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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 day had gone from bad to worse in a blink, and it showed no signs of getting better.

	Trey blocked the entrance to the cabin with his wide body. He held Alex at gunpoint with the micro-compact Springfield Hellcat pistol clutched in his hand. A stone-cold look washed over his plump, dingy face. His lips pursed and eyes gazed at Alex, watching and waiting for him to make a move from the floor.

	“You know, you’ve messed me and my daughter over, right?” Alex grasped the grip of the Browning 1911 pistol harder. “We were supposed to be friends, and you threw me to the wolves that night when you killed Mr. Vargas’s man and stole his money, then made me the fall guy.”

	“Friends?” Trey chuckled, then shook his head. “You know as well as I do, we weren’t friends. Not after you ghosted me years back and kept your distance from my ‘unsavory life,’ or so your wife more or less said. Our relationship after that was more business than anything else. Though, I must say, you never ratted me out to the police or anything after getting caught, so I guess I do owe you for that.”

	Alex shifted his weight on the wood floor of the cabin, hand twitching on the Browning. “Oh, you owe me in more ways than one. Mr. Vargas has been after me since I went to prison, and once he discovers that I’ve escaped, well, he’ll be gunning for me out here in this mess. Word has it he’s looking for you too.”

	Trey advanced on Alex. He reached out and took the Browning from his hand. “Is that so? He’s been trying to track me down for some time, but I’m rather hard to corner. I know the kind of people he employs and the connections he has, so I stay under the radar and avoid any hot stops. Pay with cash and all.”

	Trey stuffed the Browning into the waistband of his jeans, walked toward the window, then peered to the woods in front of the cabin. “Speaking of, how did you even find me? No one knew where I was. I mean, everything’s offline, the power’s toast, cell signal is a bust, and finding a working vehicle is like winning the lottery. Not to mention the riots and such spreading across Houston, though, that’s been a common occurrence for a year or more now. Not as bad as other cities, but still shit.”

	“Diego Cabal told me.” Alex stood, keeping his hands up where Trey could see them.

	“No shit. Diego, huh?” Trey peered through the window a bit longer while keeping the Hellcat trained at Alex, then faced him. “When and how did you run into him? He’s not the same man he once was, though, from the way your face looks, I’d say you figured that out yourself.”

	Alex eyed the Hellcat, then flitted his attention back to Trey’s smug smirk. “Long story. Doesn’t matter. Let’s just say that you weren’t as careful as you think you’ve been. Might want to watch who you run your mouth off to. Diego has intentions of coming to get you himself. He thinks Mr. Vargas will pay handsomely for delivering your head, as well as mine. Hell, Mr. Vargas might have some of his boys coming to collect your worthless, sorry ass himself.”

	The smug smirk vanished. Trey looked away for a split second, thinking. “Bastard. I knew drinking and doing drugs with Vincent that night would land me in more trouble. He’s been known to run his mouth. Guess I’m to blame.”

	“You know, there might be a way out of this,” Alex said, inching his way toward Trey with his fingers pointed at the ceiling. If he could just get close enough, he could make a play for the Hellcat. “A way for us to get him off our backs. What exactly did you do with the money? I know you said it was gone, but I trust you about as far as I can throw you.”

	“Stop moving, now.” Trey kept the Hellcat fixed at Alex’s forehead. His finger rested on the trigger. “I’d hate to redecorate the floor and furnishings with brain matter and chunks of bone, but I will.”

	Alex stopped a foot or so away. He studied the Hellcat, then his former associate’s unsettled disposition. It seemed as though he didn’t care about hearing that Diego knew of his whereabouts and that Mr. Vargas could be closer than he thought.

	Trey checked the window again while keeping an eye on Alex. “The money is gone. I gave it to the Accountant.”

	“Accountant? Who is that?” Alex raised a curious brow. “I’ve never heard of him.”

	“I doubt you would,” Trey replied, splitting his focus between the window and Alex. “He’s a businessman who works with shady individuals, like myself. A go-between for different parties. He keeps records of debts owed and reconciles those accounts when the debt’s been paid, one way or another. He’s settling a big debt for me that’s been shackled to my ankle for far too long. I’ve been on borrowed time and needed to get it settled.”

	Alex waited for his opening to take the Hellcat while Trey gabbed on. He wanted to keep him distracted long enough so he could make his move, and avoid getting a bullet to the head. “So, your plan was to steal from Mr. Vargas to pay whoever off? Not sure anyone is as bad as him.”

	Trey shrugged. “When you say it out loud, it doesn’t sound too smart. Though, you were supposed to take the fall that night after I killed both men. I knew you wouldn’t rat me out. You’re no snitch. Obviously, things went somewhat as planned.”

	“Another stupid decision in a long line of mistakes,” Alex replied, preparing to make his move on Trey. “You shouldn’t have screwed me over, or my daughter. That was an even bigger mistake on your part.”

	“Boo freaking hoo.” Trey sneered, mocking Alex. “You’re not the only one deep in the shit now, amigo. I’ve got to get while it’s good and find another place to lie low. Trouble won’t be far behind you and I don’t plan on being here when it shows up. I hate to kill an old friend, but seeing as we’re not that anymore, I think I’ll get over it fast.”

	Alex gritted his teeth. “I hate to tell you, but trouble is already here.”

	“Good-bye, Alex.” Trey adjusted his hand on the grip and stared at him with the Hellcat less than a foot away from his forehead. Beads of sweat rolled down the sides of his face and into the corners of his eyes, causing him to squint.

	Alex threw his arm down in a blink, deflecting Trey’s hand toward the floor. The Hellcat fired, punching the wood planks at his feet—missing the side of his shoe by a scant inch. He dipped his shoulder and rammed Trey, driving him back into the wall next to the window.

	“You son of a bitch,” Trey said, sounding more beast than man. “You’re going to die out here, Ryder.”

	Both men wrestled, tugging and pushing against the other’s body as they fought for control of the weapon.

	Alex turned, pressing his back into Trey. His hands gripped the heated barrel of the weapon and Trey’s wrist. He lifted his arm while pushing back into his former friend’s body to keep him from moving.

	The Hellcat barked.

	Muzzle fire flashed before Alex.

	His hands released the weapon. He spun around while staying close, hammered the side of Trey’s head with a sharp elbow, then yanked the Browning from the waistband of his jeans.

	The blow knocked Trey off balance, and he swayed against the wall. The pistol lowered for a split second, barrel trained at the floor.

	Alex rushed across the low light of the living room, gun in hand.  

	Trey brought the Hellcat to bear once more, lifting the compact pistol up for another shot. With a snarl, his brow scrunched and eyes narrowed. Alex dove over the couch as Trey opened fire.

	The bullets impacted the back of the furniture, tearing through the material with ease. Alex hit the front of the cushions and tumbled end over end on the unforgiving wood floor.

	“Shit, Alex.” Trey probed the tender spot next to his right eye where the elbow caught him. “Being in prison has toughened you up and made you batshit crazy.”

	“I’ll make a deal with you, Trey. Tell me where this accountant is, and I won’t kill you. I only want the money. You owe me that much.” Alex kept low, hidden below the front of the couch. The Browning rested between both hands. He panted, gaze searching for movement.

	“Kill me? You’re in no position to—” Trey stopped mid-sentence. “You slippery bastard.”


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	 

	ALEX

	 

	Alex scooted across the floor, flat on his back. He worked his way across the length of the couch toward the corner of the wall leading to the kitchen. “Think about it. You can either go on living and take your chances out there, or you can die in here. Your call.”

	Trey kept his distance, seeing that Alex had the Browning. “How about this? I place a slug in your head and send your dead, lifeless corpse to Mr. Vargas. That sounds like an even better plan to me.”

	The wood floor creaked under Trey. 

	Alex neared the edge of the couch, flipped onto his stomach, then stood. He squeezed the trigger while on the run, popping off three rounds blindly.

	Trey ducked and returned fire, missing Alex as he dove for the corner of the wall. The bullets punched the wood paneling in his wake.

	“I don’t remember your aim being so bad.” Alex stooped down with his back pressed against the bottom row of cabinets. He peeked to the living room, panting. “Looks like you’ve grown soft over the months. Then again, you were always a shit shot.”

	“Funny. You know this is all really pointless, Alex. You’re wasting time that neither of us has.” Trey rounded the corner of the couch, nearing the blind bend of the wall leading to the small kitchen.

	Alex extended his arm and fired, sending Trey scrambling for cover.

	“Looks as though I’m not the only one who can’t hit shit,” Trey shouted.

	“I don’t want you dead, yet,” Alex shot back, glancing up at the top of the stove.

	A black handle to a cast-iron skillet poked over the edge. He reached up and removed the weighted skillet from the coil burner.

	Trey grew silent.

	Footfalls ebbed to nothing.

	Alex stood there, waiting and listening.

	He peered over the living room, then toward the low light where Trey had scampered off. His hand held the pan while the other kept a grip on the Browning.

	The back door leading into the rear of the cabin through the kitchen busted in. Wood splintered. Glass shattered.

	Alex flinched, then turned his attention to the tall, thick man charging inside the cabin with his rifle shouldered. He brought the Browning about and unloaded on the bearded, bald man.

	The Browning fired two rounds, hammering his wide torso.

	The grisly henchman recoiled, then fell back into the short, white refrigerator. His body dropped to the floor, hitting with a dense thud.

	The front door to the log home burst inward. Two more goons marched inside, weapons drawn and at the ready. Each wielded a mixture of heavy arms—an AR–15 and black tactical shotgun.

	Son of a bitch, Alex thought. It had to be Mr. Vargas’s men coming to collect on Trey’s head.

	The two men, dressed in black tactical garb, swept the house, then looked to the kitchen. The one carrying the AR trained the automatic rifle at him while his partner broke away.

	A loud report sounded from the living room.

	Trey.

	Both men ducked and engaged their respective targets at will, splitting apart and coming for their marks.

	The shotgun barked, firing in the direction Trey hid.

	Alex dropped the cast-iron skillet, then made for the table. He dove over the top, sliding along the surface. A swarm of incoming ordinance whizzed past his backside.

	He hit the floor on his shoulders, then rolled to his back.

	The table dumped over behind him. The rounded edge hit wood, shielding him from the gunfire pelting the underside of the furniture.

	Alex watched the open door for any more inbound men lurking outside within the trees and bushes. A flash of movement skirted past the trunk of a tree near the back of the home. They had them boxed in with nowhere to go.

	Alex ejected the magazine and skimmed what few rounds he had left. The open door left him exposed to the men outside of the cabin. The dead, bearded man lying on the floor blocked a portion of the door, keeping him from being able to shut it. He contemplated shoving him out of the way, but didn’t know if more men covered the back of the cabin, waiting to move in, and he was low on ammo. 

	Damn it.

	The gunfire ebbed for a second.

	He wondered if Trey had died or retreated somewhere, leaving him to deal with the threat.

	A single report echoed inside the cabin, followed by a scream, then something dense hitting the floor.

	Alex stood and peered over the top of the table, spotting the armed henchman carrying the AR.

	He opened fire.

	A blast of muzzle fire spat from the barrel of the rifle. Alex pulled the trigger, hitting the henchman in his bicep with a single shot.

	The AR lowered, barrel tilted at the worn planks. The man turned toward Alex, palming his arm.

	Alex rushed around the table and away from the open door. He pulled the trigger. The Browning misfired.

	Come on. Don’t do this to me. 

	The gunman raised the rifle in a laborious manner, struggling to get it into position in time. The barrel pointed at Alex’s waist as he closed the short distance in a flash.

	He kicked the AR to the floor, then decked the muscular brute with a heavy right across his chin. The man’s chiseled jaw snapped to the side, and his head pitched forward. He rocked back on the heels of his black thigh-high boots, then shook his head.

	His partner laid on the floor, writhing in pain. The shotgun sat a foot away from his hands. A shadowy figure lurked beyond the wall. It had to be Trey.

	Alex punished the brute’s skull with another heavy-handed right cross. He stayed on the offensive, pummeling the larger man without pause.

	A sharp jab to the ribs halted Alex’s attack. The wind rushed from his lungs, leaving him gasping for air.

	The brute stood upright, then smashed Alex’s face with his thick forearm. 

	Alex’s head snapped back and his arms flailed. He crashed to the floor, landing on his backside.

	Trey scampered across the living room, heading for the open front door. He shot Alex a quick glance before vanishing outside.

	Bastard.

	The brute grabbed Alex with both hands, then wrenched him from his back. The scowl on his scarred face turned to pain. His injured arm buckled.

	Alex pounded his balled fist on the man’s wounded arm until he released Alex’s clothing. He pistol-whipped the brute in the middle of the forehead. He stumbled about, dazed, then collapsed to the floor, taking Alex with him.

	Both men groaned, slow to get up.

	Trey ran from the porch to the front corner of the house. He paused for a moment, then kept going.

	A crackle of gunfire made him flinch. His body crumbled to the dirt seconds later.

	A figure materialized from the thicket and trees next to the driveway. The man dressed in garb similar to the others closed in on the front of the cabin with his tactical rifle shouldered and watching the front of the log home.

	Alex stuffed the Browning into the waistband of his jeans, then retrieved the AR–15 from the floor. He shouldered the rifle, and turned toward the back door, finding a lone, well-groomed, black man blocking his path with a pistol pointed at his forehead. The man had a patch over his right eye. The strap bound around his thick skull dug into the bald flesh of his sweaty head.

	“That’s enough. Toss the rifle and piece, or I will drop you?” he said, holding position.

	The rifle stayed up, buttstock pressed to Alex’s shoulder with his finger on the kill switch. “How about you drop your gun and I won’t place a round between your eyes.”

	The muzzle of a pistol jabbed the back of Alex’s skull. The feel of the steel made him freeze.

	“Like I said. Toss the rifle or you die. Simple as that,” the man said once more, refusing to lower his weapon.

	Alex hesitated, plotting out any moves he could devise. None came to mind. He lowered the weapon and tossed it to the wood floor.

	The dark-skinned man nodded.

	Brute hammered the back of Alex’s head with the grip of his gun, then kicked him in the back of his leg.

	Alex dropped to his knees. Both palms rested on the rigid surface of the floor.

	Trey shouted from outside, groaning loudly as he was dragged inside the log home.

	The dark-skinned man lowered his arm wielding the canon and approached Alex. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	 

	 

	WENDY

	 

	The torment of not knowing what happened to her grandparents ate at Wendy’s tattered mind, making it hard to focus.

	The trails of blood Wendy had discovered in the house and bedroom increased the worry already weighing on her shoulders. A slew of unsettling images and scenarios played in Wendy’s head like a bad horror movie. 

	Perhaps her grandfather, Frank, had an accident while working in the barn or around the property. He had numerous projects that involved machinery and other dangerous objects that he used on a daily basis. The barbwire fence that needed to be repaired at the east side of the homestead could’ve opened him up, or the wood chipper sprung to mind, chewing on one of his limbs that might’ve got caught within its teeth. 

	The thoughts were far-fetched seeing how experienced Frank was with all the gear and equipment, but accidents can and did happen. It all had to be a figment of her strained imagination. She had just gone through hell at the hands of two deranged men who sought to defile, then straight up kill her. Still, the notion of her beloved family being hurt and not knowing their fate made it a billion times worse.

	Wendy rushed through the bottom floor of the sprawling home in a whirlwind of panic. Her grandfather’s keys to his pickup had to be somewhere down in the kitchen, or close by seeing as they weren’t upstairs in his bedroom and his truck was still in the driveway. Finding them, though, in the heat of the moment, was another story.

	She scoured the kitchen for the keys, the low light making it difficult to see. Her hands trembled, not only from the lack of food and fluids in her system, but the bound nerves that were wound tight.

	Each drawer was ripped open and searched. Her fingers sifted through the utensils, towels, and other miscellaneous junk that her grandmother stored in them.

	Wendy slammed the drawers shut with a huff. The items inside rattled about. The clatter echoed in the grim silence of the powerless home. She sighed in frustration, then punished the edge of the counter with her fist.

	Tears streamed from both eye sockets and raced down Wendy’s dirty cheeks to her chin. The mound of guilt of not being there for them ate at her like a parasite. It wouldn’t let up and only grew bolder with each passing second.

	She turned around and leaned against the counter. Both hands pressed to her face. The overwhelming fear of not knowing what happened distracted her from finding the keys.

	Wendy lowered her arms and shook the sadness and guilt away. Her fingers wiped the tears from under each eye. The keys to the pickup were missing, and Wendy had no clue where to check next.

	Walking to the police station would take forever seeing that the homestead was out in the sticks and not close to anything that resembled civilization. Her weakened state complicated matters further as she feared the intense, grueling heat would pound her into complete submission. Eating and drinking was the furthest thing from her tired and worried mind. Plus, she didn’t have the stomach for it.

	Both fists rapped against her skull as she paced back and forth in the kitchen. What else could be used to get where she needed to be, and fast?

	Her grandparents had bought her a Jeep Wrangler earlier in the year. She glanced at the darkened hallway. The keys to the off-road vehicle were kept in the storage room on a hook on the wall near the entrance.

	The vehicle was a work in progress—a passion project that Frank wanted to do with Wendy to strengthen their bond and teach her another trade she could use if the need ever arose. One could never have too many skill sets under their belt if the shit ever hit the fan.

	They’d made some good headway on the off-road beast. The Jeep ran, but a few minor things needed to be addressed before her grandfather would allow it to be taken out and put through its paces. Grandpa wasn’t here, though. Besides, time was a factor and the Jeep was the only viable idea she had to reach Trinity.

	Wendy marched across the kitchen, turned the corner, and made her way to the storage room where weapons and other such gear were kept. A bit of weight lifted from her shoulders as she closed in on the room.

	A scant bit of light shone into the hallway from the open door. Wendy paused, studying the light. She hadn’t noticed it earlier when running around frantically looking for her grandparents. The storage room door was never left open, meaning something had sent them rushing for the space and the contents inside.

	Her chin snuck over her shoulder to the living room and patio beyond, and she wondered if a threat lurked in the shadows. A gulp sounded from her throat. The beating of her heart thumped harder and louder. 

	Grab the keys and leave.

	Wendy forced herself forward, one precarious step at a time. She craned her neck and trained an attentive ear for any footfalls that weren’t her own.

	The swath of light illuminated a bloody handprint on the doorjamb. She reached out and pushed the door open farther.

	The unoiled hinges creaked louder than she remembered them doing. The lump of fear and uncertainty clinging in her windpipe refused to go away. The last thing she wanted was to find her grandparents’ bodies, dead on the floor.

	More drops of blood stained the tattered carpet, but no bodies resided on the ground. The safe’s weighted door, housing the array of firearms and munitions, hung open—another oddity that solidified the notion something nefarious had gone down.

	The keys to the Jeep dangled from the silver hook screwed to the wall, right where they should be. She ripped the hoop off the hook, then backed out of the room into the hall with her hand clamped over the keys. 

	Wendy turned and bolted down the hallway. The wood floor creaked with each hard step. She passed the kitchen and landing to the stairs, then rushed through the living room to the open patio door.

	A shadow emerged along the ground from the blind side of the wall. It grew larger, signaling someone was approaching the open doors.

	She froze, dead in her tracks, unsure of who walked outside. It could be her grandparents, or someone tied to her father’s past.

	Her hands closed around the keys. The pointed, sharp tips stuck above each finger. 

	The shadow paused shy of the door. It stayed put, motionless for a few seconds.

	“Granny? Pawpaw?” Wendy asked, wondering if maybe they stood outside, hesitant to come back into the home. “Is that you?”

	The shadow moved forward.

	A thin man emerged. Beads of sweat poured from his pale, flush, angular face to the five o’clock shadow outlining his square, rugged jaw. The black strands of glistening hair clung to his clammy-looking skin.

	“Who the hell are you and why are you skulking around my grandparent’s property?” Wendy asked, pumping her fist with the keys in his direction.

	He lifted one hand in protest while keeping the other on his upper arm as if it was injured. “I’m looking for help and spotted this house. Can you help me?”

	Wendy maintained her defensive posture and kept her fist trained at him. The scant bit of blood she noticed between his fingers made her uneasy, seeing as her grandparents had vanished, leaving the crimson fluid throughout the house.

	The mysterious man kept his distance and examined her body from head to toe. 

	She studied his face, noticing a hint of blood near his well-groomed sideburn. He favored his right bicep, his hand clamped over it tighter. His head turned to the side some, revealing superficial scratch marks running down his cheek to his jaw.

	The man trained his eyes back to Wendy. He looked shady from the way he probed her body with his slanted brow. The injury on his arm gave her pause as well. It looked like he’d been shot from the blood that crept between his fingers.

	A bad feeling spawned, beckoning for Wendy to act, to run away before the unknown man could make a move on her. It was just her and him in an otherwise awkward encounter that looked more suspect by the second. “What did you do to my grandparents?”

	He glanced inside the home, scanned the dark interior, then stepped through the doorway. 

	Wendy backed away, retreating from the patio door and the man. She kept both eyes trained on him and his hands, matching each step he made away from the doorway. “You better not have hurt them.”

	“Or what?” he replied, standing up straight and lowering his hand from the wounded bicep. A devilish smirk slipped across his face, though, a hint of pain remained. His lips curled as he rotated his shoulder. “Didn’t realize I’d be walking into an armed bunker of sorts. For some old people, they moved rather quick. Clipped me with one of the hand canon’s they got from that arsenal down the hall there. In the end, it did little good, though.”

	Wendy continued backing away, realizing her grandparents had died. The thought of them being gone seemed unreal, like a bad dream, but she didn’t doubt the vile man’s words, or the wounds he had. She ventured farther into the recesses of the home. The man blocked her path to the backyard and barn that housed the Wrangler.

	A wave of sadness and anger flourished throughout her battered frame. She wanted to break down and cry, but couldn’t. Not yet. Her life depended on clear thinking and quick judgment calls.

	“Why did you—” Wendy paused, then sniffled, fighting tooth and nail to hold back the flood of emotions trying to break free. “They were sweet, loving people. My family.” Her eyes glassed over, blurring the man and their surroundings. She gritted her teeth so tight they felt as though they could shatter at any point.

	Thin Man stalked her, keeping his distance at first, but watching every single move she made. His attentive gaze stayed glued to her. “A means to an end, kid. You can thank your father and his friend for what happened here today. The blood spilled from those two old folks are on their heads.”

	“You’re going to pay for hurting them,” Wendy replied, weeping.

	“Sure, I will.” Thin Man took a quick step toward Wendy, testing her. She flinched, then moved to the side, trying to get past him. Her ankle gave some, causing her to limp and stop. 

	He chuckled, noticing the injury and stutter to her step. “Seems like you’ve got a bit of an injury yourself. Why don’t you just stop moving and come here? I’d rather do this the easy way, but have no problem doing it the hard, rough way. Your call, kid.”  

	“I’m no kid, asswipe.” Wendy’s heart raced at a gallop. Her hand brushed over the back of the chairs pushed under the table. She rounded the back portion, then glanced to her left.

	The front door to the home was past the landing to the stairs, across the second living room, and around the bend of the wall on the far side of the home. If she moved quickly, she might have a chance at making it, though, the sore ankle made her doubt her odds. 

	“You’re not going to make it. I can promise you that,” Thin Man said, advancing on her. “The boss wants you alive, but that doesn’t mean I won’t put a bullet in your leg if it comes down to it. You’ve got no other place to go, kid, so give it up and come along quietly, and you’ll be mostly unharmed.” His hand moved behind his back.

	Wendy eyed him, turned, then bolted for the front door, taking her chances.

	Thin Man darted around the table and other furniture in a flash, cutting off her retreat. He navigated the furniture with precision and quickness, cutting the distance faster than she’d hoped he would.

	She stopped, then backed up as he reached for the smirched rags draped over her body. His fingernails clawed at the material. He slammed against the wall and blocked her path to the front door.

	“Hard way it is, then,” Thin Man said.

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	 

	WENDY

	 

	Wendy spun around and ran for the staircase. Her long, unsteady stride covered the short gap in a blundering manner. No reports sounded, much to her surprise.

	Thin Man charged after her, pistol in hand. His heavy footfalls pounded the floor, twisting her nerves. Subtle grunts loomed large. His presence being so close crawled over Wendy as she hit the bottom step.

	Her hands glided along the banister and wall. Both feet hammered the steps as she climbed as fast as her legs, and ankle would allow.

	He swatted at her legs. His palm struck the sore ankle, knocking her off balance.

	Wendy stumbled, falling forward onto the steps. She hit hard, knees ramming the dense edge of the wood.

	“Like I said, you’re not going to get away and there’s no place to run.” Thin Man grabbed her foot and held on tight. “All you’re doing here is pissing me off.”

	She rolled over, sat up, then punched his wounded arm. The keys stabbed at the damaged flesh.

	“Ah, you bitch.” Thin Man released her foot. His teeth gnashed. A growl escaped his pursed lips. He sounded more animal than man.

	Wendy slashed with the keys, catching a tiny sliver of skin across his cheek. Her foot kicked at his stomach, knocking him down the few steps to the landing.

	Thin Man crashed to the wood floor. The pistol stayed glued to his hand, refusing to leave the taut grip.

	She faced the landing at the top of the stairs and climbed. Her footing bumbled over the steps, tripping her up some.

	Gunfire sounded at her back.

	Wendy ducked, but kept moving.

	The bullet punched the carpet of the stairs near her leg as she reached the top.

	Thin Man got both feet under him, then rushed after her.

	Wendy crawled, stood, then raced for her bedroom through the dense light of the hallway.

	The angry man’s huffs and growls grew louder, drawing closer.

	She plowed through the cracked door to her bedroom, slammed it shut, then twisted the lock, securing the entry.

	Heavy fists pounded on the door a second later.

	Wendy backed away, panicked and scared. He had a gun and could open fire at any point. She could hide under the bed or in the closet, but figured he’d find her quickly, seeing as the bedroom had few places she’d fit in.

	The window across the room. The only other way out of the bedroom other than the front door.

	She raced past her bed to the bay windows and ripped the closed curtains back.

	A flood of bright sunlight blasted her face and illuminated the room. The heat from outside warmed the stuffy room, making it hard to breathe.

	Wendy grabbed the hot top lip of the middle window and pushed up. It jerked over the glides.

	The door shuddered with each dense thud. Thin Man spoke from the hall, but the door muffled his heated words.

	Wendy tossed her leg over the windowsill, minding her footing as she climbed out onto the roof.

	A single gunshot fired from the hallway.

	She stumbled and slipped, but didn’t lose her grip.

	The door shuddered.

	The doorknob jolted, then fell to the floor.

	The door flew open, slamming against the far wall.

	Thin Man rushed inside, pistol up and at the ready. He swept the bedroom, then made for the window.

	Wendy climbed across the roof, avoiding the sheer drop-off at the front of the home. She’d only gotten on the roof once, and then she’d climbed up the ladder her grandfather left at the west side of the home.

	“Damn it. Come back here.” Thin Man poked his head out through the window. He pumped his fist and trained the pistol at her, but held his fire.

	The pitch of the roof was not as bad as most houses. She worked her way to the slanted edge and peered over the side.

	The height and drop off to the gravel below made her pause, but she pushed on.

	Thin Man climbed out through the window to the roof. His hands clamped onto the window, refusing to leave. A stern, bloody finger jabbed in her direction. A slew of unsavory, colorful words tainted the air.

	Wendy ignored him and focused on keeping her distance and getting to the ground without taking the express way down.

	The wooden ladder she remembered Grandfather leaving against the house was gone. Perfect. The trellis her grandparents installed offered her the only way down without jumping. At least, the unpainted wood looked sturdy as far as she could tell.

	Thin Man advanced, then slipped. His body slammed against the hot shingles. He scrambled to his feet, shaking his hand that had palmed the heated surface.

	Wendy stuffed the keys into her pant pocket, then swung her legs over the side of the roof. She glanced at Thin Man as he stood, then climbed back through the window.

	Shit.

	Time was against her. A race to the bottom.

	Her body lowered down until the tips of her shoes touched the opened spaces of the trellis. It moved some under the added weight but held firm.

	Wendy continued down, hanging from the hot shingles that burned lava hot on her fingers. The pain intensified the longer the skin rested on the blistering material. Wendy bit her lip, suffering through the burn. She continued down, grabbing the trellis and heading for the ground.

	Her hand slipped from the wood midway down. She dropped to the scant bit of grass growing between the foundation of the home and the gravel drive. Both feet slammed the ground. Her knees buckled.

	The pain in her ankle blossomed, throbbing through her shoe. She grunted and held her tongue, then stood.

	Thin Man rushed down the concrete path toward the driveway. His hastened footfalls signaled his position.

	Wendy peeled her body from the green grass and scampered across the driveway to the far side of her granddad’s pickup. Her shoes dragged the ground with each laborious step. She lunged forward, disappearing past the bed of the truck to the passenger side as Thin Man rounded the corner of the home.

	His shuffling footfalls ceased.

	Her back leaned against the tailgate, head lowered beneath the top.

	“Come now, Miss Ryder. I’m growing tired of running after you in this Godforsaken heat.” Thin Man’s voice rose an octave, growing more agitated with each syllable. “Get out here and stop this foolishness before you really hack me off. You will not get away from me.”

	Wendy held firm, keeping her legs hidden behind the wheel of the truck. Her chest heaved, nostrils flared. She fought to contain her fear as to not alert the thug of her whereabouts.

	The barn used to store the Wrangler was a stone’s throw away. If she ran hard enough through the short maze of white farm fencing, she’d be there quick.

	Wendy peered over the bed of the truck, catching a glimpse at the top of his lush head of black hair that dipped below the truck. She waited for a second, then faced forward, staring at the ground.

	A semi-large, white rock sat nestled in the grass near her boots. She bent down and grabbed it.

	“There you are, clever girl.” Thin Man rushed down the bed of the pickup and skirted the tailgate.

	Wendy took off, sprinting through the grass

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
images/image-1.jpeg
DEREK SHUPERT





images/image.jpeg





