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PREFACE

	  

	The Age of Collapse series takes place in Houston, TX, and surrounding areas. In the spirit of telling a compelling story, some aspects of the real towns and cities have been altered. Thank you for understanding the author's creative freedom.

	 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	 

	WENDY

	 

	The crackle of gunfire put Wendy on edge. 

	Her heart thumped against her chest, pulse spiked. A gasp left her parted lips. The sharp report sounded close in the vast openness of the hillside littered with trees and open fields, but she couldn’t locate the shooter.

	The loud, grumbling engine of the truck might’ve alerted the lowlifes in the area who watched the roads. She hadn’t noticed anyone within the fields that morphed into trees lining both sides of the highway she traveled, but that meant little.

	Wendy scooted across the bench seat of the brown Ford pickup, keeping low and out of sight. It had run out of fuel, rolling to a dead stop and stranding her in the wooded area without a pot to piss in.

	She played on the side of caution in case threats lurked within the trees close by, steering clear of the windows and gathering her belongings in short order. Wendy pushed on the passenger-side door, wanting to use the truck’s body as a shield to keep her hidden. Considering the sort of vile men she’d encountered while on her way back to Houston, she didn’t want to take the chance of giving anyone in the area a clear shot at her for a useless vehicle.

	The gunshots ebbed, fading to nothing.

	Silence swarmed the cab except for the slight breeze blowing through the windows. She tugged on the door handle with her hands full and pushed.

	The truck pitched at an angle toward the ditch she’d parked halfway in. The door swung open with ease. It snapped to, shaking the vehicle some.

	Wendy stuck her head out, glancing at the bed and road beyond. The weeds and what scant bit of road she could see offered no signs of movement in the near distance. The deviants were out there, but where? Perhaps they only wanted the truck and sought to scare her off. She’d kindly oblige.

	The duffle bag slid out of the cab first. It hit the ground with a light thud, then tumbled down the short embankment through the dense weeds.

	She kept hold of the shotgun, crawling out to the ground. She grabbed at the small armrest on the door, keeping her from hitting the dirt.

	The crunching of loose rocks and a raspy cough sounded from the other side of the Ford truck. The threat crept closer, twisting the tension.

	The tall weeds she crouched in offered some cover and teased her with the idea of running away. She declined the thought, not wanting to give whoever approached, or others who might be hiding from sight, a shot at her.

	Wendy shouldered the black tactical shotgun. She remained hunched, waiting and leaning against the extended part of the cab, out of view from the driver’s side.

	The door creaked open.

	She silenced the air fleeing her mouth, pressing both lips together.

	The heavy pants of the stranger loomed from the far side of the truck facing the road. A rustling noise sounded next, making her twitch.

	Her finger rested on the trigger. Sweat dripped from her brow, splattering her bloody, dingy jeans. Wendy inched toward the open cab and snuck a peek.

	The burly, unkempt man leaned through the driver’s side with a rifle slung over his shoulder and a black pistol in hand. The ratty, brown cowboy hat shielded a portion of his face, leaving only a thick black beard for her to see.

	His right hand had a white cloth wrapped around it. The fabric was stained red on the top and bottom of the palm. He glanced at the open passenger’s side door while feeling under the bench seat, looking her way.

	They locked eyes for a moment before she could move.

	Damn it.

	Wendy shot up straight, bringing the rifle to bear at the cab of the truck.

	The burly man flinched, then stopped rummaging. He trained his gun at her, taking a step back from the driver’s side.

	“If you’re thinking of trying something, I’d think twice about it.” Wendy adjusted her hold on the weapon.

	“You alone out here, or is someone else on the other side of this junk heap waiting to get a pop shot on me?” The burly man kept his gun trained on Wendy as he craned his neck, peering over the bed of the truck, then past the engine compartment.

	She maintained position, holding firm with the shotgun aimed at his chest. “Doesn’t matter if I am or not. I don’t want any trouble, here. The truck is yours. It’s out of fuel and ran like crap before dying anyway. Let me walk off, and it’s yours to do with as you please. I go my way. You go yours. Everybody wins and nobody dies.”

	“How do I know you’re not going to try and gun me down the moment I take my eyes off you?” He spat a wad of brown-colored spit to the pavement while keeping his gaze glued to her. “A woman can kill a man just as easy as another man. I’m no fool, lady, and don’t plan on dying out here.”

	Wendy cringed in disgust at the chewing tobacco that drooped from his bottom lip. She struggled to mask the scowl on her face. “Me either, but you or your buddy, if you’ve got one out there in the woods, popped off a shot at me. I figure you were trying to scare me off from this tin can. Like I said, it’s yours now if you want, but let me be and go on my way. I want no trouble here.”

	The burly man glanced at the pavement, then spat another thick, stringy wad of brown fluid to the ground. His head turned a bit more, facing the trees behind him while trying to be inconspicuous about it. He ran the back of his hand across his mouth, removing the remnants of tobacco, then met her gaze once more.

	Neither gave an inch, but soon someone would.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	 

	WENDY

	 

	The standoff remained. 

	Wendy refused to take her sights off the burly man, and his pistol. Her trust in men had been shattered by all the males she’d come across who preyed on the weak and helpless. She was neither.

	“I got all day, pal.” Wendy held firm in her resolve, unwilling to give an inch.

	The burly man’s lip curled, revealing black, rotted teeth. “All right. How about we both lower our guns, then you can—”

	The crackle of gunfire sounded from across the road and up the hill behind Burly. The incoming round smashed the steel corner of the top of the truck on the passenger’s side, while also nicking the wide back window.

	Wendy flinched, and her muscles tightened. She ducked and scampered for safety behind the extended part of the vehicle. “You lying sack of crap.”

	“Damn it, Wayne.” Burly’s voice boomed loudly, shouting in a heated tone at the gunman hidden within the vegetation on the hill.

	Her trembling hands held the shotgun close. She’d been through worse since the power crashed, and most of the vehicles had died, pitching the residents of the Lone Star State into a battle for survival and resources.

	“Lower our weapons and what? Have your pal up on the hill, there, gun me down when my back is turned?” Wendy wanted to avoid yet another deadly encounter that would threaten her life and end up with someone dead. The thugs seemed to have other plans.

	The burly, bearded man huffed loudly. “Toss the shotgun and leave. You won’t be harmed if you do. I promise.”

	“Fat chance of that happening.” Her head stayed on a swivel, checking the far end of the truck near the bed, then toward the front of the pickup. “The only way you’re getting this gun is by prying it from my cold, dead hands, and pal, that ain’t going to happen.”

	A thud sounded from the driver’s side of the truck. A grumble and a slew of cuss words fled the agitated man’s mouth.

	Wendy racked her mind for a way out of her precarious dilemma. The tree line set off from the road was a good distance away, seeing as she had someone with a rifle waiting for her to stand and go, giving him a shot at her, even in the weeds. To survive, she’d have to stand her ground and fight.

	“What’s it going to be, sweetheart?” The burly man’s tone strained, growing impatient with the standoff. “Drop the gun and leave, or tempt fate?”

	She lowered to the weeds slowly, lying prone on her stomach. The blades of the verdure teased the sweaty flesh of her arm, making it itch.

	The burly man held position on the far side of the truck, not moving a single inch.

	Wendy locked on both feet with the scatter gun, ready to cut him down to size. “How about you toss the rifle and pistol across the cab here to the passenger’s side and perhaps, I’ll let you walk, and not crawl, out of here.”

	He guffawed. “You’re dreaming, lady. Not gonna happen.”

	His feet shuffled and moved toward the cab.

	Wendy tugged on the trigger. The shotgun barked. Fire flashed from the muzzle. The buttstock kicked her shoulder. The report made her ears ring—something she’d gotten used to the past few days.

	The spent shell ejected from the weapon. Smoke trailed into the air. The smell of sulfur filled her nose.

	The buckshot grazed the man’s ankle.

	“Ah.” He collapsed, slamming into the interior of the door before hitting the pavement. “My leg. You shot my damn leg.”

	Wendy lined the barrel up with Burly’s forehead. “You’re lucky you’ve still got the foot attached.”

	He writhed on the ground, clawing at the boot and blood on the outside of the leather. His pinched lids opened. Torment twisted his face. He peered at her from under the pickup.

	A fearful look lingered in his glassy eyes. Spit spewed from his lips, and his nostrils flared like an angry bull ready to charge.

	The rifle was pinned between his body and the ground. The pistol in his shaking hand rested on the pavement. He chanced a glance at the weapon, then lifted it off the ground.

	“Unless you want to be eating buckshot, don’t think about it or test me any further.” Wendy remained poised to strike with her finger on the trigger. “Toss the gun into the cab, now, or so help me.”

	“All right. Shit. Hold on, now.” The burly man’s aggravation had peeked from the raised, ill-tempered tone.

	Wendy scanned the road and ditch on the far side for his partner who had yet to reveal himself.

	Burly removed his other hand from the bloody lower leg and pushed himself off the pavement. His shaking fingers grasped the grip tighter. He presented the gun to her, moving slowly and cautiously toward the cab of the pickup.

	“Yeah. Nice and easy-like. You might get out of this alive,” Wendy said.

	The gun vanished into the truck.

	He lowered his arms, presenting both bloody hands to her.

	Wendy spotted movement from the far side of the road, past the back tire. She switched targets, shifting from Burly to whom she assumed to be Wayne stalking toward them through the weeds.

	The brown camo hunting pants and thigh-high matching hunting boots were all she could see creeping their way.

	“Tell your partner to stop right there.”

	The burly man stretched his neck and peered to the road behind him. “Stop right there, Wayne. Don’t move or come any closer.”

	“Where’s she at?” a voice muttered.

	“In clear sight of cutting you down like your friend, dirt bag,” Wendy answered. “What all is he carrying beside the rifle?”

	“A Taurus GX4… pistol holstered on his… hip.” Burly grimaced, speaking through the pain in his leg as best he could.

	“Set the rifle and pistol on the ground, slowly, then step away from them.” Wendy blinked, then shook her head, trying to rid her eyes of the streams of sweat invading both sockets.

	“Okay. I’m doing it now, so take it easy,” Wayne replied, standing still.

	Take it easy? That’s rich considering they engaged me and not the other way around.

	Wayne bent down. The rifle came into view first. The long-barreled weapon rested on its side in the middle of the road.

	“Now the pistol. Toss it.”

	Wayne remained kneeling, holding still. His hands moved to his waist that was partially blocked by the truck’s undercarriage.

	The gun lowered to the ground, then rested near the rifle.

	“Walk toward the truck.” Wendy felt in control of the situation, having the upper hand on the two men who’d misjudged their target.

	“Lady, I need… medical attention. I’m… bleeding pretty bad… here.” Burly grunted his way through the sentence and gnashed his teeth. His head pitched back, but his hand remained planted on his injury.

	Wayne took off, running for the side of the truck. 

	Wendy jerked her chin back in his direction, catching a glimpse of his boots and pants vanishing behind the back wheel.

	“What the hell are you doing?” The burly man’s hoarse voice strained, peering at his partner who hid from Wendy.

	“Unless you want your friend with another hole in his body, I’d come out now before it’s too late.”

	“You’re bluffing,” Wayne replied, shouting at her. “You won’t kill an unarmed man bleeding on the ground.”

	“Christ. Will you… stop messing… around and do as she… says, you damn asshole.” Burly jabbed his bloody finger at the side of the vehicle.

	“Shut it. I got this,” Wayne shot back in a low voice. “She ain’t going to do shit. All talk. You’ll see.”

	This guy is either stupid, hates his friend, or is ballsy.

	Wendy searched for a shot at Wayne who cowered behind the wheel. The thick-treaded tires offered no clear shot at his lower limbs. A scant bit of clothing teased her from the side of the wheel, then vanished.

	Son of a bitch.

	The burly man pursed his lips and pumped his fist at his cohort. Rage melded with pain. He stayed put and gave no reason for her to take a shot at him.

	She had no intentions of shooting Burly again unless he gave a reason. Gunning him down with his foot in a bad way was not on her to-do list seeing as he was no longer a threat and couldn’t come after her.

	Wayne, on the other hand, proved more stubborn. His refusal to comply with a simple request had escalated matters to a whole other level.

	The bed of the truck creaked.

	His shadow on the road moved, something she hadn’t noticed earlier. He climbed into the back of the pickup.

	Wendy pulled the shotgun in, then stood from the weeds. She rested on her legs, brought the shotgun up, and trained it at the bed of the truck.

	Wayne’s hand appeared a second later from over the side wall of the bed, clutching a compact, black pistol. He squeezed the trigger, firing blindly.

	Two rounds popped off.

	Wendy ducked and made for the open passenger’s side door.

	The bullets missed their mark, hitting the weeds away from her.

	Burly sat up from the other side of the truck. The moving barrel of his rifle caught her attention, appearing above the bench seat of the cab.

	Wayne fired three more shots that zipped past her hitting dirt and a portion of the door above her head. He leaped over the side of the bed to the ground.

	She pulled the trigger, blasting his chest with buckshot.

	The fatal impact sent him tumbling back, dumping into the weeds. He hit the dirt, twitching, and groaning before going silent.

	Wendy scampered from the door, past the extended part of the truck. Her hand tugged on the fore-end to cycle another shell into the action, but nothing happened. She flipped the shotgun on its side and peered into the magazine tube through the loading port. It was bone dry.

	“Wayne, you all right… buddy?” Burly grunted and moved about.

	She’d lost sight of Burly and now had no weapon to defend herself with. The gun in the cab was a risky move, one Wendy didn’t want to play for right then.

	Footfalls shuffled her way. Painful groans and creative, colorful words tainted the stifling hot air.

	Wendy tossed the shotgun and sifted through the weeds for the compact pistol Wayne had wielded. Her hands batted at the blades of vegetation. Each subtle noise and footstep made by the injured man increased the worry.

	Come on. Where the hell are you at?

	“I planned on letting… you walk, but… not now.”

	She ignored the man’s threat and focused on the weapon. Wendy peered under the truck, spotting him limping around the engine compartment to the passenger’s side.

	Panic set in from being unarmed with the angered, injured man, closing in. She huffed, chest heaving. She mashed the weeds down around Wayne’s right hand.

	Where’s that damn pistol at?

	The black grip of the weapon rested on the ground. Wendy grabbed the grip, then flipped onto her back next to Wayne’s body.

	Burly appeared through the open passenger-side window with his rifle shouldered.

	She squeezed the trigger, emptying the remainder of the magazine in short order. 

	The slew of rounds pinged off the top edge of the door with one catching the injured man in the side of his neck. The bullet tore through the hairy, sweaty flesh, exiting out the back.

	A thin line of blood trailed in the bullet’s wake.

	He stopped dead. His hand released the rifle and palmed the bloody hole, trying to plug the blood rushing from the wound. A gurgling noise sounded. He stumbled backward, falling into the side of the truck, then to the dirt.

	Wendy exhaled, dropping her head back. Both arms fell to the side. She was mentally drained. She stood up from the weeds, getting away from the dead man. Her trembling hand clutched the grip of the gun, refusing to let up.

	Sulfur invaded her nose, refusing to dissipate in the brutal Texas heat. The endless sweat gushing from every pore on her body tried to cool her down but failed to do so. 

	The emotional stress of being victimized again and having to take more lives in a world that seemed to no longer value it wore heavily on her. She had no qualms about defending herself from threats or helping others who needed help or sat defenselessly, but the act of snuffing out a person’s life still racked her through and through.

	Damn you. The both of you.

	Wendy tilted her head forward, shook it, then got to her feet. Her back inched up the side of the truck while she avoided eye contact with Wayne, and the holes she’d placed in his chest.

	The thought of a car driving by and placing her at the scene with blood, dead bodies, and overall mayhem didn’t set well with Wendy. The number of questions and everything else that could and would follow presented further obstacles.

	She stuffed the compact pistol in the duffle bag, then rushed out to the middle of the road where the rifle and GX4 rested on the asphalt. Wendy scooped up both weapons in short order while giving a quick look in either direction of the road.

	The long stretches of highway showed no cars in the distance, or thrumming engines closing in on her position.

	Wendy rushed to the driver’s side and slammed the door shut, then raced to the weeds. The rifle fell to the ground. The GX4 went straight into the waistband of her pants.

	Both men lay dead in the weeds near the truck. She contemplated dragging them further into the ditch and away from the side of the road in case someone passed by, but declined the notion, wanting to just leave and not be around the mess that was made.

	The duffle bag had vanished from sight. She skimmed the weeds, hunting for the pack. She inched down the embankment, swatting the tall blades with an open hand until she found it.

	Thank God.

	Her hand plunged through the itchy vegetation, fingers feeling for the straps. They wrapped around the handles of the pack and jerked it from the ground.

	Wendy hauled the duffle bag back to the pickup and retrieved Wayne’s rifle. She left the shotgun behind, seeing as it had no further ammo left in the magazine or the pack.

	The sling of the rifle went over one shoulder, and the duffle over the other. She gave one last look at the truck and dead men, scooped up the map from the passenger-side floorboard, then bolted down the ditch through the knee-high weeds.

	The gear slapped her back with each quick step. The uneven ground tested her aching feet and sore ankle that refused to heal all the way.

	The tree line approached quickly, allowing her to disappear into the expanse of sprawling trees and other rich greenery that would conceal her the remainder of her trek back to Houston, and her father.



	

CHAPTER THREE

	 

	 

	ALEX

	 

	Burn it all to the ground. Every last brick and beam. 

	Cason Vargas, the mobster who held the enduring chaos of a crumbling Houston city in the palm of his hand, had wreaked havoc on Alex’s life. The powerful criminal had killed Alex’s backstabbing former associate, Trey, and sought to steal his daughter away. Dale, the older gentlemen caught up in his tornado of bullets and bad men, met a grim death with a slug to the head.

	Wendy, Alex’s daughter and his only reason for existing in a world gone mad, had avoided capture by the ruthless criminal and resided with the authorities in the small town of Trinity, Texas, allowing him to end things once and for all with the terrible tyrant.

	Alex clutched the file of locations Vargas owned or was linked to, between his arm and sweaty, spent body. The grip of the gun remained taut in his hand, ready to work. The sore and battered ribs he’d sustained from the tussle he’d had in the Big Thicket National preserve the day before made it hard to breathe and maintain such a quick pace.

	His legs moved quickly just the same, forcing them to do as he commanded. Boots pounded the pavement with his companion, Vee, and her faithful and skilled sable German shepherd, Ranger, trailing him.

	“Are you seeing them?” Vee peered over her shoulder at the stretch of alleyway behind them, leading from the Accountant’s place of business. The middle man for the scum of Houston to conduct nefarious business transactions lay dead in his office killed at the hands of Vee who was saving Alex’s life.

	Ranger galloped at her side, tongue hanging from the corner of his mouth. The tactical harness secured around his body shifted with each long stride the canine made.

	“I’ve got no visual.” Alex huffed and winced, fighting tooth and nail through the discomfort of the injuries he’d sustained since the power crashed and things had gone to shit in a hand basket. “Keep moving. That’s all we can do until we lose them.”

	“They seemed rather pissed at us shooting up the place and killing the Accountant,” Vee replied, wheezing.

	“Guess he should’ve made better decisions and not given you a reason to take him out.” Alex’s face scrunched in pain from his hurt ribs. “Besides, it’s one less dirt bag in the city. I doubt anyone’s going to lose sleep over a scumbag like him.”

	A gunshot sounded at their backs. Alex flinched and covered his head.

	Vee gasped.

	The bullet zipped past, missing both of them by a few inches.

	“Christ.” Vee’s voice strained, raising an octave in the heat of the moment. “We need to ditch the thugs and find a place to regroup and gather ourselves, or we’re as good as dead here.”

	Alex focused on the street ahead that drew nearer with each hard, painful step.

	A throaty engine roared at their backs. The grumbling noise built with every passing second from the far end of the alley.

	“Oh, good. They have a working vehicle, it seems,” Vee said in a snide, condescending tone.

	“It might not be with them.”

	“Wishful thinking, Ryder. Wishful thinking. Knowing our luck, it’s probably loaded down with men and automatic weapons.”

	Alex listened to the revving engine echoing down the passageway. He gave no additional look back to see who drove toward them. His only concern was making it out of the alley and to the street, then they’d find a way to disappear and gather themselves for the next play.

	The road ahead had no moving traffic—vehicles or people. The blacktop had a few abandoned cars spread over it. The sidewalks and buildings showed no activity from people going about their daily lives.

	The car chasing after the trio raced toward them, gaining speed and cutting the distance with ease. The pop shots ceased for the moment, but it was far from being over.

	Alex hit the outer edge of the alley first, rushing out onto the sidewalk, then to the road. He stayed on the lookout for armed men, or other thugs, looking to take a shot at them.

	“Do you know where you’re going?” Vee asked, winded. “Or are we running to be running?”

	“Focus on moving and staying ahead of them.” Alex slipped past a stalled Ford Focus, its backend skewed to the curb.

	The pack tugging on his shoulders slapped his back with each step. The additional weight, although not much, did make it burdensome to maintain the given pace.

	The German shepherd had little trouble keeping up with his handler and ally. All four legs moved at a good clip, pushing the canine onward with relative ease.

	Vee nudged the rear of the Ford Focus Hatchback. Her palm pressed the heated glass and body as she rushed by. “I’m going to have to stop soon. Not sure how much more my legs can take after all the walking and running we’ve done, then climbing multiple floors of stairs with no breathing room or rest.”

	“Working on it.”

	The car sped toward them. The thrumming motor gave ample incentive to push through the discomfort.

	Alex leaped to the curb, brushing past a streetlamp. He zeroed in on a tiny opening between the rows of buildings beside them that the car giving chase wouldn’t be able to fit through. “I’ve got a way out, I think.”

	“Good, ‘cause they’re gaining on our asses.”

	Another gunshot sounded at their backs, followed by another.

	Alex flinched on instinct, unsure of where the bullets were headed. His head dipped below his shoulders. He drifted toward the brick buildings without chancing a glance at the men in tow.

	Ranger barked and huffed without stopping.

	One by one, they funneled into the narrow passageway.

	Bullets pinged off the exterior of the brick building at the bend in the wall. Bits and pieces of the hardened clay fluttered in the air before falling to the concrete.

	“Ah. Damn it.” Vee's palm checked the side of her arm while on the move.

	“Are you okay?” Alex slowed and turned, facing her. “Did you get hit?”

	Vee studied the thin line of blood drawn near her triceps. “I think a piece of brick got me. Doesn’t look bad. I’ll be fine. Keep moving.”

	Alex weaved through the junk in their way, skirting past rotting pallets and trash bags, among things he didn’t give much thought to.

	Tires squealed from the street at the entrance. The grumbling engine remained, idling roughly.

	“I sure hope this alley gives us an out because they’re hot on our asses, and we’ll be sitting ducks in here with little to no cover.” Vee sounded none too pleased about being in the passageway and exposed with no exit strategy.

	Alex scanned the walls for a door or opening, fearing they might not make it to the far end before being gunned down.

	The gunmen rushed the entrance from the street, then stopped. Crackles of gunfire tainted the smoky air, but it wasn’t coming from the men in tow.

	A door leading into one of the buildings moved slightly. It popped open.

	Alex trained the pistol at the doorway, finger on the trigger.

	“Sounds like more unwanted attention has shown up,” Vee said. “Good for us, at the moment. It’s drawing them away from us.”

	The gunfire ramped up. Discharging weapons sounded, one right after the other.

	A figure moved out from the building, poking his arm around the door, then his head. The dark-skinned boy waved at Alex, motioning for them to come inside.

	Alex kept the gun aimed at the kid for a second longer, unsure of what was happening. A kid could pull the trigger just as easily as a grown person could.

	“Yo. Hurry the hell up and get in here before they gun your asses down,” the boy said, moving his hand faster.

	Ranger growled at him.

	Alex lowered the gun to his side and headed for the door.

	“We’re not going in there, are we?” Vee asked.

	“It’s better than being out here right now, wouldn’t you say?”

	“Guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”

	The door swung open a bit more.

	The tall, lanky boy leaned against the surface of the dented door, allowing them to pass by. He peered around the edge to the far end of the alleyway where the gunmen were engaged in a gun fight with an unknown threat.

	Ranger, then Vee skirted past him, trailing Alex inside the low light of the building.

	The door slammed seconds later, severing any sun beaming inside the structure. The lock engaged, sealing them inside.

	Alex locked onto the kid’s shadowy frame, watching his every move as he walked past them.

	Ranger growled.

	Vee huffed and gasped, trying to catch her breath. She hunched over the heels of both hands mashed to her knees.

	“Come on. This way.” The boy walked away, heading down a hallway with pockets of light shining through various spots within the building.

	“What do you think this is all about?” Vee asked in a whisper while standing up straight.

	“No clue, but I’m guessing we’ll find out soon enough. Keep those eyes and ears open just in case.” Alex trailed the teenage boy with Ranger and Vee on his six. He spotted what looked to be a pistol tucked in the back of the boy’s jeans that sagged some around his boney waist. A portion of light illuminated the firearm and black and red checkered boxers reaching above the pant line.

	“You two aren’t from around these parts, are you? Doesn’t seem like you are, anyway.” The kid strolled down the hallway, checking over his shoulder.

	“Not especially,” Alex answered.

	“That obvious?” Vee asked from the back of the pack. “I thought we blended in rather well.”

	“About as well as a bull in a China shop.” The kid snickered, then shook his head. “I mean, everyone and anyone from these parts knows you don’t mess with the Accountant. Kind of a cardinal rule if you value your life and all. The sort of gangs and well-to-do “businessmen” he works with is more than enough to keep folks away from his building, or meddling in his affairs.”

	“How do you know about him and the people he works with?” Alex followed the boy up a rickety staircase that creaked under their weight. “You work for him or something?”

	The kid swatted the air with his hand, dismissing the question. “Nah, man. I don’t work for that two-bit thug or anyone else for that matter. At one point, I rolled with a gang that had some dealings with him, but dropped out when the heat got too much for me.”

	“How’d you manage that? I thought gangs were more of you’re in until you’re dead sort of thing.” Vee’s boots stomped up each step with Ranger at her side. “They let you just leave?”

	“Not as cut and dry as that, but I guess you could say that.”

	They followed the stairs to the second floor. The gunshots from outside lessened, trailing off to nothing.

	“Where are you taking us?” Alex asked, examining the crumbling walls and soft, spongy wood floor under their feet. “And more so, why are you helping us? If you’re thinking of trying to steal our gear and snuff us in this drab, abandoned building, I can promise you that won’t go over too well for you and anyone else waiting to give you a hand.”

	“Someplace safe to lie low until the heat dies off outside. You stirred the hornets up, and they’ll be buzzing around here for a bit, so chill.” He turned and glanced at Alex, then back to Vee. “Also, if I wanted to snatch that gear you’re hauling, especially that bow and quiver full of arrows, I would’ve taken them from your dead bodies after they gunned you down, but I’m not like that, so you lucked out.”

	“Okay, but you still didn’t answer the question as to why you’re giving us a hand, here,” Alex shot back. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m… we, are grateful for the assistance and all. Our luck in most parts of the city has been, well, let’s say, deadly.”

	“Can’t a brother do the right thing?” The kid shrugged and presented a lifted brow.

	Doing the right thing seemed in short supply now, given the tumult consuming the metropolis. To survive, one had to be on guard at all times, or risk losing their life.

	Alex wasn’t convinced by the wry grin he gave. “Hardly. You’re not selling me on the whole righteous bit.”

	The kid dropped his shoulders. “All right. Full disclosure, here. I spotted you three earlier heading in the direction of the Accountant’s building, and you piqued my curiosity. You seemed rather curious about those big boys outside the building.”

	“I’ve known a few white people who do stupid, crazy shit and figured you two would be as good as dead if you dare test the man, but then you popped up from that alley hauling ass, and I figured you hit the man’s joint or something. Thought if I lent a hand or something, I might be able to score a bit of that loot you lifted from him. A brother’s got to get paid any way he can these days. Times are tough out here on these streets, man.”

	“Your generosity knows no bounds, it seems,” Vee replied, not masking the snide tone.

	“We didn’t steal any money. That wasn’t what we were after,” Alex answered. “Furthermore, the Accountant is dead as far as we know.”

	The boy paused, then spun around. His hand shot up in the air, his eyes wide. “You killed him?”

	Alex nodded. “He didn’t give us a choice in the matter. It was either him or me.”

	“Damn, man. That’s going to draw some heat that I can promise you do not want.” He tilted his forehead forward, then shook it in disbelief. “I hope whatever it was you got was worth it. Speaking of, what did you take?”

	Gunfire sounded outside the building. Although muffled and low, each report snared the group’s attention, silencing any chatter.

	The kid snapped about-face, then got back on the move. “Come on. We need to keep moving. Sounds like they’re trying to get in from the first-floor side entrance.”

	Vee pushed her way past Ranger to Alex’s side. She grabbed a handful of his arm, then leaned in close
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