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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 authors creative freedom.

	 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	 

	ALEX

	 

	The rhythmic beat of boots hammering wood melded with the muffled chaos from below. Each step rang out against the floor like gunshots, echoing through the halls of the building. Cutter’s men were inbound, and closing fast.

	Alex flanked Vee and Ranger who charged the dark corridor ahead at full tilt. The endless void of blackness made it cumbersome to see in front of them, offering vague snippets of the walls encasing them in certain doom.

	“What’s the plan here, Ryder?” Vee’s voice was unsteady, flustered, and strained. Ranger, her faithful German shepherd, matched her wide stride step for step.

	“We get to the roof and cross the platform we used to get into this building,” Alex answered, glancing over his shoulder. “Once we’re in the other building, we should be able to lose them.

	Beams of light sliced through the soupy night air, playing off the walls and floor, and stalking Alex’s backside. A scant bit washed over him.

	Gunfire cracked.

	An orange and yellow brilliance sparked in the blackness. Bullets speared the dense air around them, punching the walls with a thud.

	Alex ducked and returned fire with his pistol while on the run. Rounds streaked downrange at the trailing threat. Spent casings ejected from the side of the gun, and fell to the floor.

	The armed men in tow lowered to the ground and took cover behind walls and anything else that was solid.

	Vee raced up the stairs leading to the roof access door. Her feet tangled on the steps in the blinding ether. The hardened, formidable survivalist face planted into the stairs. “Christ. I can’t see for shit in here.”

	“We’re almost to the door. Keep moving,” Alex replied from the bottom step where he watched the shadowy silhouettes of the gunmen creep toward them.

	She stood and fumbled through the darkness to the door.

	Alex scaled the stairs, feet clomping each step in rapid succession. The men below mobilized once more and headed their way.

	“Move it, Ryder.” Vee waved him on in the darkness, offering a hint of her arm twirling.

	He rushed out of the stairwell to the roof. The door slammed shut at his back, hitting hard with a loud thump.

	Vee backed away from the door and faced the building across from them. The platform they’d used earlier in the day to gain access to the rooftop from the adjoining structure offered the only way to safety. “I’m not sure we’re going to have enough time to get across before they breach the door.”

	“You and Ranger start heading across. I’ll cover you.” Alex faced the door and walked backward, bringing his gun to bear.

	“This isn’t the time for heroics,” Vee shot back as she moved toward the platform. “We stick together. No splitting up.”

	Ranger stared at the entryway, growling from deep within. The German shepherd inched forward, baring his fangs.

	Alex trained the barrel at the door, anxious about the moment it would explode open. “Don’t argue. I’ll be right behind you and Ranger. I’m not going to let anything happen to either of you. Just go.”

	“Damn you, Ryder.” Vee snapped her fingers at Ranger. “Come.”

	The sable German shepherd whipped around and followed his handler to the platform. They made their way across, one precarious step at a time, to the other side.

	The door burst open a moment later.

	Multiple lights shone from the blackness of the stairwell, roving over the roof in front of the door. The group of armed men spilled out, weapons shouldered. He counted four contacts, outfitted with what looked to be automatic rifles and shotguns.

	Alex squeezed the trigger, unloading what ammo remained. The firearm recoiled, jerking in his taut grip. He edged along the rim of the building, focused on the shadowy figures.

	The men scattered like roaches, ducking and hitting the ground. The bullets went wide on two of the men but hit pay dirt with the other two.

	Their bodies jolted from the impact. Weapons dropped to the roof as they collapsed next to them.

	Vee shouted and Ranger barked, but their voices were muffled by the loud reports.

	The magazine in Alex’s gun ran dry. The click filled his ringing ears.

	Alex turned toward the platform, facing the edge of the building. He stepped up, fearful he wouldn’t make it across before being gunned down.

	Gunfire cracked at his back.

	A bullet skimmed his upper shoulder from behind, knocking him forward on the platform. The gun fell from his hand, hitting the rooftop. The bite of the round sent a sharp, shooting pain lancing through his neck and arm. It felt like a red-hot poker was jammed into the entry point.

	Alex battled through the wave of agony as best he could, and climbed on the platform. His legs carried him at what felt like a snail’s pace. Tears filled both eyes, mudding Vee and Ranger’s darkened appearances from the other building’s rooftop as she shouted his way. The distance muffled her voice to nothing more than a whisper on the wind.

	Another loud crack sounded. The additional bullet grazed the outside part of his arm, causing him to lose his balance and dump over the side.

	Vee shouted, reaching for him as he plummeted to the ground below.

	Alex focused on the rich blackness of the smoky sky, sad that he hadn’t taken down Houston’s most notorious kingpin, Cason Vargas, and that he’d never get to see his daughter, or Vee, again.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	 

	WENDY

	 

	Wendy’s journey to find her father was filled with the maniacal ruthlessness of the skinheads. The deviants left a wake of battered bodies behind them, stealing her away from friends who fought to protect her. Would she survive the remainder of the night, or meet a grim end?

	The Aryan Brotherhood funneled out of the Nomad Tavern, leaving the broken and battered bodies of the owner, and Wendy’s newfound friends, inside. The barbarians had stomped the opposition into the ground with ease, thwarting any sort of retaliation to stop their mission of obtaining her.

	A sense of glee swarmed the thuggish brutes. High fives were given in the aftermath of the brutal display of power. The crack of fist on bone rattled about in Wendy’s head. The groans leaving the pummeled bodies left for dead in the bar haunted her thoughts.  

	Davidson, the ringleader of the wild bunch, barked orders at his men who fanned out to the vehicles parked at the entrance of the tavern. “Load up and let’s get the hell out of here.” His harsh, authoritative voice carried with ease, snapping his thuggish minions into action.

	Wendy jerked at her arm, trying to break free from the stout, bald man who smelled of smoke and liquor. The brute dragged her past the black pickup to the far side. His sausage-like fingers refused to let up, burrowing into her sweaty flesh.

	“Stop that thrashing, now,” the bald man said with a snarl, lugging her to the open passenger-side door of the extended cab pickup.

	The trucks fired up one by one. Headlights blasted the front of the seedy bar.

	A wave of panic swarmed Wendy. She had no intention of getting into the truck and going anywhere with the men who sought to take her to Cason Vargas. She was a payday to the Neo-Nazis, one they wanted to collect.

	“I said stop that, now, damn it.” The bald man’s voice boomed like angry thunder over the grumbling engines.

	His gaze turned flat and predacious. He gnashed his teeth from under his goatee.

	“What the hell is the problem over there?” Davidson asked from the driver’s side of the blue and white Ford Bronco park next to the truck. “Can you not handle that little girl, Gibson?”

	The other skinheads loaded into the vehicles, slamming doors behind them.

	Gibson jerked her arm and clucked his tongue as if scolding an unruly child. “This bitch won’t—”

	Wendy stomped the bald man’s foot, then raked her nails across his face.

	The hold on her arm released.

	A wail of anger and pain fled the towering skinhead’s mouth. His hands shot up, palming the torn flesh that streaked the side of his stubbled cheeks as he lumbered about, drifting away from Wendy.

	“Jesus Christ,” Davidson said, shaking his head in frustration. “Get a handle on her, will you?”

	Wendy raked Gibson’s junk with the blunt end of her boot, toppling the giant man to his knees. She fled, sprinting as hard and fast as her tired legs would take her away from the trucks before the others could get to her.

	Davidson shouted at his crew. “Somebody grab her! That’s our money running away.” His voice ebbed the farther she ran down the sidewalk.

	Skinheads jumped from the bed of the truck and funneled out of the Bronco, giving chase. The union of boots stomping the concrete and shouting rivaled the seething trucks behind her.

	The engines burped a throaty grumble. Tires squealed, hurling the trucks away from the tavern into the street. The unsettling sensation of fear and dread from the mess Wendy found herself in plummeted her into a sea of fright.  

	The blackness shrouding the area and buildings made it challenging to know where to go for help. Wendy’s eyes darted about, seeking a way to lose the skinheads after her.

	A chain-link fence rimmed the edge of the sidewalk, separating the sectioned-off construction site from the walkway. She noticed a portion of the fence at the bottom sticking out some ahead of her.

	The skinheads rushed headlong at her, closing the gap between them. The unison of heavy footfalls and grunts set Wendy further on edge, heart punching her chest and pulse off at a gallop.

	Wendy stopped, lowered, and threaded her tiny frame through the tight space of twisted steel. The barbed, exposed ends of the diamond-shaped fence clawed at her clothing, ripping the fabric. The pin prick of flesh being cut stung. She ignored the pain and pushed forward.

	A hand grabbed at her ankle, fumbling for a firm hold. Angry men gathered at the fence, slamming the bodies against the barrier before them.

	Wendy kicked her leg, striking the meager grunt grabbing at her foot. He jerked his arm back, spewing unsettling words that bound her soul into a knot.

	“Get up the fence and over there before she gets away,” one of the skinheads shouted.

	Two of the nimbler men scaled the rickety fence. It swayed. Another tried to thread his muscular torso through the opening while avoiding the sharp, exposed edges of the fence.

	Wendy belly crawled away from the fence, then got both feet under her. The discord from the men shouting assaulted her ears, giving ample incentive to move quickly and not stop.

	Panic fueled her body. Her adrenaline spiked, drowning Wendy in a fight or flight response.

	One dense thud after another hit the ground at her back.

	Screeching tires and the grumble of engines lurked in the dark recesses of the city close by. Brief snapshots of light flashed from the vehicles to her right, then vanished.

	Wendy sprinted across the field, heading for the skeletal frame of the building under construction ahead of her. The abyss of blackness consuming the steel structure appeared vast and endless. She searched the dark depths of the openings ahead of her for a way out, but couldn’t tell which way to go.

	The two skinheads after Wendy caught up to her with relative ease. The hastened footfalls pounding dirt sent a shockwave of tension and stress lancing through her body.

	Rapacious fingers clawed at the back of her shirt, snaring a bit of the fabric.

	Both men let out guttural grunts, trying to take her down. Wendy moved faster and shifted direction, keeping them just out of arm’s reach.

	A small mound of debris blocked Wendy’s path ahead. The shadowy pile materialized from what felt like thin air.

	Her clothing clung to her frame.

	Wendy side-stepped the debris at the last moment, tearing her shirt away from the man’s grasp.

	“Watch out,” a voice shouted.

	The skinheads collided, knocking each other to the ground and avoiding the pile of rubble. The deviants tumbled over the earth in a ball of tangled legs and arms.

	Serves you right, you bastards.

	Wendy entered the maze of steel beams, tools, and equipment littering the grounds around the construction site. The building had few walls erected. Hiding within the structure was a no-go. She’d have to find a way out and vanish into the night somehow without being spotted.

	Her eyes raked the unfamiliar environment, navigating the stacks of brick and other supplies with seconds of scrutinizing thought. She searched the darkness ahead, hoping to spot a way out of the construction site.

	The skinheads in tow got back in the hunt, barking orders at one another and splitting up. The blackness put the thugs on the same plane as her, blinded by the night.

	“You got eyes on her?” one of the men asked at her back.

	Wendy kept low, worming around the ends of the pallets of bricks and stacks of long beams.

	“Not yet. I can’t see for shit out here and don’t have my light with me,” his partner answered. “Keep on her. We can’t lose her or Davidson will put a bullet in both our heads.”

	Fire stabbed Wendy’s thighs, hot and painful. Labored breaths fled her parted lips in the silence. Between the cut from the fence, running, and other injuries sustained over the previous few days, her body was in bad shape.

	The crunch of the skinheads’ boots on rock marked their whereabouts. She hunched over while trying to find her way to safety.

	“I think I hear her,” one of the men said from the other side of the beams she hid behind.

	A lump formed in her throat. She swallowed it down. The men were closing in, severing her chances of slipping away.

	The front of her boot struck something dense on the ground. She paused, then reached for the dirt, feeling along the surface.

	The tip of her fingers crawled through the earth, meeting a rounded piece of what felt like rebar. She pulled it from the dirt as the black-clad outline of the skinhead appeared from the end of the beams five paces north of her.

	The skinhead turned her way, reeling and pointing while calling out to his partner. “Here. She’s—”

	Wendy sprang into action from her crouched position. The rebar swung above her head. She charged the man, hell-bent on taking him down.

	Wendy swung at his arms that lifted to defend his head. The rebar smashed flesh and bone.

	The Neo-Nazi stumbled back, crying out in pain. “Ah, shit.” His arms dropped, and his feet tangled, sending him to the ground on his ass.

	She tried to run past him, staying on the move but was tripped by the goon seething with rage.

	Wendy crashed to the dirt, then rolled over. Her foot smashed into the skinhead’s face, knocking him back. His pitiful grunts and moans of torment met her ears. She swung at the depraved man cloaked in shadows, writhing on the flat of his back. 

	The rebar hammered his forearms that shielded his body without pause. Each strike of steel on bone brought another bout of cries. 

	“Get this bitch off me, Tommy.” The man’s pleas for help and mercy fell on deaf ears as she thought of her friends whom the skinheads beat to a pulp.

	Footfalls rushed her from behind.

	Wendy spun on the heels of her boots. She clutched the deadly blunt weapon, ready to dispatch the other fiend.

	The tall, smelly man caught her wrists as she took a swing at his head.

	“Damn, man. I think she might’ve broken my arm,” the skinhead on the ground whined, writhing in pain from the flat of his back.

	Tommy threw her arms downward, keeping a taut grip that tightened further as he tried to pry the bar away.

	Wendy dipped her shoulder, planted her feet, and rammed into the side of his arm. It felt like hitting a brick wall. She fought to hold onto the only thing she had to defend herself with but was losing the battle.

	The rebar loosened from her grasp. Tommy tore it from her. The bar clomped on the dirt at their feet.

	He flipped Wendy about and grabbed her from behind, pulling her close. His thick, muscular arms locked around Wendy’s chest, and he leaned back, lifting both her feet off the ground.

	“Stop fighting, now, or I promise you’ll pay dearly,” the grunt said with venomous spite.

	Wendy ignored the threat, kicking her legs and thrashing her body in every attempt to break free.

	His buddy on the ground struggled to get to his feet. He sat up, protecting his ravaged forearm against his chest. “Hold her good, Tommy.”

	The backs of Wendy’s boots slammed both of Tommy’s shins. She threw her head back, busting his nose with her skull.

	Bones cracked from the blunt impact. His arms loosened around her chest.

	Wendy dropped to the dirt. She planted her feet and threw an elbow, connecting with Tommy’s jaw.

	The blow rocked him. He stumbled back, dazed and growling.

	His buddy got to his knees and reached for Wendy’s leg, grabbing at her pants. She decked him in the face, landing her balled fist on his jaw. He dropped to the ground on his back.

	Other members of the Aryan Nation stormed the construction site, racing to the aid of their fellow brethren. Lights flashed, cutting through the murk. They called to their brothers in arms, fanning out in search of her.

	The combined tromping of the inbound men sent Wendy rushing from the two skinheads she’d stunned and fleeing for her life while the getting was good.



	
CHAPTER THREE

	 

	 

	WENDY

	 

	Neo-Nazis swarmed the grounds like locusts, hunting for their prey. They fanned out, scouring the guts of the building and the surrounding area for the girl.

	Wendy hid within the shadows to the far side of the structure, keeping out of the light’s path that flashed all around her. She mastered the fear trying to seize control of her body with deep, controlled breaths.

	The earth-moving vehicles and stacks of long, dense beams littering the landscape protected her some. It blocked the light, shielding her from the brilliance. Like a thief in the night, Wendy pulled away from the men, exiting the construction zone by way of a small opening in the chain-link fence that narrowly allowed her to fit through.

	She ran blindly down the street, feet rapping against the pavement like a prized race horse. Her head was on a swivel as she listened for the elusive trucks in the area.

	The grumble of engines and shouting men taunted her. Both sounded near, closing in from all around. The noises compelled her legs to move faster than they were if that was even possible.

	Wendy cut down an alley, fading farther into the darkness. The endless wall of gloom reached far, leaving the unknown to creep in the shadows of the confined passageway she couldn’t see well. She dialed in her courage and pursued freedom, topping the fear that chewed at the back of her brain.

	The pickup trucks stormed the street at her back. She couldn’t tell if it was both vehicles or just one. The thundering machines sent her chin touching her shoulder as she probed the ether for the hunters.

	A crash broke ahead of Wendy. The discord of something hitting the concrete made her stop. Her arms came up in front of her, hands balled into a fist.

	She explored the area for the threat. The lack of light dialed her eyesight to the blackness some, giving snippets of vague images.

	A trash can rolled on its side, shuddering from whatever caused it to dump over.

	She froze, standing silent.

	The clatter rattled on a moment more before something emerged from the interior of the waste container. It was an animal of some sort.

	Wendy lowered her arms, relieved. Her tense body relaxed. “Christ. You scared the hell out of me.”

	The small creature meowed at her from the gloom. It darted off into the night, melding with the dense shadows.

	The boisterous thrum of a pickup truck stalked the alleyway.

	Wendy wrenched her head toward the noise, backing farther into the depths of the passageway. Her feet collided with the hidden junk and trash can in the way, toppling her to the concrete.

	The Ford Bronco came to a screeching halt at the entrance of the alley. The interior light of the cab sprung to life. 

	Davidson thrust the door open, then climbed out carrying a flashlight.

	Wendy scrambled to her feet, fighting to get out of the waste she sat in and headed for cover. Her fingers plunged into squishy substances, helping her along to the side of a dumpster. She held fast, her heart beating a billion miles per hour. Each thump sounded loud, worrying her that the skinheads might hear it.

	The light from Davidson’s flashlight hadn’t shined her way, yet. She crept to the corner of the foul-smelling waste repository, scouting for his whereabouts.

	He faced the interior of the Bronco, back presented to her. He jabbed a finger at the men inside as more lights illuminated the grounds on the far side of the SUV.

	Wendy stole the moment and took advantage of the men’s distraction, slinking down the wall and heading in the opposite direction. The cover of night protected her, shielding her from sight.

	She crossed the alley, heading for an opening leading into another maze among the buildings.

	A single gunshot fired.

	The report stopped her cold.

	Light shone at the pavement around her feet, growing brighter.

	Both shoulders raised. Her head sank in a frightened manner.

	Davidson held a pistol skyward, barrel pointed at the heavens. The light worked up her legs, then to her waist.

	Wendy didn’t give him time to bark an order, running for the adjoining alleyway. He needed her alive, and she figured unharmed, seeing as the Neo-Nazi had plans for getting top dollar for her from Vargas. The low-life criminal would have to catch her first.

	She wormed her way through the passage, checking behind her every few seconds. She fumbled through the alley, moving as quickly as she could.

	The walls of the buildings encased her in a labyrinth she couldn’t decipher in the dark. She pushed on, rounding another corner and crashing into a body planted in place before her.

	Wendy flung backward, arms twirling before hitting the ground on her butt.

	Two ominous, black-clad figures towered over her. They kept silent, motionless.

	A light flashed into existence a second later, beaming Wendy’s face with the swath of yellow brilliance. Stars burst in the air, filling her gaze. Both eyelids clamped shut as her head turned away to block the light assaulting her.

	“Help her up, T,” a deep voice demanded. His voice sounded muffled, mouth covered by something. “Be quick about it.”

	Footfalls clomped toward Wendy. A firm hand snatched her forearm, pulling her from the concrete.

	Wendy wrenched her arm from the man’s hold, blinded by the shine. “Get off me.” She braced for the worst, a punishment for running.

	The light angled to the ground, giving Wendy a reprieve from its gleam.

	“I hear someone coming,” the man holding onto Wendy said in a nasal-sounding voice that also sounded muffled. “Might be those fucking skinheads we spotted driving around earlier.”

	Wendy cracked both eyelids open. Her sight was grainy as she tried to get her bearings and focus. She blinked the haze away and stared at the two men as clomping footsteps stalked from the alleyway at her back.

	Both men before her wore skull face mask bandanas covering the bridge of their noses down. Lowered hats on the men’s heads concealed the remainder of their faces. Beady, narrow eyes peered at Wendy from under the bills of the ball caps, looking her up and down.

	The towering giant to her right snatched her arm and yanked Wendy behind him as the looming threat came around the bend.

	Davidson emerged a second later, pistol brought to bear and flashlight leading the way as he swept the passageway. He spotted the two masked men shielding Wendy, and stopped.

	“You lost, friend?” the brute blocking Wendy from Davidson asked, adjusting his hold on the pistol at his side.

	T got a bead on Davidson with his smaller, compact piece, trained at the middle of his skull.

	“Not at all, but I could ask the same thing of you two,” Davidson replied, holding firm with his gun up and at the ready. “I’ve got no beef with either of you. Give me the girl and be on your way, or suffer the consequences. You want no part of the Brothers; I can assure you of that.”

	“The Brothers. Please. You skinheads walk around and act like you’re the top dogs on these streets,” the man before Wendy replied in a snicker. “You racist pieces of shit don’t scare us. Me and my boy here should trim you down to size just for the principle of the matter.”

	Wendy peeked around the wide man’s body and thick arm, meeting Davidson’s scowl. She peered to the stretch of alleyway behind her, contemplating whether she could make it or not before being overtaken by either rival faction.

	“How about we do this?” Davidson shifted the barrel of his gun to the brute’s head who was blocking him from Wendy. “You two cockroaches drop the guns now, give me the girl, and leave with your lives while I’m feeling generous. This is a limited-time offer and will expire shortly. Make no mistake, I’ll kill you both without batting an eye.”

	The throaty engine of the skinhead’s convoy distracted the masked men. Their heads turned, looking for the vehicle that drew near them.

	Davidson shot T in the head.

	The back of his skull erupted. The bullet exited, trailed by brain and specks of bone.

	The masked man collapsed to the pavement, dead upon impact.

	Wendy panicked, her voice strangled by the grisly scene of T’s head dumping fluid on the concrete. She backed away from the wide man’s body, drunk with shock.

	“T! You bastard,” the brute said in a thunderous roar.

	Davidson popped off another two rounds that punched the man’s chest. The blunt force drove him backward, then forced him into submission. He dropped to the ground, gun still locked in his grasp.

	Blood gurgled from under his red-stained mask. The flashlight laid on the ground, beam set at his pain-riddled face. He twitched from the flat of his back. Moans seeped through the fabric.

	Wendy fled.

	The crack of gunfire sounded.

	Rounds licked the mortar and clay of the brick building above her head. Tiny particles of debris rained down into her hair.

	“Hold on, there,” Davidson said, sporting a mirthless grin. “These two dipshits are dead because of you.” He towered above both men, peering at them.

	Wendy held firm, obeying his order. She watched in horror as he placed another round in the writhing man’s big head, shutting him down.

	The report and crunch of bone from the bullet tensed her muscles. Despite not wanting to see the mess, she couldn’t look away.

	Davidson spat on the dead bodies, then stepped over the big man’s bloody chest. The angle of the light and shadows cast on the unhinged thug made him look monstrous and foreboding. Vulturous eyes locked onto her. His gun hung at his side, finger hugging the trigger.

	Wendy sunk into the wall, her gaze downcast. Her skin crawled with repulsion from the barbaric act.

	The tromping of boots crept their way, as did the seething engines of the trucks.

	A burst of bright light shone down the alleyway.

	His men funneled in from the passageway to the east, weapons drawn and at the ready.

	Davidson kept his gaze deadlocked on her, ignoring the skinheads flanking him. He leaned in close to the wall to block her in.

	A heavy sigh left his mouth. The fetid, pungent breath assaulted Wendy, crinkling her nose some. “You best be glad that I’m turning you in for a hefty payday. Otherwise, you’d be getting a hearty dish of punishment for that shit you just pulled.”

	Her skin crawled with disgust. She felt unclean having the murderous tyrant invade her space. Wendy wanted to knee him in his nether region and run, but doing so could further test the mad man’s greed, something she didn’t want to bet on with her life.

	“You okay, boss?” one of the Neo-Nazis asked, craning his neck to get a better look at her.

	“I’m fine. Load up in the trucks before we have more unwanted guests trying to piss in my cheerios,” Davidson answered without tearing his focus from Wendy.

	The men jumped into action, following the stern command without a rebuttal. They skirted the dead bodies in the alley and marched toward the street and pickups waiting for them.

	Wendy glanced at the line of deplorables advancing to the end of the alley, taking her sights off her captor.

	Davidson stowed the gun he wielded in the front part of his jeans, then drove his balled fist into Wendy’s gut.

	The air rushed from her lungs. She gasped, holding her midsection. The pain from the hard blow sent a shockwave outward, spreading to every inch of her being. The top half of her body pitched forward.

	Davidson wrapped his sweaty fingers around Wendy’s throat, throwing her back and pinning her to the wall. “Just because I don’t want to mess up your face, doesn’t mean I can’t use other parts of your body to set an example. I’d remember that the next time you contemplate doing something stupid.”

	Tears swelled, blurring the belligerent fiend. He stepped back, then threw her forward, forcing her toward the trucks and a dangerous future.



	
CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	 

	ALEX

	 

	A malodorous stench filled the air. Heat warmed Alex’s face. Had he survived the fall from the roof, or was he in hell?

	The early morning sun broke through the armada of dense smoke and clouds. The rays shone on the dumpster and the bags of garbage that cushioned his fall within the steel walls. 

	A painful groan leaked from Alex’s dry lips. His gums felt tacky as his tongue rimmed the exterior of his mouth. He was flat on his back, facing a new uncertain day in a mess of a world.

	Both eyelids cracked open, then closed just as fast. The sun bombarded his sensitive eyes, bringing a grumble from his throat and his hand up to his face.

	The wound in his shoulder and the side of his bicep pulsated, radiating pain from the movement. He winced, teeth gnashing in every attempt to bite back the lancing discomfort.

	Christ. 

	Alex had experienced varying levels of pain throughout his rough life—everything from broken limbs to being stabbed. Not to mention the busted ribs and other such damage he’d sustained since the world crashed and burned. Falling from the top of a roof into a dumpster, and being shot two more times, took the cake.

	Flies buzzed in Alex’s ear and swarmed every inch of him and the stewing trash beneath. The insects landed on his face and the tip of his nose, then flew away. The feel of their legs on his moist skin made his skin crawl with disgust.

	“Damn bugs. I’m… not dead yet.” He batted the air, lifting his uninjured arm from the waste and swatting at the unyielding insects that refused to leave him be. They left his flesh, flying skyward, then came right back for more.

	Alex tried to sit up. His body ached from head to toe. Every molecule hurt, making it hard to flee the depths of the waste.

	Come on. Get out of this filth and in gear. People are still counting on you. You can rest when you’re dead.

	He dug deep, thinking of his daughter, Wendy, and newfound friends, Vee and Ranger. Alex had to keep on. He had to save them, or die trying.

	He reached for the side of the container. The tips of his dingy nails scraped along the glistening wet interior wall. He counted to three, then rolled to his side, and lifted to his knees.

	The shifting of his weight and movement, in general, brought a wave of torment to the wounds. His teeth clenched so tight it felt like they’d shatter into pieces.

	A scratching sounded on the outside wall, like nails down a chalkboard. He paused and listened, wondering who was outside, or if his fractured mind had conjured up phantom noises.

	Alex remained silent, unsure if some of Vargas’s men were still in the area. He’d already created some noise and didn’t want to further tempt fate in
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