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  Chapter 1: Julianna


Juli closed the curtains on the darkest night of her life. The lights had gone out a full half hour ago and nothing electronic would power on, not even her cell phone or her precious Prius.
An EMP had struck Cincinnati.
She looked around her sparse living room. Moses hadn’t arrived yet. He should have. Had he gotten stuck somewhere en route to her apartment? She ran her fingers through her hair. Had his old beater died after the EMP? Moses claimed his Accord could run through the next apocalypse. But was that true?
She’d have to do this on her own and trust him to find her along the way.
Juli grabbed her ball cap from the scratched wooden coffee table and tucked in her wild curls before heading into her bathroom, her hands resting on the slight swell of her belly. She sat on the tub’s edge and dipped the canteens below the water’s surface. When the first nuclear bombs had fallen on the east coast, she’d filled her bathtub to the sounds of local network affiliate reporters freaking out, their DC and New York counterparts incinerated in the blasts. This was now her only clean, potable water source and yet, she had to leave it.
She slipped the heavy canteens into her backpack and laced up her favorite black running shoes. Juli checked the full-length mirror, making sure nothing glittered or shone on her, then scribbled a note for Moses and set it next to the tub.
Before she left, Juli lifted her hood over her cap and shouldered her pack, cinching the straps.
Saying a silent prayer for safety, Juli hiked down the emergency exit stairs into the alleyway behind her apartment building. It was quiet. Too quiet. The night was chilly, but not cold enough to make her breath mist in a telltale cloud. The air carried the hint of moisture, the steel scent of an approaching snowfall.
It took her eyes a precious thirty seconds to adjust before she loped off at an easy jog. She headed toward the old brewery and subway tunnels under Cincinnati, where the group of concerned citizens led by her fiancé Moses were meeting up.
Passing one darkened home after another on deserted backstreets, the steady rhythm of her pounding feet and the occasional barking dog broke the silence. She was thankful Moses had introduced her to physical fitness when they’d started dating nine months ago. She was in great shape, the best of her life. And despite her condition, she felt strong, even after a nearly four-mile brisk jog.
Muted voices filtered toward her, and Juli’s fingers edged closer to her hip holster and her Beretta. She ducked behind the corner of a building, allowing the shadows cast by the bright moonlight to swallow her. She was so close to her destination. And she’d finally encountered other people. Friend or foe, she couldn’t know.
She froze as kids on bikes whizzed by her position, yelling curses and taunts back and forth. They were clearly unconcerned about being caught out after curfew, which had been in place for months. It had all started after race riots rocked Cincinnati following yet another death of a young Black man at the hands of a white police officer. Of course, that was one of many tit-for-tat attacks. Too many. The older white man walking his dog who was attacked by the mob of young Black men. Or the Hispanic woman who died at the hands of an angry white mob. The Black woman who had killed a Hispanic man trying to rob her, who then was attacked by a Hispanic gang, strung up in a tree for the world to see. The names of those who’d died over the years were forgotten in the wake of the nuclear attacks, but the images lingered. The death. The anger.
Who were these kids? As a math teacher at a nearby high school, Juli knew many of the neighborhood youth.
She doubted they were taking a joy ride at three a.m.
Could they be members of one of the new mega-gangs? The mega-gangs sprung up overnight, forming when many single ethnicity gangs linked forces. Moses said they were everywhere, in every city, and had even overtaken a few.
The teens dismounted, huddling in murmured conversation.
As she ducked into the shadows, she remembered the day after the first nuclear attacks. The bombs had incinerated DC, New York, LA and Atlanta, along with the rest of both coasts. She had gone into school as usual, fully expecting students to be reeling and needing comfort. Perhaps counselors would be on site like what happened after a school shooting or national tragedy. Juli could’ve used an hour with a counselor herself, her mind numb with the shock of the attacks.
What she’d found awoke her to the situation’s gravity.
Students were looting Cincinnati’s premier magnet high school, while teachers cleaned out their classrooms and hurried away. The principal and the resource officer had blocked the main entrance, searching bags for stolen items. Not that it helped, as students had broken down other exits and had even thrown desks through ground-floor windows to climb out.
Juli had grabbed a few essentials, then snuck out with another teacher after dodging fist fights and a mob looting the vending machines. She’d never forget the two girls fighting over the last Twix bar — all the hair-pulling, nails flying off, and clothes being ripped had astonished her. Honestly, Juli loved chocolate like anyone else, but why fight over it?
The world had sunk into a deep evil. How much worse would it get? No power. No video games. No refrigerators. No light. No shipments of drugs for the gangs to sell.
The chill wind brought her back to the present. The kids had gathered on a front lawn of a normal home in this typical university neighborhood. They broke apart, approaching homes in pairs, the last boy left outside as sentry. 
Before Juli could shout a warning, they kicked doors in and gunshots filled the air. 
“Hey!” the lookout shouted in her direction. “Whoever you are, just leave! Leave now and you won’t get hurt.” He wiped his forehead, staring straight at her.
Juli gulped in a scream and scrambled backward through the narrow walkway between homes, emerging into a deserted back alley. The smell of the dumpster made her gag, but worse was the reality of those gunshots. She couldn’t allow herself to get trapped here. She had a life to protect.
She jogged at a moderate pace, cold air pricking her cheeks. She twitched her nose at the scent of rotting trash piled high on the curb, swallowing down the urge to vomit. As she rounded a corner, a darkened train loomed ahead, blocking the intersection and her way forward. She drew her weapon at movement in the train’s shadow.
“Announce yourself,” Juli said.
“Sergeant Moses Reynolds of the 2/75 A-Co, sir!”
Juli chuckled. Everyone was “sir” to an Army Ranger, including your fiancée. She relaxed and holstered her gun. She wrapped her arms around him, noticing his Honda parked by the dumpster in the alley, the engine silent.
“Keep that out, hermosa,” he said. “I don’t like the looks of this. I’m surprised the neighborhood gangs aren’t already stripping it to the bone.”
Juli murmured agreement, turning around in his arms to search the darkness. “How did you know where I’d be?”
He released her, raising an eyebrow at her question. “Knew you’d come this way, eventually. Figured we could head to the bunker together if I could catch up with you.” He searched her face. “You made awfully good time.”
She shrugged. “I wasn’t about to stay for whatever chaos my next-door neighbor would start.” Juli was positive he was a leader of one of the new mega-gangs. He had moved in a week before the nuclear attacks, meeting at night with rough-looking men. The comings and goings of that apartment caused Juli to call the police. Their hands were tied, they said, unless she saw illegal activity. Though she’d noticed the plainclothes officers walking her street since then.
As they headed southward inside the railroad track fence and approached the engine, they heard shouts and loud thuds behind them. Moses tugged Juli toward the shadows closer to the fence as dark forms materialized on the other side. She sensed his readiness next to her.
“Well, look who’s out for a midnight stroll!”
Moses pushed her behind him and gestured for her to climb up the gravel incline and across the connector between the front two engines. He scrambled after her as the men leaped the fence and pursued them. Juli tucked behind the last engine’s corner, while Moses took up position across the connector, his Beretta aimed at the man’s chest.
“Halt where you are! Sergeant Reynolds of the 2nd Ranger Battalion here and I am prepared to defend my group. Stand down and walk away!”
Peels of mocking laughter erupted from the other side of the train right before bullets strafed his position. Moses ducked behind the steel car.
“Identify yourselves! Drop your weapons and back away from the train. Hands where I can see them! That’s an order!”
Gunfire pinging off the metal engine was their reply. 
Moses locked gazes with Juli, her Beretta at the ready, her finger on the trigger. He switched to his M4 rifle, by far a superior weapon.
Moses mouthed, “Hunting — on three,” before they burst together into the space between the engines. Working seamlessly as if they’d done this their entire lives, they took out the combatants across the connector. Gunfire erupted above them, and Juli fired at the person on the train car’s roof while Moses ducked and shot another fighter crawling underneath the engine. A dull thud and gravel sprays behind them made her spin. She’d scored a hit.
A thin man tumbled to the ground as a glassy stare met her own, her bullet embedded in his forehead. Juli’s pulse raced. Surely Moses had seen death in his Ranger tours, but this was Juli’s first kill.
A gunshot whizzed by her shoulder, and she dove.
“Your six!” Moses yelled from the ladder of the second engine car.
Juli fired shot after shot into the night, cursing quietly when she missed and barking a “Ramirez down” and “Ramirez up” to signal reloading. Reflection on the death and destruction her gun wrought would come later. Much later.
When the last fighter fell to Moses’s bullet, clutching his chest, Juli surveyed the scene. 
Death surrounded them. Only Moses and Juli were standing.
She wiped blood from her temple. His eyes went wide as he raced to her side.
“You’re shot!”
Juli nodded. “Grazed. It smarts like anything. Do you have your field kit?” 
She couldn’t focus on the dead man at her feet. Nor the injured fighter struggling to breathe his last. She walked away from the engine, not caring where she went. She had to get away. 
Away from the reality of death.
“Of course.” 
The terseness in his voice snapped her eyes to his face. A muscle ticked in his jaw, the only sign of Moses’s anger. Juli forced a deep breath into her lungs and walked toward his car, the bunker and safety.
Moses silently dug out an antiseptic swab and dabbed her wound, a hand on her shoulder steadying her, grounding her to reality. 
“Doesn’t need stitches. An inch to the left and you’d be dead. Those were gang bangers. But the way they attacked…”
Moses trailed his hand down her arm. 
Was all this coordinated? A part of a bigger plan?  The drug wars adding to the race riots meant to create chaos that
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