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Greg Harper was amazed the old black guy was conscious from the beating Mendoza gave him, let alone still alive. After an hour of beating on him, the only thing they had gotten out of him was that his name was Marvin Embry, and the girl with him was his granddaughter, Angella. The old man’s head and shoulders slumped forward, the only thing keeping his naked body upright was the extension cord that was used to tie him to the chair bolted to the floor. Dust motes filled the light shining through the windows on the plastic seats, wooden tables, and cushioned booths occupying the until now abandoned burger joint’s dining room.  

They had shouted in the old man’s face, demanding to know where the stash of guns, ammo, and food was hidden, and how many of Marvin’s friends were guarding it. The scrawny black man’s response was always that he didn’t know anything about any guns or food. He said he and his granddaughter had been on their own for months. And from how they could count their own ribs, he kept telling them it was obvious they had been barely getting by when they had been nabbed yesterday by Harper’s crew at gunpoint while they had been searching for canned goods overlooked by other human scavengers in an empty supermarket, and brought to this deserted fast food joint. 
When Harper and his men chose the burger joint as their HQ, they had found plastic trays, and the remains of food wrappers strewn haphazardly across the floor and tables, evidence that the customers had fled while in the middle of eating. He imagined seeing dinosaurs appear out of thin air would have that effect on people. Prehistoric animals small enough to have gotten inside, since then, doubtlessly had eaten their fill of the deserted meals left on the tables, and whatever the minimum wage slaves were preparing behind the counter. The parking lot visible from the restaurant’s windows, and the street lined with empty business fronts beyond, were lifeless, save for small, birdlike dinosaurs searching the scattered trash along the pavement for food. Further down the road was one of the many bums and derelicts they had crucified on makeshift crosses. The emaciated corpses, with empty eye sockets and squirming with maggots, did nothing to keep dinosaurs away, but certainly spooked any humans who might try to muscle their way into his crew’s territory.  
Mendoza reared back his bloodied fist to hit the old guy, again, when Harper raised a hand, motioning for him to step back. Taking hold of the old guy’s chin, Harper lifted his face, marred with bruises and contusions, up into view. His eyes were swollen shut, and blood streaming from his mouth now minus several teeth, and from his mashed nose, caked in his chin whiskers and dried in streaks down his chest. 

“I’ll say it again. You can make this stop anytime you like and just talk. You’re the one in control here.” That was a line Harper used, back when he was a corrections officer working at Folsom, before the Flashback happened five years ago, when he and his coworkers had needed to beat cooperation out of this or that inmate. 

The old man’s laughter was mirthless, and sounded nasally through his broken nose. “You must think I’m one of those masochist perverts who likes having the shit beaten out of them.” His laughter ended in a coughing fit, making his frail body shudder and his face turn beet read. “Well... I aint,” his voice was phlegmy after he finally was able to speak again. “Hit me all you want. It’s not gonna make me know something I don’t know.”

Harper slapped Marvin’s face with the meaty palm of his hand with a resounding smack, flinging his head backward. “Hey, like I said, your choice,” he quipped, watching the old man blink his eyes filled with stunned tears. Had they running electricity in the building, or a car with a charged battery in the immediate vicinity, they would have been shocking his ballsack with electrodes by now. 

Harper folded his muscular, tattooed arms. “You can either tell us what we want, or I could just as easily ask your granddaughter. How old is she, again? Thirteen, am I right?” He watched as alarm spread over Marvin’s battered face. “Well, we’ve been so long without women that thirteen isn’t too young for my guys, anymore.” He looked over at Mendoza, who was now taking a break from the interrogation work, lounging in a nearby booth where he was examining his swollen knuckles that were streaked with drying blood. “You got a problem with a thirteen year old, Raul?”

“Old enough to bleed, old enough to breed,” the short, stocky Latino man cackled, grinning evilly with a mouth full of gold.  

With his neck, thick arms, and torso beneath his muscle shirt garishly illustrated with Mesoamerican imagery of skull faced Aztec priests performing blood rituals and human sacrifice to long forgotten gods, Mendoza had been a member of the much feared criminal gang, MS-13, when he had been sent up at Folsom for life plus eighty years for murder and rape. Five years ago, he had rushed onto the prison bus along with other inmates and guards when a Tyrannosaurus materialized out of nowhere in the exercise yard and started snapping up fleeing men, eating them alive, while a confused Triceratops bellowed in a hallway inside the penitentiary building, goring or trampling anyone not fast enough to get out of its way. Prior to that, everyone thought the news playing on the rec room TV, filled with the hysterical voices of on-the-scene reporters, and shaky camera footage capturing the chaos of the screaming faces of people who ran for their lives from scaly or feathered monsters roaming the streets, must have been an elaborate joke. That assumption hadn’t lasted long. It had been Harper who had commandeered the prison bus that day, after he cracked the driver’s skull with his baton and took his place behind the wheel, and drove straight through the gate. None of the other guards had even bothered to open fire on the bus racing away, as it was every man for himself running for his life from then on. 

“You leave your Goddamn cracker hands off my granddaughter!” Life blazed through the slits of Marvin’s swollen eyelids as he strained against the electrical cord holding him fast to the chair.

“Don’t make me bring her into this, then!” 

“She doesn’t know anything, either, Goddamn it!”

“We’ll see about that,” Harper said, turning around to the front counter. “Hey, Wilkes! Bring the girl out here!”

“Please, I’m begging you,” Marvin pleaded breathlessly, all bravado vanishing.

A teen aged black girl, her hair grown into a wild Afro, and wearing a threadbare dress that hung loosely on her weed thin body, and tattered jeans beneath, appeared from the kitchen in back. Behind her, the long haired young man dressed in cowboy boots, black jeans, and an AC/DC tee shirt, guided her around the front counter with a hand on her shoulder. That was Bobby Wilkes, who had been doing ten years for burglary and theft, before he had climbed onto the bus that first day of the Flashback. Harper had come to realize some time before that there had been plenty more bad things Wilkes had done that he had never been caught for.

“Gran’dad!” Rushing from Wilkes, she ran up to the old man and threw her arms around him, sobbing as she buried her face against his bare shoulder. 

“Please... don’t hurt her.” Tears streamed down the blood drying on Marvin’s face.

“I told you before, that’s up to you.” Harper gave him with a hard stare. “Tell me where we can find that shitload of can food, guns and munitions, and I promise nobody’s going to hurt her.”

If the truth be known, he and he alone was the only thing keeping the girl from being gang raped by his crew of four other men who remained since that day he had crashed the bus full of guards and prisoners through the prison gate. One by one, their group in the following five years had fluctuated in numbers, but ultimately shrank. Plenty had ended up dinosaur shit after they had the dumb luck of getting eaten by one carnivorous monster or another. Some just went their own way, sick of taking orders from Harper who ruled the crew with an iron fist. Others were either shot, stabbed, set on fire, or killed in a dozen other different ways by rival gangs ready to fight over food, guns, or pussy, or by those civilians who just didn’t want to part with their goodies. But a good many in the crew were relieved from the burden of breathing by Harper himself. He had one rule: You’re in my crew, which means you follow my orders, or you’re food for the scavengers. Even a hardcore psycho like Mendoza learned not to try the ex-corrections officer’s patience.

“What’s your name again, honey?” Harper asked in his sweetest voice. 

Sniffling, the girl wiped her eyes before turning her head around to him. “Angella,” her soft voice trembled.

“Well Angie... can I call you Angie?”

“My name’s Angella.” Despite her tears, there was defiance in her tone. Harper felt a degree of respect for that.

“Okay, Angella. We’ve been trying to get your grandpa to answer some questions for us.”

“You’ve been beating him up!”

“Yes, yes we have been.” Harper nodded. “It’s something I don’t like to do. But these days, there are plenty of things I wish I didn’t have to do, but I don’t have much of a choice.” He gave her his best sad frown, but from the steely look on her face, he knew she wasn’t buying it. 

“I’ve been running with my Gran’dad from dinosaurs trying to eat us, or stomp us flat, since I was eight. I lost my parents and my brother. Please stop talking to me like I’m a mentally impaired five year old.”

“Okay, sorry for underestimating you,” Harper couldn’t help but laugh, exchanging a knowing glance with Wilkes, whose face remained impassive. He should have known, from the life this girl had already lived, she was thirteen going on thirty. If humanity didn’t die out in a few years from now in the jaws or under the feet of prehistoric monsters, he knew her generation would be able to put the killers, robbers, and rapists he used to watch over to shame. They would be the hardcases and asskickers this world had never seen before. 

“Then let me be blunt, Angella,” he told her evenly. “We were given what I think is reliable information from someone who used to belong to your group that there’s a storeroom somewhere in this city filled with guns, ammunition, and enough canned food to keep a community of people alive for ten years. And among the people we were told to keep an eye out for was an old nig...” He stopped himself and shook his head with an uncomfortable grin. “We were looking for an old black man and a teenage girl, who knew where we could find the stash.”

“I told you, I don’t know the guy who told you that,” Marvin groaned. “We just arrived here a week ago!”

“Was anyone talking to you?” Medoza demanded as he stood up from the nearby booth, his hands tightening into fists as he walked toward the old man and the girl on cue. “I want to know, Homes, was anyone?”

“Leave him alone!” Angella hugged her grandfather tighter.

“No need for any more of that, Raul... yet.” Harper held up a hand for him to stop. Mendoza knew how to scare the shit out of people, whether he was hurting them or not. It was a variation of the good cop/bad cop routine Harper had performed on captives with various members of the crew after enough fear through physical abuse had been attained. He turned his attention back to Angella. “Just tell us where this storeroom of goodies is, and I promise, no more harm will come to your grandpa, and none will come to you. We’ll all get what we want.”

“I told you already...” Marvin began to say, when Angella shushed him with a finger to his lips. Turning her head back to Harper, she asked, “Let me talk to my Gran’dad in private about this.”

“Alright.” Harper nodded, thinking the girl was the one he should have been talking to, all along. “You’ve got an hour in the office in back.”

––––––––
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The sun blazed behind the Spokane skyline as evening approached. Outside the fast food joint’s backdoor, Beach, the only other remaining prison guard, squatted in front of a fire burning in an aluminum mixing bowl, turning the handle of a spit to rotate a plucked and gutted dino-chicken Mendoza had shot earlier. Smoke from the fire carried the odor of cooked meat inside, making Harper’s stomach rumbled with hunger. Even bad asses with guns like his crew didn’t get to always eat every day, and it was something he had learned to appreciate when they could eat. Exhaling smoke, Beach passed a joint to his buddy, a dumb cracker with a crewcut calling himself Clint Walker, sitting cross legged by the fire, who took a drag then coughed hoarsely.

“That almost ready yet?” Harper asked impatiently from the doorway, never having approved of recreational drug use. Behind him, the grease caked grill and the fryer they might have made use of to cook dinner sat idle long after the power grid had failed when there was no one left to keep it running, let alone to pay the electric bill.

“Maybe another five minutes, chief,” Beach said with a mock salute. Unlike Harper who kept his flattop and goatee trimmed, Beach had let his hair and beard grow and experiment with any illicit substance they might come upon, preferring to go native and forget all his training and discipline as a corrections officer in the last five years. The unspoken understanding was, Beach was harper’s second-in-command only because they had worked together at Folsom before the world became a real life Spielberg movie. Harper had for some time considered a demotion was in store for Beach. 

Walking to the manager’s office in the corner, Harper rapped his knuckles on the door before coming in. The dim, guttering flame provided by the single candle provided the only light for the girl sitting on the floor at the far wall in the half dark, cradling the bruised and bloodied, naked old man in her arms. The drawers from the manager’s desk in the tiny, darkened room had been pulled out, and paperwork scattered about the floor around them by looters long ago. The girl’s eyes stared holes into Harper with undisguised hate. 

“What do they want now?” Marvin groaned as he sat up in panic, trying to open the swollen slits his eyelids had become.

She gently shushed him. “It’s alright, Gran’dad. Take it easy.” She coaxed him to lie back down. 

“Well, did you come to a decision about talking?”

She nodded. “You know about our group, and about the guns and food, so there’s no use in trying to bullshit you. But there’s only one reason for holding out on what we know.”

“And what would that be?”

“It’s obvious you’d kill us after we tell you where our old camp’s at, no matter what you promised my Gran’dad. That’s why he wouldn’t talk.”

“I’ll kill you if you don’t.”

“No you won’t.” She shook her head calmly. “Kill us, and you’ll probably never find it. Kill one of us, and the other won’t talk just to make you pay for it. So I have a proposition.”

Harper couldn’t help but smile at how ballsy the kid was. “I’m listening.” He put his hands on his hips.

“We lead you there. Only we know where we’re going, and you don’t ask any questions. When we’re close to your stash, you promise to let us go, unhurt.”

“And why shouldn’t I think you’d run at the first opportunity, after leading us on a wild goose chase? Maybe even lead us into a trap, with your friends shooting us down.”

“”Look at my Gran’dad.” She glanced down at Marvin as he breathed heavily as he drifted back into sleep in her arms. “He’s pushing seventy. Do you honestly think he could run anywhere at his age, especially after the beating you gave him? And our friends?” She shook her head. “Your informant must have told you how they were getting killed off by twos and threes almost every week. Why do you think my Gran’dad and I took our chances alone?”

“Point taken.” Harper nodded, impressed with her use of proper English. If he had thought she was ghetto trash just by her appearance, he since found he was wrong. Turning to the door, he said, “Let me run your proposition by the boys. In the meantime, we’ve got dinner about ready. I’m sure you’re starving.”

“I’ve seen you boss the others around. It’ll be your decision, and no one else’.”

Turning back around with a purse lipped grin, he nodded, knowing for sure he liked and respected this girl. “You’re right about that, too. You’re not a half bad negotiator, young lady. I think you’ve got yourself a deal.” 

––––––––
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The sun blazed on the western horizon as night approached, casting the two, long necked sauropods in blackness against the dying light as they grazed in the distant Manito park in the city’s south side. It was a mistake to assume herbivores like these were harmless, Harper well knew having grown up in cattle country, even the most docile of cows could be dangerous if riled. Shit, before the dinosaurs came back, deer, generally portrayed as gentle beasts on TV and movies, killed more people every year than any other wild animal! At the very least, he had seen men who carelessly got flattened underfoot by such gigantic dinosaurs that had hardly noticed something as miniscule or innocuous as a human being. 

Walking out into the dimness, he circled around the building where he found Mendoza sitting at one of the patio dining tables out front, the semi-automatic rifle on his lap as he watched the lifeless street for any movement. The flames guttering from barrels set nearby on the street provided some light. With night, and no electrical power, the street and surrounding buildings would otherwise be all but invisible in the blackness. 

More than once in the past, a man left on watch after nightfall would be missing by next morning, even with fires going. Sometimes, blood and something inedible like a gun or a flashlight would be left by whatever predator had come upon the watchman while hunting in the dark. It took a real hardass with nerves of steel, like Mendoza, to volunteer for nighttime guard duty. Harper had learned as a prison guard that psychopaths, like the ones he kept under lock and key, couldn’t give a shit about anybody else’ life, even their own. Mendoza and others in his crew who had been ballsy or ruthless enough, or just plain lucky to survive for any length of time, fit that bill perfectly.  

Harper exhaled smoke. “Hey Raul, get some dino chicken while it lasts.” Harper gestured with his thumb over his shoulder to the dining room behind the windows. “I’ll keep watch for a while.” He flicked his cigarette, letting an inch of glowing ash drop to the pavement. 

“Hey, boss, I heard from Wilkes you agreed to let that piece of prime meat walk away after she leads us to the stash.” Mendoza’s dark eyes narrowed in the flickering light as he stood up, and looked at the dim shape of the girl through the glass. “You serious about that?”

Harper scoffed with a shake of his head. “I promised my boys pussy, and pussy you’ll get.” At one time, he’d have been disgusted at the thought of these sociopaths taking their turns on that girl whose defiance had so impressed him. Now, he had to wonder, how long would it be till he was no longer so picky, himself, as he took another drag of his cigarette.

“I gotta tell you, boss... I don’t trust this girl. I don’t trust her to lead us anywhere, expect to get us all killed.” His face darkened with apprehension, as he handed the rifle to Harper. Mendoza flexed his fingers as he regarded his puffy, bruised hand. “Why is she willing to help us, anyway?”

“She thinks we’ll let them go when this is over.” Harper blew a smoke ring into the darkened air. “Never underestimate how people will cling to the smallest shred of hope they’ll survive into the next day, my friend.”
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Wilkes slid open the side door to the minivan. “Get in,” he said, with a wave of his hand to Angella and her grandfather, who had been presented with a cheap, dark grey suit taken from a deserted JCPenney, as his clothes had been ripped off of him in shreds prior to his interrogation yesterday. Wilkes’ face remained as expressionless as a wax figure’s.

“C’mon, Gran’dad,” Angella said softly, steadying him as he raised a foot into the vehicle. Taking hold of the hand grip above the doorway, he lifted his other foot shakily, when he fell into the van with a startled cry. Angella turned and yelled, “Help him!” at Harper’s men who stood in their Kevlar vests and packing heat, just watching.

“Give him a hand,” Harper ordered from behind them. “Yes, you!” he snapped at the skinny redneck with a crewcut and camo pants calling himself Clint Walker, when he turned around with a gape toothed look of surprise. 

Nodding, the redneck with bad teeth rushed over and helped the old man up from the floor of the van. He had claimed to be ex-military when Harper let him join the crew a year ago, after they had lost three of their number to a monstrously huge crocodile, and needed an extra hand to hold a gun. In no time, he had come to realize Walker was almost certainly talking shit about having served, and more likely than not was just an eater looking for bodies to provide him with food and protection. And his alleged name, Clint Walker! As if no one was supposed to know that was the name of a badass actor with a bass deep voice from movies in the fifties, sixties and seventies. The only reason why Harper kept the dumb cracker around was because Beach had taken a liking to him.

After Marvin had been helped up from the van floor and sat upright in a seat in back, Angella started climbing in to join him, when Harper called to her, “No, you’re riding shotgun with me up front.”

“Lucky me,” she muttered, opening the front passenger door and sliding in. 

Yes, lucky you, he thought as he circled around the van, and got in on the driver’s side. He doubted she’d enjoy sitting for very long with these deviant, conscienceless men who crowded in the back with her grandfather, as he leaned his head under the dashboard. He worked ignition wires together, which sparked, when the engine rumbled to life.

Buckling herself in, Angella turned to look at him. “Where are we going?”

“I have no idea,” he said, slapping his hands against the steering wheel. “You’re the one giving the directions, remember?”

“Alright,” she heaved a sigh. “Go north.”

Pulling out into the street, a flock of dino-chickens rushed away from the rolling tires as they headed northward.

––––––––
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Taking a road trip was never an exact science since long extinct monsters re-inherited the earth, Harper and his crew had discovered a long time ago. When dinosaurs popping out of thin air was still a terrifying novelty just a few years ago, hysterical motorists often fled from their cars, leaving them in the roadway. Especially bad was when that happened during rush hour, when the streets were packed solid with a sea of motionless vehicles. Since then, even if you could find a working car, it didn’t matter much when the road was impassable. There had been times in the past when Harper had to just leave behind whatever ride he had commandeered and hoof it, till he could find another vehicle along with a clear stretch of road. So it wasn’t a surprise when he now found the main arterials in downtown Spokane filled with row after row of long deserted cars, pickups, even busses. Turning the wheel at the closest side street, he told Angella, “We’re taking a detour. I hope for your sake you know your town well enough to get us back on track.”

As he drove, he glanced at the gas gauge, and thanked his lucky stars it was a little more than half full. The availability of fuel – or the lack of it – was another factor that made driving in the dinosaur apocalypse a crap shoot. Not only had gas stations been deserted by their employees long ago, trucks delivering tanks of gasoline had become a thing of the past. Then there was the matter of upkeep, and just finding parts that hadn’t been looted from auto parts stores. 

Well, if this stash of food and guns was what he had been promised, he might raise a big enough crew to clear the roads of cars. Shit, with more gunmen he could get, he could enslave the locals to do it for him! Maybe do something about getting a gas supply going again, and...

“So, the informant who sold us out. His name was Fields, I’d guess,” Angella’s voice interrupted his train of thought.

“You guess right.” Harper nodded, keeping his eyes on the road. “By the time he showed up at our camp when we were down in Nevada, we’d already heard of him and how he went from one group to the next, getting people to share their food when he’d talk and talk about his old group in a town called Spokane, that had a shitload of food, guns, and ammo to spare, with promises he’d be more than happy to take his hosts back there. Next morning, he’d clam up about the whole thing, then head out to the next group of survivors.” 

“But you didn’t let him leave.”

“No, we did not.” He shook his head. Behind them came knowing chuckles from the backseat.

“Did you have any trouble getting information out of him?”

“Oh, that sniveling little shit tried to talk his way of it. But the very existence of your group of course being the only commodity he had to trade with, so in the end, he gave you up.”

“I hope it was worth it for him.”

“Doubt it.” Harper glanced away from the road long enough to flash her a grin. “When we were done with him, all he was begging us for was to let him die.” 

More laughter came from behind at the mention of their informant, along with someone whistling. Angella’s face remained stoic. “Did he ever tell you why we booted him out of our group?”

“Nope.” Harper shook his head. “I suppose you want to tell me, though.”

“He tried to kidnap me and a couple other girls to sell to a gang that showed up in the area last year. My Gran’dad was ready to put a bullet hole in his face after I got rescued, but I pleaded for his life. I thought I didn’t want anyone’s blood on my hands, not even his.” She closed her eyes and shook her bowed head, but her voice remained cold. “So we let him leave, but made sure word about him spread from group to group, so he’d be turned away anywhere around here he went. But that was before I knew what would hap... And you’ll want to take a right, here,” she said, pointing at an approaching street sign for Division Ave. Facing away, she looked out the side window as Harper was slowing down before he turned the wheel, when he barely heard her whisper: “I’ll never make that same mistake again.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Over the hours as they drove, the girl next to him asked him who he was before the world got turned upside down, and the prehistoric world overtook the modern. He talked freely about how he used to be a corrections officer, and how his crew from the start were mostly fellow guards and prisoners, since forgetting on which side of the bars they had previously existed behind in order to forge some sort of life. She even had the candor to ask why an officer of the law as himself chose to live as a bandit and a killer. He told her all that law and order bullshit came to a screeching halt when mankind ceased to be at the top of the food chain, and the new law the jungle, do unto others before they do unto you, justified living to open your eyes the next morning.

While he knew it was a mistake, knew it would only make things that much harder when it came time to hand her over to the crew for their own indulgences, he asked her who she and gramps had been before the world came apart. She told him she was a straight A student living in Spokane’s South Hill neighborhood, living with her mother, a high school teacher, her father who was a long-haul trucker, and a younger brother who had been the class clown. As her father’s work often kept him away from home for days or even weeks, the male adult figure in her life had been her grandfather, a struggling painter who lived in an apartment/studio above a second hand appliance shop in the seedier part of town. It was her Gran’dad who had sparked her ambition to grow up to be a starving artist as an adult; a thing which her parents had hoped and prayed she would grow out of. 

“I never knew how good I had it till it was gone.” Her eyes dropped with a sad expression.

“What happened to your family?” Harper asked, as he watched the road, his hands guiding the wheel.

“I’d prefer not to talk about it, if you don’t mind,” she answered quietly, turning her head away to watch the empty building pass by the passenger window. He didn’t push it.

––––––––
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Snores came from the backseat behind Harper, who kept the wheel steady in his big hands as they drove down the steep hill, navigating around deserted automobiles. Tall building making up downtown Spokane had since given way to empty storefronts, as well as car lots filled with vehicles that would forever be the latest from the assembly line. He had been driving for hours, taking detours to find clear stretches of road that ate up the hours and their gas supply. Now, the sun was sinking again in the west, while the needle of the gas gauge was nearing three quarters empty. At least Beach and Walker had stopped their annoying chatter they had broken into after hours of silence, as they debated why dinosaurs were thought to be closer to birds when the very name meant Terrible Lizard. Finally, Mendoza had snapped at them to shut the fuck up.

Angella turned her face to him. “Take the next right at the Y, here.”

“The what?” He looked confused.

“Take a right where the road forks at the bottom of the hill.” 

Turning the wheel hand-over-hand to the right, he asked, “So is where we’re heading where your old camp is?”

“No, it’s an outlier, not the main camp. But we really should be inside somewhere when it gets dark,” she said with a chill in her voice, despite herself. “Plus, I’m hungry and I’d like dinner.”

“You better not be fucking with me, kid,” he warned her. Driving all day had left him in a bad mood, and he wasn’t going to put up with any unexpected shit.  

In a short time, a mall appeared, with one storefront after another stretched seemingly out of sight along the multiple laned street. Many windows had been knocked out by looters five years before. “Turn here,” she directed, pointing to the front of a hardware store behind a parking lot sparsely occupied by deserted cars.

Wilkes stirred awake once Harper turned off the motor. Blinking his eyes, he yawned, “Where are we?” The old black man squeezed between him and Mendoza also raised his head and looked around the mall parking lot, wiping the drool that had run into his beard from his mouth.

“We’re where we’re apparently going to spend the night,” Harper answered. “Everybody awake, ladies!” his raised voice causing the eyes of the rest to open as they lifted their faces, groggily. Soon, the men in the two rows of back seats climbed slowly out of the van’s sliding door, their joints popping and their limbs aching from being packed sardine tight for virtually the whole day.

“Let me help you, Gran’dad,” Angella offered, reaching into the back to help him as he stumbled out. His bruises were fading, and his swelling looked to be going down, but he still winced in pain as she led him to the door of the store with a hand around his arm. Mendoza rushed past to the front of the store, where he unzipped his pants. Throwing his head back, he moaned with relief as a stream of urine splashed on the building’s wall. 

“I never thought I’d see this place again, Marvin whispered, glancing around the lifeless parking lot with a look of apprehension. 

“Neither did I,” she whispered back, squeezing his hand. The crack of a rifle made her and the old man flinch, before they both turned around to see Wilkes out in the lot with his rifle
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