applauded. What they applauded, Hunter was unsure. All he knew was that he’d just drawn a truckload of attention.
Patrick shook hands with kids like a politician, and even slapped some high and low fives, and bumped a few knuckles. He waved the rest of the applause down and walked over to Hunter.
“Thanks,” Hunter said.
“Don’t mention it. Tommy’s had it coming for a while. She wasn’t the first.”
Ginger shrank in the aftermath.
“Are you all right?” Hunter asked her.
“Yes,” she said, straightening her sweater and tucking a strand of tawny hair behind her ear. Ginger folded her arms across her chest, looking up at him with watery eyes and a trembling bottom lip. “Can we go?”
“Yeah,” he said, offering her help up. She flinched away. He stepped back, aware of her comfort level regarding personal space.
Patrick frowned as they passed. “Hey, man, meet me here for breakfast tomorrow. I’ll get you some decent work to earn your chips. I’ll even throw in extra so she can take the day off.”
“Thanks,” Hunter said. “I’ll be here.”
Hunter followed Ginger out to the dark streets of Denver, wondering if this mission was a success. At least they found Patrick, but Hunter hated himself for not protecting Ginger. Jimmy would not be happy either.
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Jimmy hated Denver. The city contained more resources than you could dig a shovel into, and yet the kids living there squandered everything. No one tried to make life better. He missed Independents.
The winter snowstorms were unusually harsh, so they waited them out in Independents before beginning their rescue mission. When they found Molly after that first snowstorm died down, they jailed her with Raven, but the two quickly rehabilitated in each other’s company. Catherine did something to Molly, healing her in some way that made everyone more than a little thankful; they didn’t have a single clue what to do with her before the dramatic change.
Raven healed on her own with time away from Chase’s influence, insisting he’s the devil. Jimmy guessed that would explain a lot if it didn’t sound crazy. Chase was evil; there was no doubting that.
After she left jail, Molly focused on psychology and therapy. Hunter found her all kinds of books on subjects like positive thinking, self-esteem and anger management. Jimmy didn’t understand most of it. Molly bugged him to talk about his fear of death. He told her he was dealing with the issue and suggested she work on Samuel’s need for attention, instead.
Raven and Scout started a thing together almost the moment she was released from jail. He just needed to quit calling her by her first name before she would commit to a relationship. Raven offered up the information about Denver without a fight.
Downtown Denver was an upturned graveyard, filled with decayed bones and probably rampant with disease. The skyscrapers were imposing mausoleums. Nobody went downtown.
Most of the kids lived on the northeastern outskirts that stretched along the Platte River, doing different jobs to earn their food. Their farms were supposedly getting better at producing crops, but they didn’t possess the variety Jimmy offered. Eggplant was definitely not on their menu. Mainly corn and potatoes, although their corn was weak compared to Jimmy’s; Independents was in Husker country, after all. The Denver kids’ main sources for protein were chickens, hogs and the occasional wandering elk herd.
Jimmy stood from his chair at the window and stretched as daytime ended with the sunlight drifting from the house like smoke, leaving the in-between shadows of twilight. Scout lit a candle behind him. He and Raven sat with a deck of cards, playing a game that Scout kept winning. Raven kept complaining. Jimmy stared out the window, waiting for the two most important people in his life to return with news of their day. The waiting was killing him.
“You shouldn’t stand directly in front of the window,” Scout said. It was the sixth time they told Jimmy that day and about the twentieth over the past three days.
He stepped sideways. He knew he shouldn’t be there, but he kept finding himself in that spot without realizing it. He scanned the street one more time and sat in the chair that Molly placed as a reminder of where he ought to be. It was usually the pacing that did it. After a moment or two of pacing, Jimmy was there again, back in front of the window.
“They should be back any time now,” Scout said. “Relax.”
Jimmy’s shoulders tightened from the suggestion, but he released his negativity with a slow exhale. Molly would be pleased.
“This has been the longest three days of my life,” he said. “I hope they found something. I can’t take another day of this staring out the window.”
“We can’t either,” Scout said.
Jimmy caught a glimpse of Scout’s poorly concealed smile behind his hand of cards.
“Be nice,” Raven said. She inspected Scout’s last discard and drew two fresh ones from a pile. “Like I keep saying, Jimmy, Denver’s a big place. Just because Chase wasn’t at the old house doesn’t mean they left town.”
Jimmy pressed his hands into his face, very aware of the impression he’d make if he were to scream. Molly would come at him with one of her books, for sure.
“I’m running out of time,” he said.
“What?” Raven asked.
Outside, two dark forms detached from the deeper shadows and closed on the house. Jimmy peered from behind the curtain, his skin tingling with relief when he recognized Ginger and Hunter. Four long strides carried him to the door; he swung it wide open, ready to smother them both with hugs regardless of what they’d discovered through their investigations.
Ginger jumped, confusing Jimmy with her startled expression. Hunter seemed angry.
“What’s wrong?” Jimmy asked.
Ginger buried her face in his chest and her tears bled through his sweater instantly. Her body trembled; he held her tight and frowned at Hunter.
“Inside,” Hunter said. He closed the door, locked it, and looked out the peephole. Then he pulled the cord, closing the curtains for security or privacy, Jimmy wasn’t quite sure which one was more important at the moment.
More candles were lit on the table and the corners of the room darkened. Scout and Raven packed away the cards. Jimmy guided Ginger to the table and pulled out a chair for her.
Molly appeared with two steaming cups in her hands. “Here guys, have some apple cider.” She placed the cups down, gave Hunter a kiss on the head, sat and held his hand.
Ginger’s eyes were vacant after the tears, and that worried Jimmy. She stared at her lap where her folded hands were busy wringing themselves together.
Jimmy nodded at Hunter. “What happened?”
Hunter shifted in his seat. He rubbed his head, making a swishing sound in the silence of the house that intertwined with the flicker from the candles. “We found Patrick.”
Everyone at the table shifted closer to the light, except for Hunter and Ginger. Jimmy felt a twinge of pain prodding his ribs as a reminder of his last encounter with Patrick.
“Did he recognize you?” Scout asked.
“No. I’m supposed to meet him tomorrow. He’s going to give me some easy job to earn my chips.”
Raven laughed. “That’s perfect. You’re in.”
Hunter didn’t say anything more. His brow knotted tightly like his head was about to explode. He swayed in his chair, agitated by something other than finding Patrick.
Jimmy looked from Hunter to Ginger, him with the anger, her with the sadness that was pulling Jimmy emotionally apart. His concern rose like a flash flood through a dry creek bed. “What else happened?”
Hunter glanced at Ginger, sighed and spread his hands on the table. His knuckles were red and swollen.
“You got into a fight,” Jimmy said.
“How did you know that?” Hunter asked. Jimmy pointed and Hunter hid his hands underneath the table. “Yeah, I had to.”
“Not with Patrick?”
“No, he helped me.”
Ginger stood and hurried from the room.
Molly pushed Jimmy down gently when he tried to go after her. She said, “Let me.”
Jimmy settled reluctantly into his chair. “What happened?”
“Some guy started messing with Ginger.”
Jimmy’s throat constricted and a cold lump dropped into his stomach. He narrowed his eyes. “Messed with her how?”
“First he was just hitting on her, being rude and stuff. The next time he was grabbing at her. That’s when I got into the fight.”
The cold expanded outward and froze Jimmy solid where he sat; he couldn’t move, speak or climb up on his chair and scream. He wanted to throw both his fists through the table and head for the front door on his way to find the kid that had touched Ginger.
He had one question. “What did you do?”
Hunter flared like a struck match. “What do you think I did? I beat the shit out of the guy! And then Patrick finished him up. Apparently the kid has a reputation.”
“Tommy the Perv,” Raven said. Hunter nodded. She shrugged at Jimmy. “Sorry, I forgot about him.”
Hunter’s face split into a humorless smile. “Well, we won’t have to worry about him anymore. Patrick told him to leave town. I’m pretty sure the kid took the advice.”
Jimmy’s mind processed the events and he came away feeling more than a little angry. Number one, he hadn’t been there. Number two, someone touched his girlfriend and he hadn’t been there. Number three, he now felt like he owed the kid that once beat him close to death some type of gratitude, all because he hadn’t been there.
“Where are you meeting Patrick tomorrow?” Raven asked.
“Back at the cafeteria for breakfast,” Hunter said. “Do you know what kind of work I’ll be doing?”
Raven rolled her eyes. “Something easy, I bet. Patrick doesn’t get his hands dirty, unless there’s a fight. Which cafeteria were you at again?”
“Place called Jackson’s Joint.”
Raven made a face. “Yeah, that place was always disgusting.”
“It still is.”
“Scout and I can start there,” she said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and pick up his trail.”
“Why? I’m set up to meet him in the morning. You guys don’t have to risk yourselves tonight.”
Scout jumped from his chair. “Oh, yes we do. I can’t stay in this house a straight twenty-four. I’ll go crazy. Plus, every second counts. Right, Jimmy?”
“Cut the crap, Scouty,” Hunter said.
Jimmy broke out of his thoughts. “We’re close now. Let’s not get careless. We’re lucky Hunter and Ginger made it back tonight. I worry about you two just as much as I do for them when you’re out there.”
“Then why aren’t you waiting at the window when we get back?” Scout asked.
“That’s my job,” Molly said, reentering the room. “I promised your sister, remember? Why do you think I sleep on the couch?”
“Because Hunter snores.”
“Good point.” Molly touched Jimmy on the shoulder. “She wants to see you. Just take it slow with her. She’s under a lot of emotional strain right now.”
Kicking his chair back, Jimmy pushed off the table with a great deal of nervous energy. The chair clattered over. Molly gave him a funny look, but he walked into the dark hallway before she could evaluate his behavior further. A light shone under the door to the bedroom he and Ginger shared. The candlelight wavered when he opened the door, but the small flame quickly regained its brilliance.
Ginger sat on the bed staring at the flickering flame, her feet on the floor, hands folded in her lap. He never liked the idea of her coming on this rescue mission, but feared he wouldn’t make it back to see her before his birthday. Seeing her like this caused him to regret his selfishness. She was everything to him now.
Anger rose up in Jimmy again, but he buried the feeling deep and closed the lid. The time for anger had passed. Hunter settled the score, and Jimmy was confident his brother did it right. Ginger was here and Jimmy only wanted to be here for her. He sat down next to her, letting a quiet moment pass.
“I made candles today,” Ginger said.
He nodded. “That’s an important job.”
“I’m so sorry, Jimmy.” She brought her hands up and caught her tears before they fell. “I didn’t know what to do.”
He wrapped his arms around her. “What happened is not your fault. I’m just glad you’re back and you’re safe.”
“But it’s not safe. That boy is still out there. He put his hands on me in front of all those strangers. I don’t want to think about how terrible things could have gotten if it hadn’t been for Hunter. It’s just not safe here.” She shook in his arms.
Jimmy felt helpless, holding her close. He stared at the candlelight for so long that when he closed his eyes, the image of the flame had burned into his mind. Ginger’s tears lessened with time and she slowly sat back, holding his hand tightly while they gazed at the floor together.
“How many candles did you make today?” he asked.
“Fifty or so,” Ginger said. She sniffed and wiped her nose with a linen handkerchief. “I enjoyed making them.”
“You helped a lot of people today just by doing that one job.”
“I guess so.”
“You know what’s important about candlelight?”
She turned to face him, and he briefly lost where he’d been going with the whole candlelight thing. After everything she’d gone through, she was still so beautiful.
“When it’s dark, a tiny flame from a single candle can make so many people feel safe. Think of how many kids out there who may be afraid of the dark now has one of your candles helping them to feel safe tonight.”
Ginger smiled. “I love you.”
“And I love you.”
She fell asleep in his arms soon after. Jimmy counted the beats between each of her soft breaths as they brushed against his neck. He wished he could say he felt safe lying next to the girl he loved. But he couldn’t. His birthday was only a week away and they still hadn’t found Catherine.
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Darkness covered the city like a heavy blanket without the warmth as the search for Catherine’s whereabouts continued with the nightshift. After a little subtle convincing, Scout got his way and was able to escape the stifling confines of their hideout. He and Raven ran swiftly away from the front yard, concealing their movements through the deep shadows of the surrounding neighborhood. Litter lay everywhere. Whole houses were gutted, contents spilling out front doors, strewn into yards. Even furniture decorated the lawns, rotting and falling apart. Scout’s boots crunched over the jagged pieces of porcelain and fine china. He always kept his eyes open for baseball gloves, or better yet, an official Boy Scout uniform with an Eagle Badge.
“I can’t believe the way they’ve ruined everything here.”
Raven reached for his hand. “They’re just kids.”
“Must be due to Chase’s influence if Molly’s theory about him being Catherine’s opposite holds any water. That dude must seriously put out some bad vibes.”
“He’s bad. Trust me.”
Raven averted her eyes. She never openly discussed her past life in Denver. Molly told Scout to have patience and understand that she still needed the space and time to heal, but there were things he wanted to know.
“You and him used to be close? Is that it?”
Raven tore her hand away and ran. Scout followed close behind, soon reaching out for her to slow down.
“It’s not what you think. Chase is always sick and he never let’s anyone touch him. So there was never that between us. But the things he made us do to other people was horrible,” she said, gasping to catch her breath. “I can never tell you what it was like. I can’t tell anyone. I just want to forget everything.”
Scout gently pulled her to him. “It’s okay. We don’t have to talk about it.”
Raven hugged him tightly, reminding him of Catherine. Scout squeezed back.
“I’m sorry,” she said as they started walking again. “Thanks for not pushing it. All I want to do is help you guys get that little girl back and then get the hell away from this place. I just wish I could get Kessie out of this mess when we leave.”
“Is it okay to assume you were pretty tight with Kessie?”
Raven punched Scout in the arm. “She was there for me when my sister died. We did everything together after that and took care of each other. I’d do anything for her and I know she’d do the same.”
“Even now?”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“You’re playing for the other team, Raven. Might be different if she found out.”
They turned the corner and crossed the street to the eatery where Hunter and Ginger bumped into Patrick earlier. The place was closed and Scout doubted their ability to find anything new. That wasn’t the purpose for their night stalking anyway. They were just out stretching their legs. Hunter and Ginger were doing the real work in the daylight. Scout and Raven were waiting for when Catherine was found and everything went down. Then they would be needed.
Raven led Scout to another street where a fire lit the sky. Dark smoke drifted upward in one long chain. A group of kids gathered by the blaze like demons of different shapes and sizes, summoning midnight. Raven and Scout worked around the side of a nearby house and climbed its fence to pull themselves up on the roof for stealthier observation.
Below in the street, teenagers were busy throwing whatever they could find into the growing bonfire. Small kids danced around, picking up smaller objects, gleefully tossing them at the inferno’s edges. Four boys swung a couch and counted to three. The couch landed inside the flames, launching sparks into the heavens. Burning embers fell on the boys, who quickly scattered amid laughing echoes.
Scout found a place to sit in the shadows of the roof’s fireplace and Raven huddled next to him. The fire alleviated the nasty odor that hung around the large city like flies around an open sewer. The smell also reminded him of the last big fire, the one that claimed all his possessions.
“What are they doing?” Scout asked.
“Burning stuff and trying to keep warm, I guess.”
“So this is what city kids do for fun.”
“It beats staying indoors and staring at the walls.”
Scout watched the progression below. “At least there won’t be any trash left when they’re done. They should have fire parties on every block until this place is cleaned up.”
Raven craned her neck for a better look at something and Scout followed her line of sight to a group of kids seated on the ground below. Scout thought he recognized a girl as she stood and left the others.
Raven waved Scout to follow and they crept, making scratchy noises scooting across the rough shingles to the edge where they had gained access.
“Who is it?” Scout whispered.
“Kessie.”
Kessie opened the gate to the backyard. Scout figured she was probably going to the bathroom. Raven scrambled over the side of the house to the fence below.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m going to talk to her.”
“You can’t. She’s one of them. You’re not thinking straight.”
“She’s my best friend. She’d never cross me, no matter what. I just want to talk to her, okay?”
“You’re going to mess up everything and blow our cover. Kessie is not like you. She’s still under Chase’s influence.”
Raven shook her head. “Just stay here. It will be all right. Trust me.” She dropped without a sound before Scout could argue his point anymore.
Scout swore under his breath and crawled to the other edge of the roof overlooking the back. He saw Kessie doing her business by a bush. He felt guilty for spying on her like that, but his girlfriend was about to walk right into the fire, and Scout wanted to be ready to pull her out before she got torched.
Raven’s cheery voice rose from below. “Hey, what’s going on over there? Are you watering the lawn?”
Kessie hustled getting her pants up. “Raven! Is that really you? How did you…? When did you…? Come give me a hug, girl.”
“Are you going to wash your hands first?” Raven laughed. Kessie ran up to her and the two embraced.
“What have you been doing all this time?” Kessie asked. “Did they actually let you go?”
“Yep, they weren’t going to hold me forever. What could they do? Then I had to wait for the snow to melt before I could make it back.”
“Did that bitch survive? What was her name? Mandy?”
“Molly. She did. They found her after that blizzard finally stopped. I told them they didn’t have a prayer of coming here and causing trouble. Not with the numbers we got.”
“That’s the truth,” Kessie said. She dropped her arms and stepped back from Raven. “Is that the truth?”
Raven approached her friend, but Kessie held up a hand. “Some weird stuff went down when that bitch ran off,” Kessie said. “That little girl isn’t exactly a little girl. Did you know that?”
Raven snorted. “The kids back at that town think she has magical powers. What a bunch of bull, right?”
Scout leaned back and shook his head, suddenly fearing that he and the rest of them trusted Raven too soon. No, he told himself. Her fear of Chase was real. Raven was real.
“Yeah, did you know about Chase?” Kessie asked.
“What about him?”
The silence spread out between them. Scout couldn’t take it anymore. He crawled back to the low spot over the fence. The red dancing glow out in the street appeared like a backdrop from hell. Scout hit the ground, silently making his way to the corner of the house.
“You can’t be serious,” Raven was saying. “Why would you?”
“You were gone and I had to make a choice. As long as we’re living in hell, I might as well be on the demon’s side.”
“Demon,” Raven said. She shivered and stuffed her hands in the pockets of her coat. “I didn’t come back here for that. I’m not interested in that kind of stuff anymore.”
“Why did you come back?”
“This is my home. I wanted to see you.”
“Chase said you’d be different if you came back. He said I’d notice it. He was right.”
“I don’t care what Chase says!”
A tingle crawled up Scout’s back and settled on top of his scalp. The air grew heavy with the surrounding cold. He wished Raven would get away from Kessie before things escalated out of control.
“I’m sorry, but I have to take you to him.”
“What? I don’t want to see him.” Scout heard the fear in his girlfriend’s voice.
“He said you’d say that.” Kessie beckoned the shadows on the opposite side of the house.
Three raggedy boys rushed at Raven, who dropped the first one to reach her with a solid punch across the jaw, but the other two dragged her down quick. Kessie watched quietly.
Scout charged around the corner of the house, but Raven caught sight of him before the others and yelled, “No!” He slid to a stop and rolled behind a thick evergreen tree, with the sweet sticky scent of Christmas filling his nose as his heart hammered in his chest. He’d missed his chance to surprise Kessie and her group while their back was turned. When he peered underneath the boughs, Kessie was staring his direction.
She shrugged and bent next to Raven. “Chase is going to be so happy to see you again. You’re still a part of our crew no matter what you want. We’re not some afterschool club you can just quit.”
Kessie kicked the boy who still lay on the ground shaking his head as if dazed. “Get up and help.”
As the three kids forced Raven out of the backyard, Kessie faced the bush Scout hid behind and smiled. Scout stopped breathing until she left after the others. Then he swore and jumped the fence to follow.
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There was some kind of lump in the middle of the couch, or at least that was Molly’s excuse for rolling on her side again. The back of the couch smelled funny, so she turned once more, staring up at the ceiling for the sixty-fifth time that night. Not that she was counting.
Her mind raced with worry about Scout. She’d given Vanessa her word that she would watch over him, but some promises were impossible to keep. Especially when dealing with a teenage boy used to doing whatever he wanted.
Jimmy and Molly tried to keep Scout and Raven from their night wanderings, but Scout played on Jimmy’s fear to find Catherine before he contracted the plague. It was manipulative and low. Molly thought Scout wasn’t being hurtful intentionally.
Raven knew the city, and Scout knew about being sneaky. Maybe that was a function of the Boy Scouts, but Molly wasn’t sure. She just hoped his survival skills were in perfect working order out there in the night.
Molly left Hunter to sleep alone so he could get a good night’s rest, since these thoughts kept her rolling at night. During the daytime, she allowed Jimmy the bulk of the worry waiting at the window for Hunter and Ginger, while Molly rolled restless and awake in the back bedroom.
After another revolution, she was back on the lumpy side of the couch. Ginger sat in the worry chair facing the window. Her arms were crossed as she stared out into the dark hours of early morning.
Molly swung her feet to the floor and stretched. “You can’t sleep either, huh?”
Ginger’s head turned around and her tired eyes glanced Molly’s way. She didn’t smile like usual. Instead, Ginger sighed and pulled at the large sweater she wore. Her hair showed no signs of mangled sleep the way Molly knew hers did after all her spinning on the couch. Molly reached up and tried to smooth the rat’s nest into place.
“I gave up,” Ginger said, “I keep tossing. I didn’t want to worry Jimmy anymore tonight, so I thought I’d sit out here and wait for Scout and Raven to come back.”
“Job’s taken,” Molly said, bringing the hoped for result; a tiny smile cracked through Ginger’s restlessness. Molly could appreciate those tender smiles a lot more now.
She walked over to the window for a look. The stars were much closer here and filled the sky. Jimmy said it was because of Denver’s high elevation.
A series of loud noises rumbled from one of the bedrooms and reverberated through the house. Molly smiled, and shook her head.
“Does Hunter always snore that loud?” Ginger asked.
“Always.”
“How do you sleep at night?”
Molly shrugged. “You get used to it. Luis said he might be able to remove Hunter’s tonsils and adenoids in a couple of years.”
“What’s an adenoid?”
“You got me, but it sure sounds loud.”
“I bet Catherine could fix him.”
Molly flinched at the word “fix.” She experienced one of those “miracle fixes” that Catherine performed in her short time with them. Fixing Hunter’s broken arm and stopping Vanessa from bleeding to death were medical fixes, physical healings. But Molly’s so-called healing still left a bad taste in her mouth. She knew now that she’d been screwed up. At least she thought she did. Her memories were fuzzy around the edges, like a dream that quickly fades when your head leaves the pillow. She remembered being angry all the time. And normal people usually don’t burn down houses. But since Catherine did whatever she did, Molly just wanted what was best for everyone else. Was that her cure? She didn’t know. All she knew was she was happy now, people included her in things and she counted a lot of them as her friends. The best part was Hunter being there for her after everything she had put him through.
Besides all that, she’d patched up things with Ginger. Ginger was easy and that wasn’t an insult. She was truly easy because she was so open and friendly and accepting of others. Molly was lucky. She almost made a real mess of things before the “fix.”
She thought about this stuff a lot now, especially therapy and how she might be able to help others. She had found her true calling without realizing she needed one.
“Are you okay?” Ginger asked.
Molly looked at Ginger huddled in her sweater and smiled. “I’m good. You?”
“I don’t know. I can’t quit thinking about that boy last night. Maybe you were right when you said I wasn’t tough enough for the real world.”
Molly struggled to remember saying something like that to Ginger and then waved a hand at her. “I must have said that when I was evil Molly. I didn’t really believe you weren’t tough enough. You’ve made it this far, haven’t you? That counts for something. You made it this far on your own.”
Ginger nodded. “I did go through a lot on my own. But now I have others to help me.”


“You got more than that.” Molly spread her arms wide and Ginger smiled as she stood and walked over for a hug.
Ginger laid her head on Molly’s shoulder. “Thank you.”
Molly sighed. “Thank you, for never giving up on me.”
They were startled by a sudden crash on the porch. Scout burst through the front door, his breathing hard and ragged. The cold followed him before he slammed the door shut by leaning back against it. His face washed with grief, he slid to the floor, his muddy boots splaying out in front of him.
“They got her!” he cried, pounding the floor. “They got Raven and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it!”
Molly knelt beside him, gripping his arm. “Who got her? What happened?”
Rapidly, Scout relayed the details about Raven’s capture. “I followed them,” he added, “and I know where Chase is. I know where they all are and they have Raven. She looked so scared, but I couldn’t get to her-not alone.”
“Did you see Catherine?” Ginger asked.
“No. But if they have her, she’s there.”
Hunter wandered into the room half-asleep, rubbing the stubble on his head with one hand and carrying his boots in the other. He blinked as he spotted Scout on the floor. “What’s with all the noise?”
Before Molly could respond, Scout pushed himself up. “They got her, man. We got to rescue her now. I need your help.”
“Slow down,” Hunter said. “What happened?”
As Scout retold his story, Molly looked at Ginger. “Go get Jimmy.”
Jimmy was out in under a minute, pulling his sweater down and throwing his hat on. Ginger followed him with water and flatbread for Scout. Scout ate and talked at the same time, eyes wide, describing everything with big gestures.
“They took her to this mansion on a hill by a golf course. I peeked in the windows and saw Chase and Patrick with two other kids just as Kessie led Raven into the room. Chase sent the two kids outside and I had to move because they started looking all over the place. They never saw me.”
“Are you sure?” Jimmy asked.
“I swear they didn’t.” Scout looked from face to face and Molly felt a pang of sorrow when his pleading eyes found hers. She gave him an encouraging nod, and he looked back to Jimmy. “We have to help her.”
Jimmy frowned. “Why did she have to talk to Kessie?”
“Kessie was her best friend. I don’t think she believed Kessie would ever betray her. But Kessie told Raven something bad about Chase that I didn’t hear. She said Chase told everyone if Raven returned she couldn’t be trusted. That’s when they jumped her.”
No one else spoke. The air hummed with tension as they all considered what should happen next. Molly wished she could think of something clever to say, just to relieve some of the stress, but figured the timing would be inappropriate.
“I was about to save her, but Raven looked me off and I hid instead, like a little coward.” Scout’s face turned into a mask of anguish. “I hid behind a bush as they dragged her away.” Scout covered his face with his hands as though he were close to ripping the flesh from his skull.
Molly sat next to him, wrapping her arms around him and squeezing. His body tensed, refusing to be consoled.
Jimmy paced to the window and back. “We have to move to a new hideout,” he said. “Everybody, round up your stuff. We’re leaving in five minutes.”
“What about Raven?”
“We’ll get her. You know where she is. We can get her-and Catherine-tonight.”
“Tonight!” Scout exclaimed. “We can’t wait that long. That dude Chase is evil. He’ll hurt her or worse. She was so scared, Jimmy. Please, we got to help her now.”
“It’s almost daylight now,” Hunter said. “We’ll never get out alive if we mess with these people during the daytime.”
“I’m sorry, Scout,” Jimmy said. “We were going to use surprise as our advantage. We didn’t bring enough people to take them head on. We have to do what’s best for the group.”
“You mean we have to do what’s best for you.” Scout leapt up and headed to the hallway.
“Scout,” Jimmy said. “Going at night is the only way we’ll be able to save them both.”
“I know. I’m going to get our stuff.” He disappeared around the corner.
“What about me?” Hunter asked. “I’m supposed to meet Patrick at breakfast.”
“Not now,” Jimmy said. “We know where they are and they’re sure to know we’re here.”
“Yeah, but we’re moving. Who’s to say they aren’t moving, too? We might lose them again.”
“Damn it,” Jimmy cursed under his breath.
Molly glanced at Hunter who shook his head at her. Jimmy was stressed way out to be cursing. He looked back out the window. “Let’s find a new place first, and then you can hightail it over to that restaurant and scope things out.”
“Hightail?” Hunter asked.
Jimmy scratched underneath the front of his hat. “It’s something Dad used to always say. I think it means to go fast.”
Ginger hurried into the room with her eyes wide and a trace of panic in her voice. “Scout just left through the backdoor!”
The word “hightail” ran through Molly’s mind.
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Hunter welcomed the warmth on his back from the rising sun as he led Jimmy, Molly, and Ginger to their new hideout. Tall shadows stretched before them in the crisp morning air, the ground sparkling white from the overnight frost. Hampered by his backpack and sleeping bag, Hunter also shouldered Scout’s stuff while Jimmy hauled Raven’s gear.
“That selfish little fucking shithead,” Jimmy muttered.
Hunter listened for five-blocks as every four-letter word imaginable and compounded spilled from Jimmy like acid on the pavement. Jimmy must have stored up for a big meltdown, and Scout had pushed the red button.
They turned up an alley, passed empty backyards, and entered through a gate to a beige two-story house; Hunter discovered the vacant house a couple days before when he was looking for a back-up hideout, just in case.
Hunter threw Scout’s stuff into a corner of the kitchen as he entered the back door. “What do you want me to do now?”
“Go meet Patrick for breakfast,” Jimmy said.
“What about Scout?” Molly asked.
“What about him?”
Molly frowned. “Shouldn’t we go after him or something?”
Jimmy rubbed the back of his neck. “We don’t even know where to start looking. Only he knew where they were holding Raven, and possibly Catherine. Now we have only one option left, and that’s Hunter meeting with Patrick.”
“Vanessa’s not going to like this,” Molly said.
“Vanessa’s not here!” Jimmy’s hands shook. He shoved them into his pockets and took a deep breath. “And she’d be the first one to punch her little brother if she were.”
“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Hunter said, squeezing Jimmy’s shoulder on his way out.
“Hunter, wait.” Jimmy caught up with him in the backyard, his face tight and strained.
“I need to hurry,” Hunter reminded him.
“I know.” Jimmy’s eyelids fluttered. “Take care of yourself. Don’t do anything risky, all right? If things start going wrong, run back here and we’ll go home.”
Hunter rubbed the pokey stubble on his head. “Go wrong? You mean like now?”
Tears glistened behind the worry in Jimmy’s eyes. “I’m scared, Hunter.” A single tear slid down his cheek.
“I know. I found her before when I wasn’t even looking for her. I’ll find her again, I promise. We’ll have her by tonight.” Hunter held out his hand and Jimmy gripped it firmly. They quickly hugged and patted each other on the back.
Molly lined up behind Jimmy and hugged Hunter as well. She felt warm and soft. Hunter kissed her head and turned to leave. He hustled out of the yard and through the gate, leaving the two people he loved most in the world before things got more emotional.
• • •
Hunter ran along the broken sidewalks, reached a knot of kids casually walking in the same direction, and jumped off the curb to pass them.
“Hey, what’s the rush?” a boy asked.
“I’m supposed to meet Patrick at breakfast,” Hunter said over his shoulder. “And I’m running late.”
A gasp rose from the kids. “You better hurry,” the boy said.
Hunter picked up the pace and arrived at the cafeteria just as the doors were opening. All the early birds pushed their way inside, but Patrick was not among them. With time to spare, Hunter slowed his way to the entrance and stood at the back of the crowd.
Inside, he gave his last casino chip to the dirty-faced girl on the stool. Her angry stares from the night before were now sleepy and bored.
After receiving his plate of runny eggs and slightly rotted fruit, Hunter found a table to himself. The eggs tasted a lot better compared to the food he’d eaten last night, and he was surprised this city managed to keep enough chickens around to have eggs. He finished breakfast and waited.
Kids filtered in and out over the next hour. Hunter eavesdropped on a dozen conversations ranging from the quality of sleep, food, and life in general. Several kids contemplated leaving for the California coast now that it was almost springtime. They discussed the possibility of crossing the Rockies and finding Disneyland or even catching some waves in the ocean. A small boy asked what an ocean was and the group broke out in laughter.
“Well, what is it?” he asked again and wiped an indignant hand across his face, spreading a strand of snot over his cheek in the process.
Everyone at the table continued laughing as they gathered their trays and disposed of their trash. They handed their dirty plates over the counter to a thankless dishwasher and left to start their day. The little boy gazed at their backs with sad, hurtful eyes. Then he acknowledged Hunter’s staring interest by smearing snot across the other cheek.
Hunter smiled and waved the boy over. The kid looked behind him and then turned back and pointed at his chest.
“Do you want to know what an ocean is?”
The kid scooted off his seat and brought his tray over. “You’re the one that beat up Tommy the Perv last night, aren’t you?”
Hunter cocked an eyebrow. “Do you know what a perv is?”
The kid nodded vigorously. “It’s a person who does mean things to girls, right?”
“That’s right. What’s your name?”
“Billy. What’s yours?”
“Michael.” Hunter held out his hand and Billy shook it with his small, dirty one.
Then Billy eyed Hunter suspiciously. “So what’s an ocean?”
“An ocean is a large body of water. It’s what separates the continents from each other.”
“What’s a continent?”
Hunter frowned. “How old are you, Billy?”
“Nine,” Billy said. He puffed out his little chest and then it fell again. “I think. I lost track about a year ago when I was eight, I think.”
“Isn’t there a school here for the younger kids to go to?”
Billy’s snot-encrusted face went blank. “What’s a school?”
Hunter opened his mouth twice before he could find the answer. “A school is a place where you learn about things like how to read and write; how to use math and science.”
Billy scratched his head, releasing a downpour of dandruff. He glanced around at the other dining hall dwellers like he was bored. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Hunter sighed and also used the moment to survey the crowd, wondering if Patrick had bothered to show up yet. Still no sign of him, he looked back at Billy.
“A continent is a giant land mass. There are seven continents. You are in the middle of the continent known as North America, which is probably why you’ve never seen an ocean. There are four oceans that separate the continents. If you go over the mountains and follow the setting sun you will eventually run into the Pacific Ocean. If you go east where the sun rises, you will find the Atlantic Ocean. To the north is the Arctic Ocean and to the south is the continent of South America.”
A line of drool hung from Billy’s mouth to the table. Hunter handed him a napkin.
“Where are the edges?” Billy asked.
“What edges?”
Billy’s face shifted from moronic to self-righteous. “You know, the edges of the world, where you fall into space.”
Time stretched until Hunter noticed a small, dirty hand waving in front of him. He blinked his eyes. He allowed a maniacal sounding chuckle to escape and noticed several kids turn to stare at him with worry.
Billy placed his hands on the table and leaned back like he may need to bolt suddenly. “Are you okay?”
“Sure,” Hunter said, sitting up straight. “You do know the world is round?”
Billy frowned, collected his tray and stood. “It’s not cool to mess with people’s heads,” he said before stalking off.
“Wait, I was telling the truth.”
“Sure. Next thing you’ll tell me is the egg came before the chicken.”
Hunter discarded his trash and dropped his plate on the growing stack that the dishwasher ignored. Only a couple other kids were left finishing their breakfast. The serving line was closed and the girl with her can of casino chips had already cleared out. Patrick was a no-show and Hunter was now void of options that would lead him to Catherine.
“Hey, Billy,” Hunter called once outside, trying hard to keep up with the little kid. “I need to ask you something.”
“Can’t,” Billy said in a huff. “I’m already late and Patrick will punch my teeth out if I don’t hurry.”
“Patrick? That’s who I was supposed to meet for breakfast. He was going to give me work for my chips.”
Billy stopped and turned. Hunter barely missed walking through him. Hands on his hips, Billy stared Hunter up and down like he was measuring him for a coffin. Then he shrugged.
“You better follow me, then.”
“Where are we going?”
“To the Chicken Shack.”
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After Hunter left, Jimmy struggled under the emotional strain that threatened to drag him down. First Scout ran off on a crazy one-man rescue attempt, and now his brother was on his way to meet Patrick the psychopath. Jimmy grabbed the hair under his cap and squeezed.
Molly stared at him. “Are you okay?”
Jimmy took a deep breath and left his hair alone. “No. And I don’t want to talk about it.”
“You should,” she said. “If not with me, than you should with Ginger.” Molly dropped the subject, spun around and walked away.
Jimmy followed her back inside the new house and grabbed his backpack in the kitchen. He searched for Ginger, assuming she’d be arranging their new bedroom, but found her dusting the living room instead. Jimmy was amazed by the amount of dust buildup after six years. Brown clouds billowed in the air, prompting him to open the front door to give the dust an escape route. A cold breeze whipped in, swirling the tiny particles into a mini tornado. Jimmy knew what they really needed was a vacuum-and some electricity.
Ginger fanned with a brown couch cushion, trying to get the dust cloud to move. “I didn’t realize how bad this would be when I started,” she said.
“No turning back now,” Jimmy replied, coughing from the dust rushing into his mouth. He pulled on a window that opened with a frustrated creak and popped the screen off, allowing it to fall outside.
Molly joined Ginger; she went to work with another cushion, fanning toward the door, while Jimmy opened another window. Finally the dust rolled out, dispersing into the front yard.
The two girls were covered in dust and Jimmy started laughing. Dust saturated their hair. It covered their faces and arms and tiny piles sat upon their shoulders. He couldn’t stop laughing, even as the taste of dust became thick and gritty in his mouth.
Ginger and Molly joined the laughter and pointing, first at one another and then at Jimmy. As though of one mind, the two girls attacked him with the cushions. Jimmy laughed even harder, trying in vain to defend himself as he realized the color of the sofa was not brown, but red. All three fell to the floor and wiped their watery eyes, leaving clear streaks down their faces like sad clowns from the circus.
Molly sat back and looked around. “Chances are the rest of the house will be just as bad. We should keep cleaning before washing off.”
“Are we going to have enough water?” Ginger asked.
“We’ll have to manage,” Jimmy said. “All the water bottles got filled last night. We can get more when the sun goes down.”
“I’ll go look and see if there’s any stored in the kitchen,” Molly said.
Jimmy helped Ginger up and began brushing her hair off. Dust puffed out of her sweater and he smiled at her dirty face. She smiled back.
“You’ve got dirt in your teeth,” he said.
She brushed a finger across them, making a smeared muddy smile. “So do you.”
Jimmy ran his tongue over his teeth and gathered a large amount of grime into a corner of his mouth before spitting it out the front door. The block was totally empty of activity; a good thing considering the racket they’d just made. He was tired of being cooped up indoors anyways. A large elm tree in the front yard stretched up to the blue heavens, its limbs covered by tiny dark buds as spring gathered its strength for the big push against winter. Jimmy checked the block once more and shut the door.
Molly called from the kitchen, where Jimmy and Ginger found her with a gallon jug of water in each hand. “There are two more in the pantry,” she said.
They all grinned. Molly set the water down and turned to the small camp-stove they’d brought along for cooking. As Molly started preparing breakfast for everyone, Ginger and Jimmy rinsed their mouths, swapping a plastic jug back and forth.
Then Ginger and Jimmy climbed the stairs and continued their dusting duties. The first door they reached led to a bedroom with a full-sized bed in the center. A painted wooden sign hanging on the wall read, “For Our Guests, A Place to Rest.” Sunshine beamed through the only window. Dust lay thick on the bedspread, but Jimmy figured it would be easy to fold it up and shake it off outside.
Ginger opened the window and popped off the screen, pulling it inside. Then she started folding the bedspread.
“I think I can handle this one,” she said.
Jimmy walked down the hall to the bathroom and opened the small window there before stepping across to the last room. All the activity kept his mind from worrying too much. It felt good to be doing something other than sitting in front of a window.
He opened the door and stared, letting his eyes adjust to the dimness before he entered. When he did step inside, he saw two dried-husks of decomposing bodies on the bed. Quickly he took another step, pressed his back against the door to close it and turned the lock.
Jimmy had seen a lot of death over the years. He became jaded right after the plague because death was everywhere. He helped remove a lot of dead bodies from Independents. The number didn’t compare to a city the size of Denver with its surrounding suburbs, but still, there had been enough.
He found this scene bearable. Dried-husks weren’t slimy.
He walked to the window, where a shaft of light tried to filter in through the dirty windowpane. He pulled on the cord that separated the curtains, allowing at least a little more sunshine access to the room.
Across from the bed a bureau showcased a series of framed photographs. Jimmy first noticed the black-and-white photo of a couple, her smiling in a white wedding dress, him grinning in a military uniform. Another picture, framed in silver, was of the woman, a few years and a different hairstyle later, holding a bald chubby baby. The baby had the father’s grin.
More pictures on the bureau told the rest of the couple’s life story. The son in his own uniform with the United States flag behind him, the son with his own bride, pictures of kids, a blonde girl, her younger brother, the little boy holding a fishing rod, grinning with his Grandpa.
Jimmy touched the top of each frame as he imagined the love and happiness this family shared. There’s something powerful about a completed life, he mused. Memories were made that not even the plague had totally obliterated.
Jimmy wondered if that’s what scared him most. He didn’t feel like his life was complete. If he’d only let Ginger know how he felt earlier, and if they’d given birth to a child, like Mark and Vanessa, then he might be ready. But he knew Vanessa would say there was no way she could leave her child now.
Kids aren’t supposed to die before they reach adulthood. They should be given the opportunity to live a full and satisfied life. They’re supposed to be given the chance to grow up, make mistakes and accomplish enough to leave an imprint of themselves on somebody else at least, if not a legacy for the world to view in awe.
Jimmy felt like he’d spent the past six years waiting to die. “What else could I do?” he asked, shuddering at the sound of his distraught voice in this couple’s tomb.
He spotted a grayed piece of paper on the nightstand next to the man, stared at it for a moment, then unfolded and read the note:
Dear Friend,
I hope life is treating you well. This sickness took my Jane from me early this morning and I feel it coursing through me now.
I enjoyed my 64 years. I grew up, I fought in a war serving my country and lived, I married the girl of my dreams, and together we had a baby boy who followed in my footsteps until he created his own.
What footprints have you left behind? I hope you get the chance to leave some. No matter how much time is before you, treat each moment as a chance to help others and love those around you. Then in the end, you will know it was time well spent.
If our remains are still here when you arrive, all I ask is that you bury me with my Jane. We’ve been together until the end and my only wish is that we never part.
Best Regards,
Jonathan
Jimmy placed the note between the couple and made his way to the door. In the hallway, he met Ginger in all her beautiful dustiness.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
Jimmy realized he was crying. He kissed her dirty cheek. “I have to find a shovel.”
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Two boys circled the house where Raven was being held captive. Scout crouched behind a rock wall, deciding what to do next as precious seconds passed. The house was perched on a hilltop, with spectacular views all around. A jagged horizon of mountains lay to the west, blanketed in white snow that looked forbidding and insurmountable. Skyscrapers to the south towered above Denver as grim reminders of the lost world. Fields and mostly barren farmland spread out far to the north. East, across a golf course and the same shallow Platte River that winds through Nebraska, was the settlement where Raven had led them to start their search for Catherine.
Given the views, many large-pane windows surrounded the house and huge stones and dark timbers covered the rest of the exterior for that mountain-home look. Evergreens and gray boulders landscaped the hillside and provided concealing cover for Scout’s approach. The house appeared like a grand castle, without the moat to swim or wall to scale. Luckily for Scout, he only needed to slip past two sleepy teenagers.
The boys on patrol passed each other and turned their respective corners again. Scout ran thirty yards uphill before crouching behind a boulder. His legs burned from the short climb and his vision blurred from the thin Colorado air. He heard the boys returning by the shuffle of their feet. Then the footsteps stopped, and Scout held his breath in fear of discovery.
“This sucks,” one said in a stifled yawn. “Nobody’s stupid enough to come out here. I should be in bed dreaming.”
“I know,” said the other in a gravelly voice. He coughed his throat clear. “Great, I think I’m getting sick. How long have we been out here?”
“I don’t know. I was sound asleep when that jackass came in and stuck his big, stinking boot in my face.”
“Are you crazy? Patrick will beat you to death if he hears you calling him that. We’d better keep moving. If you see anyone, tell them we need a break.”
“Cool. See you in the front.”
The shuffling continued in both directions. Scout peeked over the boulder as the boys rounded the house. The backdoor was ten yards and a flight of steps to the wooden deck. He scurried up the steps and his feet rang hollow thuds moving across the deck planks. He pulled on the sliding glass door that didn’t budge and jiggled the handle with rising panic, having placed all his plans on getting through the backdoor. He pressed against the glass in a vain attempt to pry the door open. Shuffling sounds announced the returning patrol.
Scout froze on the deck with his back against the locked door, unable to run or drop for cover as the first boy rounded into sight. Scout’s one chance to save Raven was about to blow up in his face. He prayed for a miracle without any real hope for an answer.
Sunshine broke apart the low hanging clouds and found Scout like a searchlight during a prison break. Every nerve in his body contracted into a tight knot. He held his breath again. The heat of the sun warmed his skin; sweat slid down his neck onto the collar of his jacket that he now wished he’d left behind. The boys on patrol would see him standing there any second.
Scout closed his eyes in defeat.
“Would you look at that,” one boy said. “Now that right there is worth getting up early. The last time I saw the sunrise was with my mom.”
The other one coughed until his face turned red. “Great. Maybe it’ll warm up a little.” He kept on his route and disappeared.
His counterpart continued watching the sun for a moment. Each passing second drove Scout into a silent madness of urgency. His mind was flooded with horrible images of the torments being done to Raven inside this house. She needed him now and this kid was taking in the sunrise. Maybe he could jump him and roll the sick one when he came back around.
“I miss you, Mama.” The boy wiped his tears and moved on.
Scout scooted along the deck, pushing every window he could reach. The third one slid open and he hurried through, closing it behind him.
A musty odor emanated from the heavy drapes pressing in on him. He sidestepped for a glance at the edge. The curtains did their job, making it too dark to see much in the spacious room beyond. He slipped out of the folds and his eyes began to distinguished shapes. Beneath his feet was a tile floor with area rugs laid out ahead. Several couches were placed sporadically on one side of the room and a long table occupied the other. A stone fireplace split the middle where smoky embers puffed a sullen orange in the hearth.
A gentle snore rose from one of the couches and Scout noticed the lumpy form of someone lying there. A flight of stairs to the second floor climbed the wall to his left. Scout circled right, keeping his back to the draped windows, for a better feel of the downstairs layout.
He crept closer to the twelve chairs evenly spaced around the table, passing a china cabinet that contained a full set of unbroken dishes. Scout continued to the double doors at the far end where light fanned out underneath. He paused, listening for sounds of life on the other side. He heard none and pushed the swinging door inward, walking though fast and easing the door shut behind him. He glanced around and blew a sigh of relief when he found himself alone in a huge kitchen. A gallon jug of water sat on the countertop; he sniffed the contents before deciding it safe to drink.
An engine rumbled from behind the door to the garage as it pulled inside. Scout searched for a quick hiding place and found the door to the basement. Voices grew louder as they headed towards Scout’s position and someone on the other side rattled the doorknob. Scout took three steps down on the stairs and closed the door.
“I don’t really care about how tired you are,” a guy said, entering the kitchen. “That’s your one job. Don’t mess it up. I’ll find someone else to circle the house when I’ve got time. Now get out there and keep your eyes open.”
Scout recognized the cough of the sick kid from outside. He looked downstairs and saw nothing but a black void. His mind wrestled over his next move. Going into the unknown darkness didn’t sound appealing, but right now his options were dwindling.
“All right, Patrick,” the other kid said over his partner’s hacking. “Could we at least have some water?”
“Here, you can take this.” The water jug slid over the countertop. “Get out of my sight. I have to talk to Chase.”
“What do you have to talk to him about?”
“It doesn’t concern you. Now get the hell outside and don’t let anyone near the house!”
The kids on patrol slammed the door on their way out. Scout clenched his fist and contemplated the odds of taking Patrick alone. He didn’t know if that course of action would be possible without waking the whole house, but then the choice was made for him when the door swung open and a giant boot stepped on him.
“What the hell?” Patrick said.
With desperation lending him strength, Scout grabbed Patrick’s leg and yanked hard, hurling the big kid past him. Patrick’s head bounced off the stairs all the way down, vanishing as he fell to the bottom. Scout leaned against the wall, breathing hard in the silent aftermath. He stared into the darkness for any movement that might precede Patrick rushing back upstairs and dragging him below.
His imagination scared him to death, but the need to hurry and find Raven rallied enough of his courage to take the next step. Patrick was probably going downstairs to talk to Chase. More than likely, Raven was down there, too. Scout flipped open his shiny Zippo and used the flame to light his way.
He found Patrick sprawled out at the bottom of the stairs. Blood splattered the last couple of steps. Scout hopped over him to the carpeted floor and looked around. He shined his flame in every corner of the large room, lighting a couple candles next to unoccupied couches and assuring himself that he was alone. A stretch of hallway lay opposite the stairs, but Scout wasn’t prepared to go exploring just yet.
He tapped his shoe against Patrick’s boot and gained no response from the unconscious giant. Scout placed a lit candle on the bottom step and found a pulse thrumming slowly in Patrick’s wrist. At least Scout hadn’t killed him. He removed twine from his small backpack, and bound Patrick hand and foot. When he rolled him over he found a nasty gash on the back of Patrick’s head and blood seeping into the carpet. Using a clean bandage from his pack, Scout wrapped gauze tightly around the wounded head to stop the bleeding. Finally, he gripped Patrick’s arms and dragged him out of sight behind a couch. As an afterthought, Scout patted down the big kid’s pockets and took a set of car keys.
There was nothing to be done about the blood on the steps and the carpet. Scout brought a candle, shielded with his hand, and walked halfway down the hallway before reaching a pair of doors on opposite sides. One might lead to Raven. Another probably led to the lion’s den.
The door on his right was locked when he tried the knob, but the other on his left pushed open and he peeked inside. Sunlight cascaded down a steel window-well into the empty room. Scout left the door ajar for the added light and proceeded to the end of the hallway.
He entered another large room and lit more candles. Several loaded bookshelves lined the wall to the left. To his right, tall racks contained dusty wine bottles with their corks still intact.
Straight ahead, two doors were spaced ten feet apart, barred with two-by-fours. Scout grew excited, guessing that inside each room he’d find his girlfriend and the little girl. He chose the left first and lifted the board out of its braces. The door swung wide on silent hinges.
“Finally,” Catherine said from inside pitch-blackness.
Scout moved forward filling the big closet with candlelight. Startled by an unbelievable sight, the candle slipped from his hand, bounced off the floor and the flame winked out.
“Well that’s not very helpful,” Catherine said.
Scout flicked his Zippo and relit the wick. He stared at Catherine with her arms and legs tied to a large wagon wheel propped against the wall.
She waved her tiny fingers at him. “Please untie me. I really don’t want to roll out of here on my own.”
Scout placed the candle on the floor. He unsheathed his ankle knife and quickly sliced the little girl’s bonds. “Why did they tie you up like this? Did they torture you?”
“Hardly, I’m always getting tied to those things.” She wrapped her arms around Scout in a crushing hug. “I knew it would be you.”
For someone who had been living like a mushroom, Catherine still looked and smelled like sunshine He brushed back her blonde hair and kissed her forehead.
“We have to find Raven before the house wakes up.”
“Someone’s got a girlfriend. I’m jealous.”
Scout offered her a small grin. “She must be behind this other door.” He reached for the bar, but Catherine pushed his arm aside.
“Nice try, hotshot,” she said to the door. “Did you really think you had a fifty-fifty chance of getting him to open your door? I’ve been drawing him here ever since I felt his presence outside.”
Heavy thudding shook the bar in its braces. “Your little group won’t leave town alive!”
Catherine grabbed Scout’s hand and tugged. “Let’s go. Chase will eventually breakthrough and come after us.”
Scout asked, “Is he really some kind of demon?”
“Not exactly,” Catherine answered. “Demons have pointy ears and teeth.”
Scout stared in confusion and shook his head. “We need to find Raven, fast.”
Twisted laughter echoed from behind the door.
Catherine frowned and said, “Follow me.”
She led Scout back down to the middle of the hallway and the locked door. Catherine gripped and turned the doorknob, snapping the locking mechanism. She pushed the door inside and Scout moved past her, lighting the way with his candle.
Raven covered her head and screamed, cowering in the corner of another empty room. Scout approached her speaking gently, but her screaming only grew louder and more desperate. Catherine knelt next to her and with one touch to the head, Raven’s frantic cries stalled. After another moment, the girl’s eyes closed, her faced relaxed and she slumped over to the floor.
Catherine said, “You’ll have to carry her.”
Scout scooped Raven up and held her close. He followed Catherine to the stairs, through the kitchen and out to the garage where a black Cadillac Escalade was parked. The bright sunshine washing over the driveway was a welcomed sight.
Scout opened the backdoor of the Escalade. “Climb in before someone spots us,” he told Catherine
Scout lifted Raven’s unconscious body into the backseat and rested her head on Catherine’s lap. He crawled up behind the steering wheel, using the keys he took from Patrick, he cranked the engine over and sped past the two wide-eyed teenagers circling around the side of the house.
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“Are you sure it’s safe to be outside?” Molly asked. She wasn’t exactly thrilled, and a little grossed out, when Jimmy explained what they were about to do.
“No, but I’m sick of being indoors.” Jimmy said. He tested the ground in the backyard with a shovel. “Frozen solid. This isn’t going to be easy.” Jimmy spit into his hands and rubbed them together. He pulled his hat down tight and a giant smile stretched across his face. He drove his foot down hard on the shovel and broke ground.
Molly followed Ginger to the second floor and checked out what it was they were supposed to do. In silence, they viewed the pictures on the dresser and the decomposing couple lying in their bed. They read the note and they cried and they hugged each other.
Carefully they bundled the couple into their blankets and secured them together with rope that Ginger had found. They carried the couple downstairs.
Jimmy tossed the shovel out of the grave he had just completed. He smiled at them before running his sweaty arm across his face, leaving a streak of mud on his cheek.
“It’s not quite six feet, but it’ll do,” he said. “You guys did a nice job wrapping them up like that. I think Jonathan would be pleased.”
Molly exchanged smiles with Ginger. For such a grizzly task, Jimmy’s compliment left Molly satisfied about what they were doing for Jonathan and his Jane.
The sun heated the day from straight overhead, making the world bright. Molly found it odd that she felt happy when everything else going on around them was out of control, and for some strange reason that was okay. She peeled off her sweater, leaving behind her white T-shirt; the day having grown too hot for layers. She enjoyed the warm sun on her skin again. This winter had been the longest one ever, even longer than the winter when everyone died.
“I have an idea,” Ginger said, and ran back inside the house.
Jimmy settled the remains gently into the bottom of the hole, and then reached up so Molly could help him climb out. He grabbed the shovel and began burying the couple together in their grave.
Ginger walked out with her arms full of boards, a hammer, a screwdriver, and a can of paint. She set everything on the wooden deck.
“Can I help?” Molly asked.
Ginger handed her the small can of paint. “Shake that up.”
Molly shook the paint as though it were a birthday present. “Wasn’t that the sign hanging over the bed in the guestroom?”
“Yep,” Ginger said, sawing a board at one end.
Molly watched amazed at how confident Ginger handled the tools. The other girl was always trying something new and that’s what made her so good at everything. Molly wasn’t jealous over Ginger’s many talents any longer, she just felt inspired. Ginger finished sawing off two corners so now the four-foot board had a pointy end.
Molly switched hands and continued shaking. The sound of Jimmy shoveling added a nice steady rhythm. Scoop-plop-scoop-plop-scoop-plop. That and the gentle swooshing of her paint can maraca reminded Molly of “The Little Mermaid” they had watched last month on “Generator Movie Night.” Now all they needed were some singing fish.
Ginger hammered a nail through the sign, attaching it to the board. She pounded in a couple more for a sturdier connection.
“Okay. Now it’s your turn.”
A thrill raced through Molly. “What do I get to do?”
Ginger produced a paintbrush from her back pocket. “You get to paint.”
Molly pried the lid up with the screwdriver. A thick, navy soup waited inside. She dipped the narrow bristles into the can and allowed the excess to drip off.
“What do I paint?”
“Just change that one word to read ‘From,’” Ginger said.
Molly smiled with understanding. She made the changes with careful brush strokes and then sat back, happy with her work.
“Perfect,” Ginger said. “Now we wait a minute and let the sunshine do its job.”
Jimmy scooped on the last load of dirt and started smoothing out the mound with the back of the shovel. When he finished, he leaned the shovel against a tall tree whose limbs were speckled with green buds and grabbed his water bottle. He took a long drink, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Then he washed the dirt off his hands and face. When he looked up and caught Molly staring, he gave her a little wink. Her cheeks flared with warmth and she tried to think of other things-like Hunter. It wasn’t too difficult.
“Are we ready?” Jimmy asked.
Ginger handed the grave marker to Molly. “You do the honors.”
Molly carried the cross to the head of the burial mound. She pushed down on top, sliding the pointy end into the turned earth.
Jimmy read, “From Our Guest, A Place to Rest.”
“You should keep this.” Ginger handed Jimmy the note that Jonathon had written.
He nodded, read the note aloud for them to share one last time, and pocketed it. “I’m thankful for my time well spent,” Jimmy said.
Ginger followed. “I’m thankful we found this house so we could bury Jonathan and Jane together the way he wanted.”
Molly knew what she was thankful for right away. The old Molly would probably laugh and say she was being a stupid bitch. “I’m thankful for my friends,” Molly said. The old Molly never knew what it meant to have friends, because she never took the time to be one.
Ginger wrapped her soft arms around Molly in a tight embrace. Jimmy joined them and kissed Molly’s forehead.
He said, “Not just friends, Molly…”
“…We’re family now,” Ginger finished.
Molly found it funny, discovering true joy at the foot of a grave. Finally, she felt complete. This was the perfect moment.
“They’re over here. This way,” Catherine’s voice floated over the fence.
“How do you know?” They heard Scout call. He sounded tired and strained.
Catherine opened the gate from the alley and led Scout into the backyard. He carried Raven’s unconscious body in his arms and a large amount of worry in his eyes.
“Because, silly, my friend told me so,” Catherine said.
She headed straight for the tree and hugged the trunk. All the thousands of buds dotting every limb, branch, and twig suddenly unraveled and expanded into a brilliant green canopy that spread its comforting shade over the silent grave. Everyone gasped in shock and awe as Catherine appeared to be listening to something the rest of them were unable to hear.
“Oh, wasn’t that nice,” she said.
“What?” Jimmy asked with stunned eyes.
“He told me what you did for the Fletchers. He really liked them. Mr. Fletcher and his son planted him here when he was just a little sapling and helped him grow big and strong.” Catherine smiled at the backyard assembly and opened her arms wide. “So, who wants firsts?”
Ginger ran and dropped to her knees and the contest for who could squeeze the hardest began. Molly placed her wages on the little girl. Jimmy stood next in line. Molly helped Scout with Raven, knowing she would get her chance with Catherine in a bit. She was still unsure of how she would greet the little miracle worker.
Scout nodded to Molly as they moved toward the house. “I don’t know what Chase did to her. She was hysterical when we found her. Catherine used her powers and calmed her down, but who knows if that will last.”
Molly frowned. Catherine used her power whenever the little girl saw fit, but Molly guessed she was a better choice if Chase was the other alternative. Images of the possible things Raven suffered through sent shivers racing through Molly’s arms and legs. She half considered putting her sweater back on and staying in the sunshine.
Jimmy came up behind them. “Let’s get her inside. Can I help carry her?”
Scout said, “No, I got her.”
Molly knew Scout was fading fast the way his legs wobbled climbing the three steps to the deck. She held the backdoor as he negotiated Raven through the narrow opening.
Jimmy followed. “Scout, I’m sorry if my delaying you caused this to happen to Raven. Thank you for finding Catherine.”
Scout hurried through the house and laid his sleeping girlfriend on the red couch. “Don’t sweat it. I’m sorry I ran out like I did. I either got really lucky or someone up there gave me a big hand. I was crazy to go alone.”
“Love makes us do funny things,” Jimmy said.
Scout caressed Raven’s brow. “Was that a song?”
“Who knows?”
Molly stood behind them, watching Raven’s chest rise and fall in her sleep. When a little hand slipped into hers, she looked down into eyes of blue sky. Catherine guided her back into the kitchen.
“Are you mad at me for what I did to you?” the little girl asked.
“No, I guess not. Thinking back on it, I’m angry mostly with myself. But it was like I was trapped inside someone I didn’t want to be and couldn’t find my way out.”
Catherine nodded. “I was in a position where there was little choice. I guess I left you with little choice as well. I’m sorry. If I had done nothing to help you, then you would be stuck with Chase-and probably worse off than that poor girl.”
“What happened to her?”
“Chase happened, only this time she saw how truly evil he is because she had time away from his power and influence.”
“He’s like how I used to be, right?”
Catherine reached up and brushed Molly’s cheek. “You were never like him.”
Molly knelt down and opened her arms. Catherine walked into them, tenderly wrapping her little embrace around Molly. Molly smiled as Catherine’s warmth seeped into her, giving her courage and strength and hope.
“It’s okay, Raven,” Scout said from the front room. “You’re safe.”
Catherine and Molly rejoined the others. Raven sat up with a nervous flicker in her eyes, scanning the faces in the room. “Is he here? Where is he?”
“He’s not here,” Scout said. “You’re safe. He’ll never hurt you again, I promise.”
Raven’s forehead knotted, then her eyes cleared and she shook her head. “I’m not talking about Chase-Hunter. Is Hunter here?”
“No,” Jimmy said.
Raven looked up at him. “I’m sorry. I held out as long as I could.”
Molly’s breath caught in her chest and the shivering returned. She was suddenly very afraid for Hunter.
“I told Chase that Hunter was meeting Patrick for breakfast.”
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The industrial warehouse that was the Chicken Shack smelled like death. His decision was made after plucking the second chicken-Hunter hated his new job.
Chickens clucked freely inside a fenced area, and then someone would place one of the birds on a bloody stump and lop off its head with a hatchet. The headless chickens would run circles until its body figured out something was missing. Finally somebody would tote the feathery carcasses over in a plastic bin to Hunter’s table for plucking.
Hunter understood the basic needs of a town, like food, water and shelter. He never considered the pluckers. Back home, he left the plucking to the other kids while he traveled the countryside, seeing different sights with each new mile.
He reached for his third dead chicken and gripped the soft feathers, rolling his wrist and removing the feathers from the skin the way the other pluckers had taught him. Hunter knew he would soon go crazy if he spent every day doing this monotonous routine.


Billy swept by with his broom, gathering what feathers he could into little piles on the sticky floor. He hummed a happy tune, performing his pointless job. A water hose and steel brush were the only tools capable of scouring up these bloody feathers.
Hunter scowled when he noticed that Billy was the youngest kid in the place. Billy should be doing something else besides odd jobs in this house of death.
“How do you like it so far?” Billy asked.
Hunter wiped sweat from his brow. He jutted out his bottom lip and blew a feather off his forehead. “It’s a blast.”
The comment earned a round of chuckles at the table. “Beats the Hog House,” someone said. Hunter joined the chorus of agreements before all heads bowed back to their chickens.
Billy leaned into Hunter. “I asked Phillip about oceans and continents.”
“Who’s Phillip?”
“He’s the smartest guy I know.” Billy swept some more at the pile gathering around Hunter’s feet. “He said you were right about all that stuff. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.”
Hunter smiled. “That’s all right. It’s not your fault nobody’s taught you anything. Maybe during lunch I can show you a place where you can learn about other stuff.”
“Really?” Billy’s face beamed pure pleasure.
“Sure, why not.”
A pear-shaped kid waddled over with his beady eyes sunken behind massive cheeks. The boy’s dirty shirt crept over his belly button. He had an outie.
“Hey, you two quit screwing off and get back to work.”
“Right away, Phillip,” Billy said, furiously sweeping the sticky feathers.
Hunter refused to budge. He eyed Phillip until the fat kid turned around and headed back the way he came. Phillip climbed atop his stool next to a wall, crossed his arms and continued his search for slackers.
“That’s the smartest guy you know?” Hunter laughed, shook his head and finished plucking his chicken.
Billy fidgeted with the broom handle and glanced over his shoulder. “Patrick says to listen to Phillip, so I listen.”
Hunter tossed his naked chicken into the plastic bin, and claimed another dead bird. “Where is Patrick?”
“I don’t know. He hasn’t gotten here yet. He pretty much comes and goes whenever he wants. That’s why Phillip’s in charge.”
“Why? Are they related or something?”
That brought a round of warier chuckles, but everyone stayed focused on their plucking.
“Be careful saying those kinds of things. The wrong person might overhear and you don’t want to get fired, or worse.” Billy dumped a dustpan full of feathers in the trash. “Phillip’s dad owned a chicken farm. That’s why he’s in charge. Phillip taught us what to do.”
“Then what does Patrick do?”
“He likes chopping off chicken heads,” Billy said. He grabbed a plastic bin of plucked carcasses and transported them to another part of the building.
• • •
A nearby church bell rang, signaling lunchtime. Phillip passed out casino chips and told everyone to hurry back when the bell rang again or they could find a different job. The last thing Hunter felt like doing was eating. He considered checking in with Jimmy, but that was too far away and he might not make it back in time. He decided to educate Billy instead.
Billy skipped after Hunter like they were going to the toy store, as fresh air and warm sunshine brushed away the remnant of chicken death. They approached a sparkling pond occupied by Canadian geese dressed in mottled shades of brown feathers. Hunter washed off at the muddy edge and the geese congregated close-by seeking handouts.
“I’m glad we’re not plucking those things.”
“That’s only on Thursdays.”
Hunter would be out of Denver by Thursday. If not, then he would make sure to skip work at the Goose Shack.
They continued walking through a neighborhood until Hunter spotted the tall metal pole standing in the grassy area of a circular drive. He led Billy to the building named Henderson Elementary. They stepped inside, choosing a careful path across a pair of shattered glass doors lying on the floor.
“What is this place?” Billy asked.
Hunter glanced into a room and then traveled farther down a hallway cluttered with paper, books and broken furniture. “This was a school. A place where they used to send kids to learn about things before all the grownups died.” He walked into another room and pulled down a rolled-up map. “See, this is the world. The blue parts are the oceans and the brown and green are the continents.”
Billy inspected the map closely and narrowed his eyes. “It’s flat.”
“Well, yeah, maps are flat. But here…” Hunter crossed over the scattered notebook paper, broken pencils and other debris that littered the classroom. “This is called a globe.” He lifted the dingy orb off a filing cabinet and gave it a spin to whirl away the dust. Then he handed the world to Billy.
Billy set the globe down on a desk and traced his finger over the oceans and continents. “Where are we?”
Hunter pointed to Denver. “Feel these bumps here? They represent the mountains.”
Billy touched the bumps and gazed out the window where the mountains rose to challenge the western sky. “That’s amazing.”
Hunter smiled. “At least now you know where you are.”
• • •
When they returned to the Chicken Shack, Hunter wished he could do anything besides rip the feathers from a dead bird. But he started plucking when Phillip mounted his backside to the stool and shouted, “Work!”
Billy bustled about his duties, telling everyone about school. Some kids nodded their heads, saying they remembered, and it wasn’t that great. Billy would disagree, explaining the importance of an education. Hunter smiled at the monster he had created.
Then Phillip waddled over and ruined it all. “Get back to work!” He slapped Billy in the back of the head and knocked him to the concrete floor.
Hunter charged Phillip, aiming his punches at the fat kid’s dumbstruck face. Hunter pounded his fists into Phillip until his anger faded into shame. Phillip hobbled away, sobbing.
Underneath his heavy breathing and the growing distance of Phillip’s crying, Hunter noticed the silence surrounding him. He shrugged and addressed his coworkers. “I think we all know how to pluck a chicken without him yelling at us.”
A few halfhearted cheers rose from the crowd before everyone carried on with their plucking. The mood in the Chicken Shack lightened as several quiet discussions sprouted about how Phillip had been asking for that butt kicking for a while.
Hunter helped Billy up from the floor. Billy rubbed his head as Hunter patted the little boy on the shoulder and brushed some feathers off his shirt.
“You okay?”
“Yeah, thanks.”
“Tomorrow you should find somewhere else to earn your chips. Maybe I can help.”
“Sure,” Billy said, wiping his nose. Then his eyes grew wide and he stumbled backwards.
Hunter spun around in time to see Patrick and his bandaged head. Patrick threw the first punch with a solid fist that hit Hunter like a baseball bat and knocked him flat.
Hunter sat up and rubbed his jaw. “Hey, Patrick, I missed you at breakfast.”
“Cut the undercover shit, baldy. Where are your friends hiding that little girl?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Wrong answer.”
Patrick stepped in line for a kick, but Hunter rolled and the big kid fell off balance when he met the empty resistance. He growled in frustration and both boys scrambled to their feet. Patrick rushed forward, swinging his fists through the air. Hunter sidestepped and punched the clumsy giant in the kidney. Unfazed, Patrick pivoted around, throwing another wide-arcing shot. Hunter dodged left, registering the breeze from the passing swipe. Pain pulsed in his face from the first punch. Another connected strike like that and he would be the one getting plucked.
Everyone in the building retreated to a safe distance but remained close enough to keep their spectator status. Billy stood alone, looking scared and anxious, which was exactly the way Hunter felt as he backpedaled from Patrick’s fury.
“I like the new look, Patty,” Hunter said, sidestepping another onrush. “What happened? I didn’t think brain surgery was possible anymore.”
Patrick frowned. “Your black buddy surprised me, but it won’t happen again. I’m going to leave all of you for dead, just like your brother.”
Hunter clenched his fist and ignored his common sense screaming at him to run away. Patrick’s hungry eyes flashed, but instead of trading punches, Hunter dropped and kicked Patrick’s right knee out. The kid yelled with pain and toppled over like a broken stone statue. Hunter pounced on top, clamping his legs around the boy’s barrel chest and punch after punch rained down.
Patrick bucked him off and Hunter rolled clear. They both got up, Patrick just a little slower, spitting blood on the concrete as he limped forward.
Hunter smiled, heaving for air as the initial adrenaline surge that brought him along this far dissipated. Was he prepared to kill Patrick? He realized he’d have a hard enough time just knocking him unconscious, while Patrick would certainly kill him if given the opportunity. Chances were slim on Hunter’s side all the way around.
He spread his hands. “Well, I’ve done everything I can. Maybe we can catch up again at breakfast tomorrow.”
Patrick grinned and lurched closer.
Billy yelled something and Hunter wished his new friend hadn’t announced his allegiance, but Patrick didn’t notice or seem to care. He continued his slow advance. Hunter swallowed his pride and turned to run just as Phillip swung his stool. Hunter’s teeth smashed inward with a brilliant sparkle of pain. He collapsed in a heap on the stinking floor.
“Thanks for the help, Phil,” Patrick said, kicking Hunter in the back of the head.
Hunter’s eyes rolled. Unconsciousness replaced the pain and swept him away.
• • •
A dragging sensation jerked him awake.
“Good,” Patrick said from somewhere above. “You’re still with us. I have to ask you a couple questions before I let you go. First off, where’s the rest of your group hiding?”
Hunter’s vision blurred, which explained the multiple Patricks gathered around him. “I’m not telling you shit,” he muttered, forcing the words out through his broken mouth.
Patrick began clubbing him with a hard object and Hunter tried to cover up without any hope. His arms, his legs, his body, his head were pummeled over and over and over again.
Suddenly the beating ceased with Patrick’s scream. Something huge and heavy landed on top of Hunter. He struggled to breathe and push the thing from his chest but his injuries wouldn’t allow it. Billy, crying, drifted close, and the heavy object slid off. Hunter wanted to reach out and touch the little boy’s face. He wanted to tell Billy to run far from this awful place.
Gradually, his worries slipped away.
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The Chicken Shack. That’s where the grumpy girl with the rainbow cap said Jimmy could find Patrick. After receiving directions, Jimmy raced back into the Escalade, shifted into drive and stomped on the gas. The engine roared and he jumped the curb. A monster was stalking his little brother. It didn’t matter that Scout knocked Patrick unconscious. Someone had woken up the beast by now, and Patrick only had one target left: Hunter.
“Slow down, Jimmy!” Scout yelled after a nasty pothole sent everyone to the roof. “We’ll be screwed if we get there and can’t drive out ’cuz the truck’s wrecked.”
“He’s got a point,” Molly said from the backseat. “Drive around the potholes.”
Jimmy had only asked Scout and Molly to go with him. Raven was too shaken, they’d all worked way too hard to find Catherine to risk losing her again, and he refused to let Ginger anywhere near Patrick now that their cover was blown. He just hoped they’d find Hunter before Patrick did. Then they could simply load up and go.
As they circled in front of the Chicken Shack, Jimmy honked the horn and kids scrambled out of his path until he stopped outside the open bay door to the warehouse.
“Molly, sit behind the wheel and be ready when we come out. Let’s go, Scout.”
The fear that grew in the pit of Jimmy’s stomach climbed into his chest as he ran under the bay doors and into the back of a crowd. Everyone stood in eerie silence. Jimmy and Scout cut through the middle of the pack, stumbling to a halt when they broke through the ranks.
Scout whispered, “Holy shit.”
Those were the exact words screaming in Jimmy’s head. He squeezed his eyes shut, took a deep breath of rank air and reopened his eyes.
Patrick lay in a pool of his own blood. A short-handled axe protruded from his back. His lifeless eyes frozen in a death mask etched with shock.
A stirring of feathers and clucking brought Jimmy out of the horror and into the moment. Dozens of black-eyed chickens stared at him. Jimmy heard a little boy crying, and then realized the boy knelt next to his brother.
“Hunter!”
The little boy fell protectively over Hunter’s body, grief-stricken anger twisting his face. His hands shook with violent trembles like no one his size should ever shake.
“It’s okay, kid,” Scout said, lifting the boy away. “That’s his brother.”
“Oh my God,” Jimmy said. Hunter’s face was barely recognizable and his breathing came in harsh, strained gasps. Tears stung Jimmy’s eyes. Blood covered everything and determining the source was impossible.
The kid fell to his knees on the sticky floor close to Hunter and continued weeping. Jimmy knelt on the other side.
“What’s your name, kid?”
“Billy.”
“Billy, tell me what happened.”
“Phillip hit me and Michael beat him up and then…” Billy pointed at Patrick and wept as he continued telling the story. Jimmy shuddered from the description of his defenseless brother’s beating. Billy sobbed at the conclusion of how he had stopped Patrick’s attack.
“Which one is Phillip?”
Billy searched the crowd. He pointed at a fat kid wearing a dirty shirt that didn’t fit.
“If I see you again, I’ll kill you.” Jimmy meant every word.
The fat kid spun around and charged out the door. The crowd watched him leave and then turned their attention back to Jimmy.
Jimmy looked up at Scout. “What can we do?”
Scout rubbed his hand up and over his head to the back of his neck, his eyes loaded with sorrow and uncertainty. “Get him to Catherine and hope the move doesn’t kill him.”
“We need to get him to her now.”
Scout nodded. “Give me a second to figure out how to move him.”
Billy scooted closer and touched Hunter’s hand. Jimmy somehow managed a smile.
Hunter stirred and a bloodshot eye popped open. The other one looked like an eggplant growing out of Hunter’s face. “Jimmy?”
“I’m here. We’re taking you to Catherine.”
“Billy?”
“He’s right here also.”
Hunter’s good eye searched for Billy and then tracked back to Jimmy. Jimmy had never seen intensity like that blazing in his brother’s eye. “Take him.”
Jimmy held his brother’s hand. “He’s coming with us.” Hunter sighed and closed his eye.
“Billy, move over to the other side,” Scout said. He laid a table with its legs folded up next to Hunter. “Okay, roll him towards you, Jimmy.”
Hunter cried out in pain when Jimmy lifted his brother’s right side with Billy’s help. Scout pushed the table under Hunter’s body through the blood. They slid him to the center of the table like a fragile piece of stained glass.
Hunter coughed up more blood onto his chin. Billy bent forward and wiped it away with the hem of his shirt. Jimmy and Scout picked up different ends of the table. As Scout walked backwards and led them out, Jimmy studied his brother’s broken face, praying they’d make it to Catherine in time. Billy stayed at Hunter’s side, touching his hand.
The silent crowd watched the litter approach with solemn expressions on their faces. They parted without any type of malice. All but one.
Chase waited at the back of the pack, a crooked smile underneath his feverish dark eyes. He stood in the center of the bay door with the Escalade idling behind him.
“We’re leaving,” Jimmy told him.
“That’s fine.” Chase shrugged. “I’m just here to say goodbye. I hope you’ve enjoyed your stay.” He stepped to the side, allowing them to pass. The crowd shifted away from him.
Jimmy and Scout carried Hunter outside. “Billy, open up the back,” Jimmy said.
Billy staggered off and swung open the Escalade’s back hatch. Scout placed his end inside and Jimmy guided the table as far as he could, while Scout ran around and folded the backseats down.
“Hunter!” Molly cried from the driver’s seat and rushed out. She leaned over Hunter’s face, her tears falling on him. She raised her head, but Jimmy couldn’t meet her eyes without losing what little control he had left. He heard her hiss. “Bastard!”
Scout grabbed her from running at Chase as Jimmy pushed Hunter’s table the rest of the way inside.
“Molly, let’s go!” Jimmy’s voice was hard, snatching her attention. Scout helped her into the back with Hunter. “Get in, Billy.” The little boy followed Molly.
“I’ll drive,” Scout said, leaving for the driver’s side and climbing in behind the wheel.
Jimmy closed the hatch and found Chase standing next to him. Chase didn’t scare him now with Patrick dead. Jimmy turned for the passenger side of the Escalade so they could leave the creepy kid and his rotten city far behind.
“Happy Birthday, by the way,” Chase said. He patted Jimmy’s bare arm with burning fingers.
Jimmy flung off Chase’s touch and noticed a tingling in his arm, like a million ants were suddenly crawling underneath his skin.
Chase grinned. “I wanted to give you my present a little early. Make sure to tell Catherine I said goodbye. She’ll appreciate all the extra work I’ve sent her way.”
Jimmy gawked at Chase, trying to get a handle on what he was saying even as his vision blurred and his stomach pitched. His arm hung numb and useless at his side.
Chase stepped closer and gazed up at Jimmy. “See? Even though I lose, I win.”
The inside of Jimmy’s body burned as though boiling water replaced his blood and now bubbled through his veins. The world started spinning. Chase walked away, laughing. Jimmy’s legs trembled from the struggle of keeping him upright. He crashed to the dusty ground in a tangled heap of limbs that no longer responded and realized that Chase just made his biggest fear a reality.
He was going to die. Soon.
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Jimmy drooped in his seat with his head hanging out the window. Long shadows from the trees lining the street flickered sunlight across his face as the late afternoon prepared to move on. Convulsions rocked through him as he puked again and again. There was nothing left inside and still he wretched violently out the window of the Escalade.
Scout gripped the steering wheel, feeling the small-perforated holes in the leather wrapping. He met Molly’s eyes in the rearview mirror. She openly wept for her boyfriend and probably out of fear for what was happening to Jimmy.
Scout knew the symptoms. He’d seen them enough six years ago. Jimmy contracted the plague that wiped the planet clean. It was alive and well, eating its next victim.
The Escalade sped up, Scout pounding the horn at kids walking in his path. They scurried with shouts and waved fists, but still they scurried, most likely because they’d never seen a vehicle hauling-butt down their crumbling avenues. Scout managed to miss kids and potholes as he drove faster and faster with his foot stomped on the gas.
When he recognized the street their hideout was on, relief washed over him like rain after a long, hot day. He drove over the curb pulling into the back alley, reversed the Escalade into the driveway, and shot out the driver’s side, scrambling up the deck to the backdoor of the house.
He burst inside and yelled, “Catherine!” At the kitchen table, all three girls jumped in their chairs. “We need you,” he told the youngest one.
Scout turned and flew through the garage, detaching the opener and lifting the heavy door with metallic groans. Tear stricken, Molly climbed down from the back of the Escalade. Billy crawled out and stood to the side, looking lost and confused.
“Raven, help Molly with the other end of the table after I slide my end out,” Scout said.
“Where’s Jimmy?” Ginger asked. Fear rose in her voice. She stopped and covered her mouth when she saw Hunter bloodied and bruised like a piece of meat right after the slaughter.
“He’s in the front seat,” Scout said. He called upon yet another boost of energy to carry Hunter into the garage. Leading Molly and Raven, they laid the table down carefully.
Catherine knelt next to Hunter. Sadness filling her face, she touched his hand. “So much pain,” she said softly.
Hunter opened his one bloody eye. “You should see the other guy.” His body shook at his joke until the lines on his face drew into a tight grimace of suffering. A line of blood split his lips and trickled over his chin as he choked and gasped.
“Somebody help me!” Ginger cried.
Catherine gazed at Scout and he shook his head with despair. “Jimmy’s got the plague,” Scout said, rising to go help Ginger.
Jimmy’s bottom-half still sat in the Escalade, but his top-half draped heavily over Ginger. Scout grabbed Jimmy’s waist and ducked underneath his other arm. Together, he and Ginger carried Jimmy with his feet dragging across the pavement into the garage. They laid him next to his brother.
Scout stripped off his black sweatshirt and placed the padding underneath Jimmy’s head. “Raven, go find some blankets and pillows. Billy?” Scout found the boy all alone on the driveway like the new kid at school. “Go help her, okay?”
Billy nodded and hustled over toward Raven. He stopped, his eyes widening with recognition.
“Yes, it’s me, Billy. Let’s go.” Raven said. She held the door and pointed inside. Billy slipped past her quickly.
Dark circles ringed Jimmy’s eyes and every one of his limbs quivered. Sweat poured out of him like a squeezed sponge. He tossed his head, mumbling incoherently. In contrast, Hunter lay silent within the shell of his broken body.
Catherine shook her head. “He did this to me.”
“What?” Scout asked. “Who did what? Chase?”
“Whatever he wants to call himself,” Catherine said. She pointed at Jimmy. “He did this to me.”
“What’d he do, give Jimmy the plague?”
Catherine flipped an irritated hand. “That little toad is the plague.”
Scout ran that through his head and then processed what he could. “But you can save him right. You can save Jimmy.”
“Yes,” she said. “Healing Jimmy will be the catalyst to end this plague.”
“But how is that possible?”
“Because, that is what God sent me here to do.”
“Where is God?”
“He’s right where He’s always been, Scout. He is all around us, giving us hope and the freewill to choose between right and wrong.”
“What about Hunter?”
Catherine shook her head. “I can’t save both.”
“What?” Molly cried. Her face strained with anguish. “But you can’t let Hunter die. You can’t!” She leaned over Hunter and kissed his forehead.
Ginger quietly wept across from her, kneeling over Jimmy. He suddenly stirred, picking up his head and gazed heavily at Catherine.
“You save my brother. I’m not afraid to die anymore. Save him.”
Hunter’s bloody eye popped open. “No way,” he said, his voice gurgling in the back of his throat. He turned his head to face his older brother. “No way.” Hunter released one long breath and his chest deflated. His eye stared, fixed and unblinking.
Jimmy pushed himself up on his elbows. “Damn it, Catherine! You save him right now! Now! Hunter, don’t, Hunter, wait, don’t!” Jimmy glared at Catherine, but the little girl wasn’t budging to place her hands on Hunter. Her mind obviously made. Jimmy rolled over and kissed his brother’s bloody cheek. “I love you, Hunter. Don’t ever forget that.”
Scout looked around at everyone, as everything fell apart. Molly sobbed, wiping the blood from Hunter’s face with the end of a long sleeve shirt. Ginger pressed Jimmy’s hand to her lips and closed her eyes. Raven and Billy stood in the doorway, blankets and pillows piled in their arms, tears streaming down their cheeks.
Scout dropped to his knees and gripped Hunter’s boots. He heard Catherine say again, “He did this to me.”
Jimmy rolled over to his stomach. He dragged his legs up under him with his face flat on the concrete floor of the garage. “Then you can stop him. But not with me.”
Ginger scooted closer to Jimmy, “What are you doing?”
Slowly, and with unbelievable will, Jimmy’s infected body stood. His breathing was loud and harsh in the garage and the strain for him to stand there was incredible to witness. He stepped towards the light outside. “I love you, Ginger. I always did.”
Scout scrambled to his feet. “Jimmy, it’s too late.” The words almost choked him on the way out. “Hunter’s gone. Let Catherine heal you, man.”
Jimmy stumbled two more steps and leaned on Scout. His body was on fire and sweat smothered Scout like Jimmy just climbed out of a hot bath in hell. Jimmy’s hands fumbled over Scout. “Take care of them, Scout. Get them all home safe. You’re in charge now.”
“What are you talking about?”
Jimmy shoved Scout into Catherine. Scout twisted in midair with the little girl in his arms. He fell hard with Catherine on top of him and without plowing his head into the concrete. His breath rushed out from the landing. He lay on his back, trying to suck in air and watched Jimmy lope sideways, zigzagging and staggering to the Escalade. Scout moved Catherine off and patted his pocket.
Scout looked up at Ginger who was standing there staring as her departing boyfriend reached the Escalade. “He’s got the keys!”
She snapped her attention at Scout and then whipped it back to Jimmy, who slid around to the driver’s side door and was struggling to open it. For a second, it appeared he wouldn’t be able to do it. Then he was inside and the Escalade’s engine turned over with a deep rumble.
“No!” Ginger sprinted for the Escalade and dove into the open back hatch as the big SUV lurched forward, crashed through a corner of the wooden fence and tore through the alley out of sight. Jimmy was gone.
Scout finally caught his breath, jumped to his feet and ran to the alley. The Escalade was nowhere in sight and with a squeal of tires, the roar of the engine quickly faded from earshot deep into the neighborhood. The surrounding space fell silent except for the singing of birds.
“Scout, we need you over here!” Molly yelled from the garage.
Scout ran back and found everyone huddled around Hunter’s body. Molly’s hands rested on the sides of Hunter’s head. Billy held one of Hunter’s hands and Raven held the other.
Catherine knelt next to Billy on the right side of Hunter’s chest. She glanced at Scout with her shoulders drooped and sorrow lining her face, but he saw the determination set in her blue eyes.
“Can you bring him back?” Scout asked.
“He’s not that far away yet. I need all of you to help me pull him back.”
Amidst the tears, everyone nodded. Scout took the open spot at Hunter’s feet again and grabbed hold. Losing two friends in one day was not an option he wanted to live through.
Light flowed from Catherine’s palms and Scout bowed his head. The little girl’s power spread beneath him and brightened in blinding intensity. He tightened his eyes shut as the radiance coursed through the garage and everyone within, crackling like a livewire, pulsing with energy and force.
Fearing for Hunter and especially for Jimmy, Scout did the only thing he could, no matter how little he thought it would help. He prayed.
Scout asked for forgiveness for his many wrong-doings, including his absence, and then he asked for blessings upon those around him, the two that had left, and those that were back in Independents, and finally he accepted God’s will. Amen.
The searing light hummed in a renewed crescendo, the vibration pressing against his eardrums. Once more, Scout felt the tug to his inner essence. His emotions tumbled out of control. He laughed hysterically without knowing why, and then felt crushed into the ground by grief. Unexpected sensations invaded him: the smell of summer flowers in a wide open meadow, the crunch of autumn leaves underfoot, the cold taste of winter snow on his tongue, and the patter of spring rain splashing around him. The pull of Catherine’s will, drawing more power nearly ripped him across Hunter.
Someone cried out, but Scout couldn’t be sure who. At this point, the cry could have come from any one of them as Catherine took what she needed to heal Hunter’s broken body so his spirit could return.
Hunter’s feet jerked with spasms like he’d been plugged into a socket. Scout thought about the things they had shared, the good and the bad, the many times they argued and fought, along with all of Hunter’s glorious crashes. They had lived through so much together, so many experiences. He wanted his best friend back and allowed Catherine access to everything he could spare to make that happen.
A final brilliant flash clapped like an up close supernova. Total darkness doused the light. Scout fell over exhausted and passed out.
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The motorbike raced beneath her, threatening to throw her off and she wrapped her arms tighter around Hunter. She faced the coming wind as the sun’s heat lathered her skin from up high. They climbed a hill that overlooked a green valley. A solitary tree stood tall in the mid-morning sunshine, casting its shade across the valley. Hunter rolled to stop.
Ginger drove up beside them in a yellow jeep with a rusty front bumper. Her seatbelt strapped low beneath her growing belly. Billy and Catherine were buckled in the back for safety and when Catherine saw her tree, she rocked forward like she was seized with an urgent need. If her power and ability allowed it, and Molly thought it just might, she would have teleported them the rest of the way.
“What are we waiting for?” Molly asked, shaking Hunter’s shoulders and sharing in Catherine’s eagerness.
Hunter twisted his head and nodded at Catherine.
She smiled at him and pointed. “That’s it! That’s it right there! Let’s go already!”
Hunter laughed and revved up his motorbike that drowned out the little girl’s pleading cries. He popped the clutch and guided the group the rest of the way before cutting the engine.
“Catherine, wait!” Ginger yelled. “We haven’t stopped yet.”
The little girl rushed past Hunter and Molly, bounding through the green grass like a deer heading for fresh berries. She hugged her tree and squealed. “Hello, tree! Did you miss me?”
Molly hopped off the back of the big bike. Hunter swung his leg over and removed his Ray-Bans with the scratched up lenses. The scratches were worse on the left side, but the eye was no longer there to make a difference.
Hunter walked over to the tree and threw his arms around it, pressing his cheek against the bark. “Hello, tree.”
Molly giggled. Her boyfriend had been changed by the events in Denver. She felt blessed for everyday they were together.
Catherine seemed very pleased. She hugged Hunter. “Thank you so much for bringing me here. I’ve missed my tree an awful lot.”
“I know. You’ve told me.” His face tightened and he hissed in a breath. “Be careful, I’m still not a hundred percent.”
Catherine released him and placed her tiny fists on her hips. “I wish you’d let me finish?”
“The pain helps me remember. I want to remember.”
Catherine wasn’t able to save his eye or the teeth that he lost in the fight. She did bring Hunter back from Death’s door and Molly was grateful for that. Nothing else really mattered, except for the price that Jimmy had paid a mile away in the front seat of the Escalade with Ginger in his arms. Hunter didn’t need the pain to remember. Molly guessed he wanted it so he didn’t feel the guilt. Jimmy wouldn’t have wanted that either, but Molly was having an impossible time convincing her stubborn boyfriend.
Ginger waddled over with Billy holding her hand, helping her on the uneven terrain. “Catherine, how many times do I have to tell you to wait until we come to a complete stop and I turn off the car before you unbuckle?” Ginger’s maternal instincts had shifted into overdrive when she found out she was pregnant.
Catherine sidled closer to Hunter. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” Ginger held out her free hand and Catherine hopped over and took it.
Molly grabbed Hunter’s hand and tugged. He pulled her close and smiled brightly at her. Her cheeks warmed all over. She loved his smile even more now. He was quite beautiful with those couple of missing teeth.
“Tree,” Catherine said, “You remember Hunter. These are my other friends Billy, Molly, and my roommate Ginger. Ginger’s pregnant and it’s a boy!”
“Catherine! I didn’t want to know that!”
“You didn’t?”
“No,” Ginger said, placing her hands protectively over her stomach. She looked down and the corners of a smile twisted up. “Is my baby really a boy?”
Catherine stared at her with her lips pressed tightly shut. A squirrel chattered at them from a branch high above.
Ginger looked up. “Well?”
Catherine mumbled as she gripped the green grass between her toes.
“Speak up. I can’t understand what you’re saying?”
“You said you didn’t want to know.”
Ginger glared, which was kind of funny seeing Ginger glare. She’s as threatening as a basket full of puppies.
Billy smiled up at her. He had assigned himself her personal protector after they buried Jimmy in the corner of the cabbage field outside of Independents.
Molly pressed her face against the tree’s rough bark. “Hello, tree.” She was submerged in happiness like she just slid into joy’s bathtub. Hunter gave her a hug when she let go and a big kiss followed.
“You sillies sure do kiss a lot.”
They smiled at Catherine and she looked at Billy with a giant grin on her face. Billy scooted around Ginger and hid.
They ate lunch and talked to the tree, sharing all the news that had happened in Independents since their flight from that awful place. Two months after their return, Vanessa turned eighteen and survived. Catherine was on hand just in case, but she said that Vanessa would be okay because she was touched. Molly was thankful that she was also touched, but worried for her brother and Samuel and the others in the world. Maybe it had been selfish of Jimmy to get up and walk away just to save Hunter. Or maybe everyone followed a larger plan without knowing why.
Scout now preached sermons every Sunday in the newly renovated church with the fresh coat of white paint. His services maintained a steady attendance that included Hunter and Molly in the front pew.
Catherine and Billy always sat together in the balcony writing notes to each other. Billy loved to write. Hunter taught Billy how to ride a motorbike, but the boy was more excited about what Vanessa taught him at school.
The warm sun checked into afternoon and it was time for them to leave. Everyone hugged the tree and said their goodbyes. Catherine promised to visit again real soon, with a hopeful glance at Hunter who nodded and smiled.
Hunter started his motorbike with the blaring echo bouncing around the valley. Molly climbed up behind him and squeezed. It would be a long trip back to Independents, but she knew they would survive.
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Hunter teetered on the edge of teeth-gnashing insanity from the pain in his shoulder. Most of the time his shoulder felt numb and he was able to cope. Other times, like this one, he wanted to rip his arm right out of its socket and beat the pain to death.
The pain sparkled as he climbed the rusty ladder to the grain elevator’s roof in Cozad, Nebraska. A mid-summer thunderstorm lashed upon him violently and sheets of water cascaded down the white concrete wall, making the climb more treacherous than he had anticipated. At least the rain provided good cover; the kid up top would be oblivious to Hunter’s approach in this mess.
Hunter reached for the next rung and his foot slipped, his body dropped and his left arm took the weight; pain seared through his shoulder. He clamped his other arm around the ladder tightly, trembling with fear from the thought of ping ponging down the safety cage. Rain pelted the hood of his waterproof jacket, loud and harsh in unison with his terrified panting. The ground waited to catch him a hundred feet below; another hundred feet of climbing and he’d reach the top where the sniper roosted.
Four months ago when Hunter had died, all of his cares and worries had been washed away. He was saved when his older brother, Jimmy, had made the ultimate sacrifice. That gift would be in vain if he fell now and crash-landed on his head.
Earlier that day, Hunter had slowed his motorbike up towards Cozad, visiting as an emissary from Independents to find out if Cozad’s food crops were also fighting a disease. That’s when the shots rang out, throwing up clouds of dirt from bullet impacts. Hunter had understood the message; go away.
Even if they had just been warning shots, he was still ticked off. Jimmy hadn’t given up his life so some yahoo could take Hunter out by accident or otherwise. Whatever the reason the kid had for scoping him with daddy’s deer rifle, he was about to learn the terrible consequence of jacking with people in the Big Bad.
With his grit back in check, Hunter climbed the rest of the way with no more thought about his shoulder. He peeked over the top where a hundred yards of puddles collected the rain over the flat surface. Thick drops clattered the metal roof of a narrow building that ran down the middle length of the grain elevator. No one was in sight.
Hunter stepped up and moved from the edge quickly before he was blown off like a kite in the gusty wind. He huddled against the narrow building and worked his bad shoulder, lifting up his arm and making small rotations. It still hurt, but that was expected. He could manage.
A taller out building at the other end of the grain elevator was barely visible through the curtain of rain. Maybe the sniper was inside cleaning his gun? Or maybe the kid went home at night? And maybe Hunter would just have to wait till morning before teaching his lesson? He’d been through worse weather out in the open.
Hunter caught a rotten whiff and pinched his nose. Whatever remained in the grain elevator had definitely turned. He crept alongside and peered with his left eye into the window of the lower building and saw only darkness. He lost his left eye the day he had lost his brother. He’d gotten used to the change of depth perception, but still struggled with the absence of Jimmy. That was going to take awhile.
He closed within fifty feet of the other end where a dark form huddled on the edge. A loud, thunder-like crack reverberated around the top of the elevator. Hunter saw the brief fire-flash and realized he’d been shot as the bullet ripped through his stomach and knocked him back against the building. He lifted up his shirt in startled amazement. The bullet hole closed without one drop of blood escaping.
When Hunter had been beaten to death, like the broken, bleeding and checking out for good kind of whooping, the ultimate sacrifice his brother had made involved Hunter being healed by a little girl named Catherine. Right then, Hunter thought the healing had some residual affect. Cool for him, bad news for whoever just shot him.
He advanced on the sniper and another shot fired, catching Hunter in the bad shoulder and spinning him to the ground. Hunter landed in a giant puddle and screamed in pain for one excruciating moment before the pain ceased. His shoulder reverted back to its normal dull ache, with no blood and no hole from the bullet’s entry or exit. The only thing he felt was a blood boiling desire to kill.
Hunter leapt to his feet and sprinted for the kid, but something wasn’t right. He skidded to a stop on the wet roof and wiped water from his eye. The boy’s clothes were drenched and his exposed skin rippled like ever changing waves on a pond; he stared at Hunter with milky eyes and a tail swished behind his back.
“You!” the thing hissed. “How did you get here? You won’t stop my master.”
Hunter wiped his eye again. Sure enough, he’d been shot by some kind of gun-toting demon-kid. If little girls can heal people back from the dead and some kid can unleash a plague that kills every adult around the world, then demons-why not. Hunter looked up for a guardian angle and was rewarded with a drop of water in his eye.
“You just shot me, twice.” He poked his belly, then his shoulder and frowned at the holes in his jacket. “Look at what you did to my brand-new coat!”
“That is nothing compared to what my master will do. He will rend your flesh and eat because he hungers. He always hungers.”
“Sounds like your buddy needs a pizza. Sorry, I don’t deliver. How about you drop the gun and go tell your master we got enough troubles without his baggage weighing us down.”
The creature rushed for Hunter, wielding the rifle like a club. Hunter ducked as the swing cut through the rain above his head, and he lifted the thing up, plowing it against the metal building where a nice demon-shaped impression was left.
The demon sank its teeth into Hunter’s bad shoulder and tore away a bloody chunk of skin. Hunter screamed, more from horror than the quickly subsiding pain. Again his body healed but now he had an even bigger hole in his jacket.
He gripped the thing by the throat and bashed it in the face repeatedly before releasing it with a final punch. The little demon scrambled away from the sudden fury, but Hunter yanked hard on its cable-like tail and started kicking.
“You ruined my brand-new coat my girlfriend made me. Now I’m going to hear all kinds of crap about how I never appreciate anything she does for me. Why couldn’t you just be some normal tool instead of a freak show?”
Hunter dragged the monster to the edge. He gripped the back of the demon’s shirt and lifted. The rain pounding down on him washed away some of the madness, and Hunter hesitated. With inhuman speed, the creature bounded off the ground, flipped behind Hunter and shoved him from the roof. Hunter caught the edge and his shoulder popped. Dangling and barely hanging on, he watched the demon pace above in quick, tight circles. It smiled and its forked tongue lashed out, flicking blood at Hunter.
“You haven’t found your wings. The fall won’t kill you, but it will hurt.”
The demon lifted its barefoot, clawed toenails sharp and threatening. Hunter strained to pull himself up, but his weakened shoulder denied the attempt.
Thunder roared as a bolt of lightning streaked across the sky and blasted into the demon-kid’s chest, driving it away from sight.
The air smelled of ozone and burnt toast. With the major distraction gone, Hunter strained harder, his boots finding traction and his bad shoulder holding, the other arm hauled the rest of him over the edge. He flopped onto the rooftop and rested a cheek on the cool, wet surface. The rain lessened with steady fat drops splashing in the puddles. Hunter closed his eye and considered checking out for a little nap.
“What are you doing, silly?”
He opened his eye. “Catherine?”
“Huh? Not even.”
Hunter flipped onto his back and sat up. A teenage girl, wearing a tight fitting t-shirt that Hunter found very distracting, dropped the demon-kid’s limp body. Behind them, a large smoking hole had been blown inward through the metal building, down into the grain elevator itself. He gagged and covered his nose from the overwhelming smell of rot.
“Stinks don’t it. Try living down there. I’ll never get that smell out of my hair.”
“Who are you?” Hunter asked.
“My name is Barbie.” The blonde beauty said flashing a bright smile. “Thank you for finding me.”
Hunter laid back down and watched the clearing storm shake out the last drops of rain from the clouds. “You have got to be kidding me.”
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