
YEAR ZERO

By

Joshua Ramsey

––––––––

Copyright 2019,2023


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Year Zero

Chapter 1 – April 16, Late Sunday Evening

Chapter 2 – April 17, Early Monday Morning

Chapter 3—Monday Morning, 48 Hours Until Zero Day

Chapter 4—Monday Morning, 46 Hours Until Day Zero

Chapter 5—Monday Morning, 45 Hours Until Day Zero

Chapter 6—April 16, 41 Hours Until Zero Day

Chapter 7—Monday Night Dinner With Nick

Chapter 8—April 17, 21 Hours Until Zero Day

Chapter 9—Tuesday Afternoon, 19 hours Until Zero Day

Chapter 10—Late Tuesday Afternoon, 16 Hours Until Zero Day

Chapter 11—Tuesday Evening, 12 Hours Until Zero Day

Chapter 12—Wednesday Morning, 6 Hours Until Zero Day

Chapter 13—Zero Day, Early Wednesday Morning

Chapter 14—Zero Day, Late Wednesday Morning/Early Afternoon (I)

Chapter 15—Zero Day, Late Wednesday Morning/Early Afternoon (II)

Chapter 16—Zero Day, Wednesday Afternoon

Chapter 17—Zero Day, Wednesday Afternoon

Chapter 18—Zero Day, Late Afternoon

Chapter 19—Zero Day, Late Afternoon/Early Evening

Chapter 20—Zero Day, Early Evening

Chapter 21—Zero Day, Evening

Chapter 22—April 20th, Zero Day Plus One | Early Morning

Chapter 23—April 20th, Zero Day Plus One | Late Morning

Chapter 25—Zero Day Plus One | Afternoon

Chapter 26—Zero Day Plus One | Late Afternoon

Chapter 27—Zero Day Plus Two. Morning

Chapter 28—Zero Day Plus Three

Chapter 29—Zero Day Plus Four

Chapter 30—Zero Day Plus Seven Days

Chapter 31—Zero Day Plus Ten Days

Chapter 32—Zero Day Plus Ten Days, Late Afternoon

Chapter 33—Zero Day Plus Fourteen Days.

Chapter 34—Zero Day Plus Fifteen Days, Afternoon

Chapter 35—Zero Day Plus Sixteen

Chapter 36—Zero Day Plus Sixteen, Early Afternoon

Chapter 37 – Zero Day Plus Seventeen

Chapter 38—Aftermath

Chapter 39—Zero Day plus Twenty-Five Days

Chapter 40—Predator

Chapter 41—Zero Day Plus Three Months

END

YEAR ZERO is a work of fiction. While the names of the cities, towns, business, and government agencies are real, the author has taken liberties in changing them around a bit for the sake of this novel. Any similarity between characters in this novel to anyone living or dead is purely coincidental. 

The author wishes to emphasize that this novel is not a prophecy. It is meant to serve as both entertainment and a warning. A total social/economic collapse may not happen, but there are numerous examples of breakdowns of civil authority throughout history. Equally as numerous are the natural disasters which have caused individuals to rely upon themselves for a period of time. It is only prudent to prepare for such events. 

The author dedicates this novel to his wife, Claudia, and their children, and to the Lord above Who watches over all of us.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – April 16, Late Sunday Evening


[image: ]


Nick Brewster had been sitting in front of a row of computer monitors and flat-screen TV’s for hours now, watching news that was growing steadily worse. He was virtually motionless for all that time. Nick would stand every so often to stretch his muscles or eat a light snack or use the bathroom. Other than that Nick’s attention was focused on the news streaming in from the internet and satellite feeds.

Other people would have gone insane long ago trying to process so much information at once. Not Nicholas Brewster. He was blessed with the ability to process multiple sources of information and an amazing amount of patience. Combined with a nearly eidetic memory and a computer-like mind Nick could analyze and assess any potential threat with a ninety-five percent plus accuracy. Had he elected to remain in the Marines Corps Nick probably would be a colonel by now, running an intelligence unit or briefing certain members of the White House. Nick had never managed to learn how to play the game, however. He had his own way of doing things, and that did not jibe with the Corps. When his parents died Nick decided it was time to pursue his own dreams. He still utilized his talents, although this time for to preserving life, not taking it.

Tonight, he wished he wasn’t so good at what he did. 

The news channels Nick was monitoring were trying to put a positive spin on what was going on in the Middle East. The reporters were failing on a grand scale. They doggedly kept trying. The American press was almost overwhelmingly progressive liberal and President Benjamin Marsh was their man in the White House. They wouldn’t say anything damaging about his foreign policy since next year he was up for re-election. Yet even their obfuscation and outright silence said something. Nick saw the truth as pieces of a puzzle. He learned many years ago how to put the pieces together to create a whole picture. What pieces he was putting into place tonight were making one horrendous image. What he feared might happen in the Middle East was coming true. What Nick lacked was an actual time and date. Admittedly this was nearly impossible to calculate. There were too many variables and unknowns in the mix. All he could do was search these broadcasts for a potential spark, a key event or catalyst which would provide him a reasonable starting point.

He tapped his keyboard. Nick dismissed the channels which featured mostly talking heads. All they could do was give their opinions of current events. He focused instead on live streams and raw footage being sent over from the region. That should give him a more real-time grasp of events.

In less than an hour Nick found his potential catalyst. The new government in Iran had sent a warning to the United Nations that they were going to shut down all oil shipments to the West if they did not comply with their demands to leave the Gulf region and declare Israel a “terrorist” and “illegitimate” state. In addition the Iranian Caliphate promised to fire on any Israeli oil tanker in the Gulf after the eighteenth of April. Any western naval vessel attempting to defend the Israelis would themselves be fired upon. Should an American or allied ship fire on or sink an Iranian ship, the Caliphate would launch a retaliatory strike against the nearest western military base or port. This strike would include intermediate range missiles tipped with nuclear warheads.

Nick leaned back in his chair and stroked the week-old stubble on his chin. Normally this kind of threat wouldn’t be taken with much credence. Iran and other countries had threatened Israel before. It was mostly hot air generated to spur small extremist groups into action. Today it was different. The Caliphate which seized power in Iran was comprised of nine terrorist groups and radical Muslims within the country. They had the money, the technology, and more importantly the will to spread their power over the region. Iran already had developed missiles with the capability of hitting targets in Israel and Europe despite having signed treaties promising otherwise. Did the Caliphate actually have nukes was the question. Some military and intelligence analysts said no. Others said yes; obtained from compromised Russian bases. A few said what nuclear weapons the Iranians did have a few small-yield warheads in their arsenal. The Caliphate wouldn’t waste them on Israel, these so-called experts said. Nick tended to agree the Iranians possessed small nuclear warheads. They were more practical and easier to mount on Iran’s existing missiles. Where he disagreed with the experts was that Nick believed the Iranians would indeed fire them at Israel. Nick had dealt with this kind of terrorist mentality before. They didn’t think like a Pentagon intelligence analyst. The Caliphate thought only about achieving victory.

A fresh media cycle began at the top of the hour. Wall Street was going to be closed tomorrow. The Dow Jones, NASDAQ, the S&P, and every other stock trading outfit were in agreement: stocks were likely to take another dive. A special report on Fox News said inside sources at the White House were saying the President was considering a food and gasoline rationing program. CNN was broadcasting the same news, although they were blaming the previous administration for Marsh’s hard decisions. One America Network was telling their viewers that four major banks were going to limit cash withdrawals beginning tomorrow morning. CBS was investigating a rumor that gas prices were going to go up another thirty-five cents a gallon, making the average price across the country four dollars and fifty cents a gallon. NBC was running a special program on how President Marsh’s new domestic policies were being unfairly blocked by conservative Republicans in the House and Senate.

As Nick was taking notes, four cable networks abruptly announced special reports. President Marsh was going to meet in special session with his Cabinet and key members of his party tomorrow morning to formulate a response in the event the Iranian Caliphate refused to accept the President’s offer to mediate a peaceful solution to the Gulf crisis. Nick couldn’t help laughing out loud. President Marsh’s foreign policy was a joke. The man was more worried about offending someone rather than making a decision. Marsh’s staff wasn’t any better. His choice of Secretary of State used to be a professor of politics at Brown University. She was an academic with zero practical experience in overseas matters. As for the Secretary of Defense, he’d at least been to West Point. The problem was he too had no experience in the field, preferring to teach cadets rather than gaining practical knowledge.

Nick put down his pencil and began shutting down the majority of his video feeds. He left only a few channels on and turned on his shortwave radio. He typed a series of emails to his suppliers and publisher, and then wrote a quick statement and posted it on his website. When that was done Nick checked his watch. It was almost midnight. He thought about calling his brother-in-law Michael, and then nixed the idea. Let the Hill family have one more good night of sleep. They were going to need it before having to face what was coming next.
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Chapter 2 – April 17, Early Monday Morning
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“Hello, Michael? This is Bryce Keller, Anchorage Police Department. Sorry to wake you so late but your daughter’s been involved in an incident.”

Michael James Hill blinked sleep from his eyes and sat up in bed. He checked the time on the iHome on his nightstand. 1:20AM. Kayla should be in bed, he thought. She has school today.

He rapidly began waking as the officer’s words penetrated his brain. Bryce Keller was not just any APD officer. Keller was Michael’s neighbor across from the Hill family house. Keller’s daughter, Jodi, was dating Michael’s son, Kyle. Officer Keller would not be calling at 1:20AM unless it was serious. “What’s wrong? Is Kayla all right?” 

“She’s fine,” Officer Keller assured him. “She’s been detained here at a house party we broke up about a half an hour ago. We were summoned here after some of the residents called to complain about loud music and gunshots. Unfortunately, there’s been an incident. I thought you might want to come and get Kayla right away.”

The words incident and gunshots brought Michael to full consciousness. He barely felt his wife Sharon roll over and put her hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Give me the address, please.”

Keller recited the location. “Do you need directions?”

“I’ll Google it. Give me about twenty minutes, okay?”

“That’s fine. Thanks, Michael.”

Michael hit the button to disconnect. “What’s wrong?” Sharon asked, half-asleep and half-anxious. 

“She’s done it again.” Michael slid out of bed and reached for his jeans, explaining what Bryce Keller told him. 

Sharon groaned and flopped down. “Oh, Lord! Do me a favor before you go? Please check her room to make sure she’s not there.”

Michael pulled on a sweater. “Sure.” Not that it would make any difference. This was Sharon’s way of convincing herself Kayla had really snuck out. When their daughter’s behavior started going downhill last year it was Sharon who had the hardest time accepting it. Even after they discovered a fake ID and drug paraphernalia in Kayla’s room Sharon refused to believe Kayla had anything to do with them. Her little girl was holding the drug things for a friend, Sharon reasoned, or Kayla was merely experimenting. It was only after Officer Keller brought their daughter home, reeking of pot and drunk almost to a stupor, did Sharon finally accept Kayla was running with the wrong crowd. In all honesty, Michael tried dismissing her behavior in a similar fashion. Who wanted to believe their daughter was a drunken stoner?

Once Michael was dressed he quietly walked down the hall to Kayla’s room. It was empty. Sure, she had gone to bed. The sheets were rumpled and blanket thrown back. Kayla appeared to have left in haste. Her makeup kit was still open; her closet door was ajar. Her window was closed, however. How had she disabled the alarm? Both he and Sharon agreed after Kayla’s last escapade to change the house alarm code and not tell Kayla. But she was a clever girl. It was likely she’d found a way to circumvent the alarm.

“Dad? What’s up?”

Kyle Hill was standing in the doorway of his bedroom, rubbing sleep from his eyes. The tall, muscular seventeen-year-old’s dark blonde hair was a rumpled mess. Michael gave Kyle credit not only awake but reasonably alert. Michael served with Marines who didn’t sleep as light as his son. 

“Your sister has decided to sneak out again,” Michael explained. “She didn’t happen to mention anything to you about a house party tonight?”

Kyle snorted. “Hell, no!”

“Language,” Michael absently corrected. He believed his son. While Kyle may be two minutes and eight seconds older than his sister he did not share or approve of his fraternal twin’s recent change in behavior. Neither did he approve of her new “friends”. Kayla’s new boyfriend in particular offended him. Michael had overheard a few heated “discussions” between the twins about the guy.

“Go back to bed,” he told Kyle. “I’ll be back with her soon.”

“You want me to go with you? Some of those knuckleheads she hangs out with like picking fights.”

“The police already have the situation in hand.” Even if they didn’t Michael wasn’t afraid of young jerks. He’d handled worse in the Marines. Besides, Keller wouldn’t have called if it was an ongoing situation.

“Okay.” Kyle yawned, shook his head in disgust, and returned to his room. 

Going downstairs, Michael checked the alarm’s control panel. It was still armed. The log said there had been no disarming in the time since it was set and now. No indication of any sensor being disconnected, either. Michael frowned, confused and curious. He doubted Kyle would have given Kayla the new code. So how had Kayla gotten out without tripping it?

Michael got behind the wheel of his Ford F150 and checked the fuel gauge. It was still over three-quarters of a tank. No need to stop at a gas station or dip into the family’s cache of stabilized gas. With fuel over four dollars a gallon and with talk of rationing going around his office Michael was not eager to either spend money unnecessarily or use the private reserves. The only reason he and Sharon allowed the kids to drive to school was because the City of Anchorage was having trouble keeping the school buses running, especially out here in the southern side of the city. The twins could still ride a bus if they were willing to walk two miles to the nearest stop. Even then that was no guarantee. Aside from the cost of fuel, what buses were operating was being held together by prayer. The Mayor had been forced to cut the school district’s mechanical staff down to bare minimum.

As he pulled out of his driveway Michael suddenly remembered he’d forgotten his handgun. The streets of Anchorage weren’t safe once the sun went down. Not they were any safer during the day, but one ventured out at night cautiously. He cursed his stupidity and considered going back to retrieve the Springfield XD. Michael checked his destination once more and kept on driving. The neighborhood wasn’t that far. God willing he wouldn’t need any kind of personal protection.

He found the house easily enough. It was located in a decent subdivision and in a cul-de-sac. Even if Keller hadn’t given him an exact address it required little searching on Michael’s part. The two-story family home was surrounded by police cars, emergency and fire vehicles, and a large group of teenagers. Two ambulances sped past Michael as he entered the cul-de-sac. Two more approached from opposite his direction. Not good. Whatever had gone down here was more serious than Keller told him.

Michael prayed to God none of the ambulances were here for Kayla.

He slowly drove forward, trying to catch a glimpse of his daughter or Officer Keller. A burly Anchorage Police officer spotted his truck. The officer held up a hand, indicating he should stop, and walked towards Michael’s F150.  

“What’s your business here, sir?” the officer asked when Michael rolled down the driver’s side window.

“I received a call from Officer Bryce Keller that my daughter is here,” Michael replied. He kept his voice even and polite. Given the upswing in violence against the police he figured it was prudent.

The broad-shouldered man’s eyes briefly widened in recognition of Keller’s name. “Your name, sir?”

“Michael Hill.”

The officer pointed to a spot across the street. “Park over there, sir. I’ll radio Keller.”

Michael rolled up his window and drove to the spot. He could view the scene from where he was parked. From what he could tell the situation was calming down, although he still didn’t care for what he was seeing. From Michael’s vantage point, he observed the teens appeared mainly to be either resigned or defiant. The defiant ones were shouting and making obscene gestures. The police questioning them were maintaining a professional attitude yet Michael could tell by their body language a few officers were growing frustrated. Their gestures were stern, almost threatening. He guessed those officers weren’t getting any answers.

He glanced over at the house. Once it had been a nice, two story family dwelling. Michael guessed it had three to four bedrooms, two baths, everything an upper-middle-income family could want. He estimated its price range in the three hundred thousand dollar or more category. Now it wasn’t worth ten bucks. Every window Michael could see was smashed. Not just broken or cracked; smashed completely out. Faint smoke drifted out from both the upper and lower level. The beige-colored walls were smeared with multicolored graffiti. Somebody, or multiple somebodies, was going to be paying lots of money to repair this home. Michael prayed one of those somebodies wasn’t him.

Fifteen minutes after he parked two people separated from the crowd and had headed for his F150. Michael recognized Bryce Keller. Like Michael, Bryce was a former Marine. Bryce left the Corps shortly after getting married and joined the Anchorage Police Department, wanting to return to his home town and provide a more-stable life for his family. The Hills moved into their home shortly after the Kellers moved into theirs. They quickly became friends. Just as quickly the Hills learned there were problems in the neighbors’ marriage. Five years after arriving Jane Keller abruptly left. Bryce was devastated but managed to pull himself together for his little girl. Bryce never said a bad word about his ex-wife, not even after a few beers. He did tell Michael that the judge had not ordered alimony because Jane abandoned her daughter. As to where Jane was Bryce did not know. The last he’d heard from her was six years ago, and that was a Christmas card from Maui, Hawaii.

As for the young woman Keller was escorting by the arm, practically holding her up was almost unrecognizable. Kayla Hill was a mess. Her fashionably jet-black hair was disheveled. Her skin was pale and tight. As for Kayla’s tight, semi-revealing clothing, it was stained with sweat and probably alcohol. When his daughter came closer Michael saw her makeup was smeared. Kayla was either drunk, stoned, or both. She was barely able to walk a straight line even with Keller helping her.

Michael groaned and got out of the F150. “What happened?”

“There was an illegal house party at this residence.” Keller’s voice was tired and hoarse. Michael saw the dark circles under his eyes. How long had he been on duty? “The house is up for sale,” Keller went on. “Somehow someone got the keys to the place. During the course of the party two guys decided to get into a fight. One of them took out a handgun and shot the other in the head. He was alive the last I heard, but...” Keller shrugged.

Michael silently agreed. Gunshot wounds to the head were serious business.

“Some of witnesses said Kayla was with both young men just prior to the fight breaking out. She was talking to the victim shortly before he was shot. As you can see she’s in no condition to give a statement.” 

“No argument here.” Michael wrinkled his nose at the smell of alcohol and other odors swirling around Kayla. Supposing she was coherent enough to give a statement any half-bright defense attorney would have it thrown out in a heartbeat. 

“It was all a set up,” Kayla abruptly slurred. “The party’s legit. Saw a poster and everything.”

“Right,” Keller sighed. He said to Michael, “I presume you know Rasheed Muhammed?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” Rasheed was Kayla’s boyfriend. Michael had spoken to him twice. That was two times too many. Rasheed Muhammed was a black teenager with a serious attitude problem. His goal in life was to be a DJ at a major New York City club. In between skipping school and throwing parties like these Rasheed spent a lot of time getting into trouble with the law. Kyle claimed Rasheed spent more time talking to the police than he did at school. Given the chip on the punk’s shoulder Michael didn’t doubt it.

“He appears to have organized the party,” Keller was saying. “At least that’s what everyone’s been saying. Rasheed’s in the wind. We did get in contact with the real estate agent selling the house, though. She claims she’s never heard of Rasheed and has no idea how he got the keys.”

“The posters were up for a week,” Kayla interjected.

Keller ignored her. “I tried asking her to tell me where Rasheed may have gone. She hasn’t been cooperative. Maybe you might have better luck.”

Michael doubted it. Kayla had grown more secretive and dishonest over the last few months. “I can try. No promises.”

“It was a set up,” Kayla muttered.

Officer Keller yawned and rubbed his face. “I appreciate it. Technically I can hold her as a potential material witness, but I’d rather not. We have plenty of eyewitnesses as it is so we don’t necessarily need a statement from her. Besides, you and I both know a good lawyer can have her statement thrown out. And with all the budget cuts we’ve got to reserve the jail cells for the real criminals, not a kid too drunk or stoned to remember details. No offense,” he hastily added.

“None taken.” The Anchorage Police Department had to set priorities. Keller was doing him a huge favor by releasing Kayla into his custody. 

Michael shook the officer’s hand. “Thanks, Bryce.”

“No problem.” The police officer turned to Kayla. “Young lady, you just caught a big break tonight. Let me give you a piece of advice. Make this the last time you do anything like this ever again. You were lucky I took custody of you before another officer decided to administer a breathalyzer test. My hands would have been tied at that point.”

If she heard Kayla gave no indication of it. She stood and swayed, her eyes glazed over.

Michael grimaced and took her by the arm. “I appreciate everything, Bryce. Are you off duty after you finish up here?”

“God, I hope so! I need about ten hours of sack time. Is Kyle taking Jodi to school today?”

“Of course.”

“I appreciate it.” Keller nodded and headed back to the crowd. 

Michael gently guided Kayla to the Ford pickup. She feebly tried pulling away. “Rasheed’s gonna take me home,” she protested. “Gonna slip back in through the back garage door, you know.”

So that’s how she got out without disarming the alarm. The sensor on the door must be broken and offline. Michael made a mental note to check the sensor and inspect the rest of the alarm system. It had been a few years since he’d looked at it. It probably needed a few repairs and upgrades. He also made a note to change the alarm code. In Kayla’s state she may have told Rasheed or one of his running buddies about the one garage door. Michael didn’t want any of them paying a visit in the middle of the night.

Loading Kayla into the F150, Michael climbed in and headed for home. As he drove home he checked on his daughter. Kayla appeared to be fading out. That was good in away. He was in no mood to hear any excuses. As he and Sharon agreed years ago they did not discipline their children when they were angry. Besides, Kayla was in no condition to do anything except sleep. Despite the situation Michael chuckled. He wondered who was going play mediator this time. As a doctor Sharon was usually better at keeping her emotions in check. When it came to their daughter, though, Sharon’s detachment went out to window. Like Michael though, she was tired of dealing with Kayla’s shenanigans. 

Kayla bolted upright in the passenger seat. “Racist pigs!”

Michael was so startled he nearly swerved on to the sidewalk. He was grateful his old Marine unit wasn’t here. They’d have revoked his nickname of “Ice Cube”.

“The police always want to oppress us!” Kayla declared. “They keep the teen and the minority down. Youth and diversity can’t exist in The Man’s world. They hire the pigs to keep us in line!”

Kayla abruptly lapsed into unconsciousness again. Michael took a breath and thanked God no one else was on the road. He wondered how much she’d had to drink or how much pot she’d smoked. He couldn’t tell just by the reek coming off her clothes. God only knew how many other kids were drinking or smoking weed at the party. What he worried about the most was Kayla becoming addicted. His family wasn’t big drinkers but alcoholism did run in Sharon’s family. Her father and an aunt had struggled with it. That why she and her brother Nick didn’t drink. Michael guessed that’s why she came down so hard on Kayla. Sharon did not want their daughter to go down the same path.

Kayla’s head snapped up again. “It was all Bruce’s fault anyway! He decided he was going to act all big and tough. All Tommy did was smack Bruce across the face. He had it coming after what he did to me! So Bruce pulls a gun and shoots at Tommy!”

Michael winced. Good Lord, she did see it! “Do you know this Tommy?” 

She did not appear to hear his question. “Bruce was being a real jerk. He knows I’m seeing Rasheed. He didn’t have to pinch my ass. Tommy told him to stop or he’d knock Bruce into tomorrow.”

He didn’t want to ask, but... “Did you see the shooting?”

Again she seemed to be talking to herself. “I just wanted to go home. Bruce was being an asshole and Tommy was gonna teach him a lesson. I wanted to leave. Then I heard it. Loud shot. Then the pigs came to break it up.” 

Michael breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God she hadn’t seen a man killed tonight! It was tough enough for a soldier in combat. He still remembered the first time he’d witnessed someone die in front of him. Both he and Sharon taught the twins how to defend themselves. Even so Michael never wanted their children to have to go through dealing with taking another person’s life. She’d heard the shot, though, and when she sobered up Kayla was going to have to deal with the memory. Michael prayed it would be the event to change her life for the better.

Kayla made a deep, gurgling noise. “I think I’m going to be sick now.”

When they made it home Kayla was passed out again. Michael carried her inside the house to the living room. Sharon was waiting for them there, her doctor’s bag open and on the coffee table. Sharon was holding a hypodermic in one hand. “Put her on the couch,” she instructed him.

Michael gently laid Kayla down. “What are you going to give her?”

“A vitamin cocktail my fellow med students used to swear by,” Sharon said as she exposed one of Kayla’s arms. “Some of them were serious boozers on the weekend. A shot of this got them through the worst hangovers.” She swabbed a spot on Kayla’s shoulder and inserted the needle. “Did she throw up?”

“Just once. A lot came out.”

“Good.” Sharon administered the shot, withdrew the hypodermic and put a small bandage on the spot. “With any luck she got rid of most of the alcohol and other crap in her stomach. She’ll still feel like hell in the morning but at least she won’t be incapacitated.” She sniffed and wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Not a damn thing I can do about the pot she’s smoked, however. We’d better call the school and let them know she won’t be there today.”

“I’ll do it.” Michael suppressed the urge to send her anyway. She wanted to party all night? Fine, but Michael was done giving Kayla any further slack. A little pain and suffering might just help turn her around. There was the matter of Kayla’s declining grades as well. Still, he deferred to Sharon’s judgment. If she said Kayla needed to stay home that was good enough for him.

Sharon checked Kayla’s pulse and temperature. She then pried open an eyelid and flashed a light. “I don’t believe this, Michael,” she whispered. “I honestly don’t believe any of this garbage. Look at her, will you?”

“I am.” Like his wife, Michael was having a hard time believing the unconscious teenager lying on the couch was his child. At this time last year he remembered another girl sitting on this same couch, chatting excitedly about her senior year. She talked of the classes she was going to take in the fall and the three universities that were encouraging her to apply. She was looking forward to the caribou hunting trip the family was planning. She had gently pestered Michael and Sharon about getting a new Windham AR rifle to replace the old Bushmaster she’d inherited when Sharon bought her new rifle. Kayla Jasmine Hill had been bright, outgoing, and athletic. Granted she was a bit rambunctious and bit mouthy, she knew where the line was and when not to push it.

The girl lying on the couch now was a totally different person. She was moody, secretive, and defiant to the extreme. She was uncaring about her grades and school in general. The scholarships she’d been offered were in jeopardy. Most of her old friends, the ones she’d grown up with, rarely spoke to her any more. The ones Kayla ran with now Michael and Sharon didn’t like or trust. Kayla had even angered her twin brother, who once was her staunchest ally. All she seemed to care about was partying and “making her own mistakes,” which made no sense to anyone. And when it came to family, Kayla appeared not to care what she said or did to them. 

Michael looked at his wife. Of all the members of the family, it was Sharon who suffered the most from Kayla’s change, both emotionally and physically. Sharon’s dark blond hair was dull and flat. Her green eyes, usually so alive and sparkling, were equally as dull. Her skin had grown pale and tight. Michael’s heart bled for her. Sharon had tried being the best mother possible to their children. It hadn’t been easy. Sharon had finished medical school and then her internship as the twins were growing. Michael was having his own problems transitioning from the Marine Corps to a civilian job, true, yet his were child’s play in comparison. Despite it all Sharon made it look easy. She was close to starting her own practice even though the hospital was practically begging her to stay.

He gently placed his hands on her shoulders. “We’ll get through this, sweetheart.”

Sharon slumped against him, exhausted. “God, I hope so.”

“Go back to bed. We’ve both got work in the morning.”

“Technically it’s already morning.”

“Ha ha,” Michael deadpanned, scooping Kayla up off the couch.
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Chapter 3—Monday Morning, 48 Hours Until Zero Day
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The iHome alarm went off at 5:30. Michael Hill was instantly awake and moving. He had learned this habit long before he enlisted. His parents did not abide what they called “slug-a-beds”. The Hills used to live in rural Idaho. Michael’s father worked at a mill and Michael’s mother stayed at home, raising and homeschooling their children. She also tutored for extra money. They ran a small farm, raising chickens, some pigs, and a couple of cows. They maintained a fairly extensive garden, growing a lot of vegetables, berries, and apples. Michael and his siblings were up at dawn every day to do chores. The only time they were allowed to sleep in was when they were sick, which was a rare event in the Hill house. When Michael went to Marine boot camp the strict discipline didn’t come as any surprise. If he had one complaint it was the food. Michael had been spoiled on genuine home cooking.

Getting out of bed, Michael shut off the alarm and debated doing a quick workout before going to work. Michael worked hard to stay in excellent condition. Standing at six feet in height and weighing one hundred and ninety-five pounds still possessed the reflexes and stamina of a man half his age. Yet fifty wasn’t that far away. Michael was beginning to worry about declining physical abilities. His current job with Homeland Security wasn’t as physical as the Marines. Michael forced himself to stay in top condition. 

After a moment’s thought he decided not to; or at least putting it off until his lunch break. His gut was telling him this was going to be a busy morning. The cases assigned to him had steadily increased over the last month. Mondays tended to be the busiest days. Budget pressures forced the Department of Homeland Security to reduce the weekend staff. They worked the more-time sensitive cases. Michael could count on a lot of high-priority work today. Still, he figured he could squeeze in a thirty-minute session at the office gym. Not that he was in bad shape. As Sharon and others were quick to say Michael did not look like a man in his late forties. Sure, there was sprinkling of gray in his dark brown hair. There were noticeable lines under his green eyes. Even so there his body was lean and muscular thanks to a good diet and exercise regimen.

As he was preparing to step into the shower the phone rang. Michael hastily snatched up the cordless phone, wanting to give Sharon a few extra minutes. Hopefully it wasn’t the hospital wanting her to come in early. Those calls were increasing by the week. He checked the caller ID screen. UNKNOWN CALLER, it said. Michael was not completely relieved. There was only one person he could think of who would call him this early. 

He clicked the talk button. “Good morning, Nick.”

“You sound rushed, Mike. Is this a bad time?”

“Just getting ready for work.” Nick Brewster, Michael’s brother-in-law, was the sole human being on this planet who called him Mike. Everyone else, including his parents, called him Michael. “About five hours ago you would have gotten a different answer.”

“Let me guess: the female half of the twins?”

“You win the prize. What’s up?”

“I’m coming into Anchorage today. I need to talk to you and Sharon. Tonight, and in person. Before you ask, yes, it’s that urgent.”

Michael was momentarily speechless. Usually when Nick called this early it was to gripe about something the president or Congress had done. Nick did not require a lot of sleep to begin with, and when he was deep into a project he could go days without sack time. It was at times like these he would call Michael and go on a rant about violations to the Constitution or potential dangers to the average citizen. Most people who knew Nick believed he was a weird paranoid off in his own world. A small few like Michael saw him for what he really was: a weird paranoid who lived in this world yet was often right on the money. Michael served with Nick when they both had been assigned to an intelligence gathering unit during the last Iraq war. He learned to look past the oddball and see a man with an incredible brain. The fact many of Nick’s theories and forecasts had proven correct over the years helped solidify Michael’s opinion of him. So when Nick said something was urgent, he meant it. 

“What is it?” Michael finally asked. “The Middle East? I know it looks bad—"

“Bad is a mild description, brother-in-law. I’ve shut down the business.”

Again, Michael hesitated. Nick started his business several years before leaving the Marines. He used money from a couple of self-preparedness books he’d written (under an assumed name) and his portion of the inheritance he received when his and Sharon’s parents died. He sold survival gear, books, seed grains, and a dozen other products to help one survive a disaster. The business had been a success from the start. Nick may not be a multimillionaire but he turned a fair-sized profit every year. On top of that he maintained a blog and wrote political commentaries (again, under an assumed name) for several news services. For Nick to suddenly shut all of that down meant he believed something major was about to go down.

“I’ll be bringing my delivery truck,” Nick went on. “We’ll decide what needs to go into it. Obviously I’m going to explain everything over dinner. Will six o’clock work for you guys?”

“Sounds like a plan.” Michael struggled to keep his voice level and calm. Nick had used two code phrases Michael never thought he would hear in his lifetime. 

“Good deal. Lots to do, brother-in-law. Keep chasing after those evil doers and I’ll see you all tonight. Bye!”

“Was that Nick?” Sharon asked as he returned the phone to its charging cradle. She was sitting up in bed, frowning. “What’s going on?”

“It was. He’s coming into town tonight. He said it was urgent and he’s bringing the delivery truck.”

Sharon said nothing. She understood what the words “urgent” and “delivery truck” meant. They had discussed this two years ago when the Iranian Caliphate came to power and Benjamin Marsh managed to win the presidency. The economy had immediately started going downhill. With the House and Senate at a standstill an economic collapse or Middle East war seemed to be closer than ever. There was coming a time, Nick warned, when the family just might have to get out of Anchorage. 

“Should I really see it coming,” Nick told them, “I’ll phrase it in code. I doubt the government has tapped your phones but why take chances? So here’s what I’ll say: it’s urgent and I’m bringing the delivery truck. Any thoughts?”

Sharon chuckled. “Not very subtle.” 

“I’ve heard the twins use better,” Michael agreed.

“Yeah, I know. But if I learned anything decoding suspect communications is that if you get too intricate it draws attention. Keep it mundane and it might be overlooked. So if the balloon is about to go up I’ll use those words to alert the family. Okay?”

They agreed, half-believing Nick was overreacting. Every generation since the early twentieth century thought theirs was on the verge of collapse. Yet it was prudent to be ready for any crisis. Both Michael’s family and Sharon’s had been firm believers in preparing for hard times. The lessons of two world wars and the Great Depression had not been lost on them. Even if man-made crises didn’t occur there were still natural disasters to consider. Bad weather, earthquakes, and a host of other events were capable of disrupting life. To ignore it or wishing it would never happen was asking for trouble. 

This morning Michael was grateful he hadn’t forgotten or dismissed Nick’s warning. From the look on his wife’s face he saw Sharon was frightened. “Is he sure?” she asked.

“He said he shut down his business. How many times has he that over the years?”

Sharon nodded and sighed. Nick only took a few days off a year. Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year’s, Easter, September eleventh, Veteran’s Day. He rarely took vacations. For him to shut down the business told the Hills this was truly serious.

“Let’s not stress until he tells us what’s going on,” Michael told her. “Maybe he’ll be wrong.”

“Has he ever been this seriously wrong?”

“We can pray for a first time.”

Kyle Jameson Hill was eating breakfast when Michael entered the kitchen. As usual the seventeen-year-old was eating like a starving wolf. Sharon voiced several times about his calorie consumption and food choices. Michael wasn’t worried. His appetite had been the same at Kyle’s age. The tall, broad shouldered young man was physically active. If he wasn’t playing football or wrestling Kyle was always doing something. During the summer it was hiking, hunting, or fishing. In winter, if the snow was too deep or the temperature too low he was working on an old Yamaha motorcycle or the 1976 Chevrolet Nova he and Kayla shared. Like Michael, Kyle spent time at the gun range improving his skills. Lately Kyle had been spending more and more time with Jodi Keller. They were virtually inseparable these days. That Michael wondered about. He knew Jodi had applied to the same colleges as Kyle. Michael hoped neither one of them would be hurt if they weren’t able to go to the same university.

Kyle glanced up from the pile of scrambled eggs and sausages on his plate. “Morning. I take it big sister is calling in sick today.”

“Of course.” Michael had checked on Kayla before coming downstairs. She was sound asleep. She hadn’t thrown up during the night. Michael was encouraged by that fact. He agreed with Sharon that Kayla was going to be as sick as the proverbial dog when she did finally awaken. 

Kyle shook his head in disgust. “We’ve got finals starting next week. I hope to God she pulls herself together long enough to at least get a passing grade!”

Michael took a sausage patty off of Kyle’s plate. “You and me both, son.”

“I hate to say it, but she’s really screwing up.” Kyle’s face darkened. “I’d like to corner that piece of shit Rasheed just one time.”

“Language,” Michael gently chided, pouring a cup of coffee.  The line forms behind me, he didn’t say. “I don’t want you to lay so much as your pinky finger on him. I may not particularly care for the man personally but I don’t want to see you suspended this late in the year. Like you said, finals are coming up.”

“I suppose,” Kyle grumbled. He checked the time on the microwave, gobbled down the rest of his food, and then rinsed off his plate. “Sorry for booking but I promised Jodi I’d pick her up a little early. Some of those gang members down the hill gave her a scare yesterday.”

Michael grimaced. Some lowlifes had rented a two-story house down the block from their home and the Kellers’ back in March. Supposedly they were a family of refugee Hmongs. That story went out the window when spring came early and the “family” started partying late at night. Then young men and women began strutting through the subdivision; drinking, smoking weed, and cursing at people who had the temerity to look at them. Officer Bryce Keller had run some checks. He discovered this Hmong “family” was actually suspected of being part of a gang based in Los Angeles. Why they moved here was unknown, although both Michael and Bryce Keller suspected things were a little too hot for them down in California. 

“Keep an eye out,” Michael advised. “And don’t make any plans for tonight. Uncle Nick is coming to dinner tonight. He wants to talk to us about something important.”

“Gotcha.” Kyle snatched the keys to the Chevy Nova, grabbed up his backpack, and headed for the garage.

Michael sighed and poured coffee into a travel mug. Kayla’s current behavior aside, he wondered how he and Sharon had gotten so lucky when it came to the twins. He felt hugely blessed.

Sharon entered the kitchen, already dressed in her doctor’s blues. She pointed at the coffee pot. “Please put some of that in my travel mug.”

“Already on it. Do you want any breakfast?”

She pulled out a couple of granola bars from a cupboard. “No time. Was that blur of humanity I passed Kyle?”

“That it was. He’s picking up Jodi early today. The gang was giving her some trouble.”

Sharon groaned. “That boy is seriously in love.”

“He’s not a boy any more, dear. He’ll be graduating later this month. After that comes college. Or the military if all scholarships fall through. You saw the letter he got from the University of Washington.” While worded politely and optimistically, the letter clearly said the university was not sending out any letters of intent until the school was certain it would have the funding for the next semester.

Sharon gave him a knowing smile. “Do you honestly believe he’s going to leave Jodi? Or vice versa? I’ll bet you one hundred dollars he’ll accept any scholarship to Washington just because that’s where Jodi will be likely going in the fall.”

“I don’t make sucker bets.” Michael glanced at his watch and turned on the radio. He wanted to hear the news before heading in to the office.

It wasn’t good. Trading on the stock market had again been suspended as the Dow, NASDAC, the S&P, and others were afraid of a continuing downward spiral. This was due to two factors. One was President Marsh’s and Congress’s battle over a nonexistent budget. The other was the Iranian Caliphate seemed serious about their threat to shut down all oil exports until the West withdrew all troops from the Middle East. The secretary-general of the United Nations again extended an offer to negotiate a deal. The Caliphate refused to consider any negotiation until the UN expelled Israel from the assembly. 

Sharon clucked her tongue. “What do you think? Could this be what Nick wants to talk about?”

“Possibly.” Working at the Department of Homeland Security, Michael was privy to a bit more information than the average person. The Caliphate was not the nation experiencing “birth pangs” as President Marsh kept saying. The ayatollahs and emirs running the new country had a fair-sized military and a number of nuclear weapons in their arsenal. Some intelligence reports said they had old Soviet-made ICBM rockets and intermediate range missiles capable of carrying nuclear warheads. Recently Michael tracked down and detained two Iranian “students” who recently tried shipping restricted computer guidance modules from Anchorage to a known Caliphate agent. Michael agreed with Nick and other intelligence analysts that the Caliphate was soon going to make a bid to become a true superpower. Their threats of starting a war was more than just talk, the two men believed. The world stock markets believed it, too. The various economies around the globe were as equally shaky as America’s.

“It’s a dicey situation,” Michael said to Sharon. “Even if the Caliphate doesn’t outright start a war, the threat of one could cause a major disruption in our economy. We could easily plunge into a depression that makes the one in 1929 look like a minor inconvenience by comparison.”

Sharon drummed her fingers on her mug as she thought about it. “A domino effect,” she mused. “One market after other crashes, causing more and more until they all come falling down. The Caliphate wouldn’t have to fire a shot at that point. All they’d have to do is dangle a few barrels of oil to get what they want.”

“They’d have leverage over us, all right,” Michael agreed. “That is, if they don’t start a war first. At that point we’d have a lot more than an economic collapse to worry about.”

He shook his head. “No point in stressing about it now. Nick will fill us in tonight. Until then, we continue on as though life will go on as usual.”

Sharon abruptly got up and hugged him. “And if it doesn’t?”

Michael wrapped his arms around her. “We do what we must.”

Jodi Keller was pacing back and forth on the house porch when Kyle pulled into the driveway. Kyle frowned in concern. He’d known Jodi since they were kids. He could tell she was upset about something. Had the Hmong gang been up here last night? Normally they didn’t come around. The gang was aware her father was a police officer. Officer Keller was home this morning, however. His squad car was parked here now. Still, it wouldn’t surprise Kyle if the gang hadn’t tried scaring her at some point during the night. The gang members were growing bolder by the day.

She saw him approach and stopped pacing. Before he stopped the car Jodi was off the porch. She opened the passenger door, tossed her backpack in the rear seat, and sat down. “What’s wrong?” Kyle asked. 

Jodi brushed her dark auburn hair off her face. “Give me a minute, okay?”

He put the Nova in reverse. “You got it.” Kyle forced himself not to press her for details. Jodi would tell him when she was ready. He knew her that well. They’d been dating since the ninth grade. Even before they made it official they’d been hanging out years earlier. He liked her even when she was a taller than average, stick-thin girl who insisted on competing against the boys. She was still tall, almost Kyle’s height, but not so thin any more. She was athletic in build; a volleyball player and track runner. Her bright blue eyes and auburn hair hinted of Irish ancestry, which explained her sometimes direct attitude. 

She relaxed after a few minutes. “Thanks for going to all the trouble.”

“It’s no trouble.”

“Where’s Kayla?”

Kyle grunted. “Sleeping it off.”

“Not again! Another one of Rasheed’s house parties?”

“Yep.”

Jodi pursed her lips. “We need to talk.”

“I’m right here.”

“I’m late.”

It took Kyle all of three seconds to grasp her meaning. Fortunately for both of them there was no else on the road. His sudden swerve might have hit another car. “Are you sure?” he managed to ask.

Jodi nodded. “I’ve always been regular. If I’m ever off it’s only by a day or two. But never a week.”

Kyle swallowed; his throat dry. While they kept the promise to their parents not to have sex, Kyle and Jodi “slipped” a month ago. Neither one had felt any guilt over it. The experience seemed right and perfect. They hadn’t done it since, although they had discussed it several times. 

“Have you taken the test yet?” he asked when he recovered his voice.

“Just two of those home ones. One said positive. The other one was defective, I think. I didn’t get any result. I need to see a doctor to be sure.”

“Yeah,” was all Kyle could say. His head was reeling. He was having a hard time connecting Jodi with pregnant. They had only done it once! 

He pulled into the high school’s parking lot and found his assigned space. They sat in silence for several minutes. Kyle drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, still trying to comprehend the situation. His future, their future, had taken a sharp turn. It Jodi was pregnant their options were limited. 

Jodi broke the silence. “There’s a walk-in clinic two blocks from here. I can get tested today right after school.” She took his hand. “I really need you there, Kyle. Please?”

“Of course I’ll be there,” he automatically said. He’d have insisted on it. Unlike some of his male peers, Kyle Jameson Hill took full responsibility for his actions. If Jodi was indeed pregnant, he had no doubt he was the father. He couldn’t and wouldn’t abandon her.

He leaned over and kissed her. “No matter what happens I love you, Jodi Keller. I’ll be here for you now and forever.” The words sounded mushy but Kyle truly meant it.

Jodi wrapped her arms around him. “I love you, too.”
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Chapter 4—Monday Morning, 46 Hours Until Day Zero
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Belinda Sohl was hastily putting her papers together. She had an editorial meeting in just over an hour and she dared not miss it. Two articles she’d written were in consideration for publication in tomorrow’s newspaper. One of them might end up on page one, according to one of the editors. Belinda was determined to make sure nothing disqualified the articles. She’d worked too long and too hard for this opportunity.

She checked her Fitbit. “Carolyn Ann Sohl! You’d better be out here and ready to go in two minutes or you’ll be riding the bus!”  

Her daughter came bouncing out of her bedroom. “Ready when you are, mother dearest!”

Belinda could not help smiling at her child. As several people remarked, Carrie looked almost identical to Belinda when Belinda was eleven. Straight blond hair, bright blue eyes, and with a small dash of freckles running across the nose. Carrie also inherited her mother’s borderline smart mouth and stubborn streak. Carrie knew where the line was and how not to cross it, however.

I don’t deserve her, Belinda thought. Not after all the crap they’d both endured over the last two years. Belinda was still carrying a few scars from that domestic war tragically misnamed “the divorce”. She was only thirty-five yet there were times when she felt more like a world-weary sixty. The toll of having escaped from an abusive husband had cost her a great deal. Whatever the pain she believed it was worth it in the long run. Between the divorce settlement and government aid, Belinda managed to finish her bachelor’s degree in journalism. She had found a job at the Anchorage Tribune. It meant moving thousands of miles from home, but coming to Alaska represented a clean break from the past. Belinda could restart her life as a strong, independent woman.  

As for Carrie, she seemed to be flourishing as well. True, the girl still had the occasional nightmare. Both of them saw a counselor every Thursday afternoon. Yet it was Carrie who appeared to have adapted more quickly to their new city and state. She had lots of friends and was at the top of her class. Belinda wished she could be as resilient.

Belinda picked up her car keys. “Let’s go, kid.”

“I can walk to school, you know,” Carrie reminded her. “It’s really not that far. I can make it in plenty of time.”

Belinda smiled sweetly at her. “Not a chance.”

“Oh, come on! It only a few blocks! I’m not a baby, you know.”

“The subject is closed,” Belinda said. Her tone said she meant it. As a journalist she’d seen and read things few people heard about. Anchorage was a relatively safe city in comparison to many others but children were still kidnapped and hurt in unimaginable ways. There was no way she was going to allow her pretty eleven-year-old daughter walk to school alone.

Carrie bit her lower lip. Belinda could see she was itching to continue. Once again she saw where the line was drawn. Early on Belinda taught Carrie that she was not like the single mothers on those TV programs Carrie loved watching. She was not a clueless, idiotic pushover who allowed the shows’ stars to treat them like fools. Belinda was a parent, not a rag doll. While she preferred Carrie not to watch those programs there was little she could about it. She made certain Carrie did not imitate the same kind of behavior.

As they were stepping out of the apartment, Belinda’s next door neighbor was about to enter hers. Or was trying to. Tracee Vicars was attempting to unlock her door while balancing two huge bags of groceries. Belinda and Carrie instantly came to her aid. “A little early to go shopping, isn’t it?” Belinda asked with a smile.

Tracee handed her a heavy bag, brushed her black with purple-streaked hair out of her tanned face, and opened the door. “Don’t knock it, sweetheart. Early morning is the perfect time. No lines and prices are stable. No unexpected increases at checkout. Which reminds me, you might want to do some shopping yourself when you take your lunch break.”

“Why?”

The three entered the apartment and deposited the bags on Tracee’s kitchen counter. “The supermarket’s going to start limiting purchases starting tomorrow. No joke! You won’t be able to buy more than two cartons of eggs, two gallons of milk, one case of bottled water, and two loaves of bread. Meat will be sold as first come, first served. Good thing I’m a vegetarian, huh?”

“Who told you this?”

“One of the store’s assistant managers. He’s a regular at my club. He warned me last night before we closed.”

Belinda feigned surprised for Carrie’s sake. Tracee Vicars was an “exotic” dancer in one of Anchorage’s finer gentlemen’s club. She often heard things about the same time as Belinda. In this instance Belinda beat Tracee. The newspaper had gotten a tip last week from an anonymous source saying several supermarket chains were going to institute a form of rationing before the government did. The reason behind the “controlled marketing”, as the source described it, was to help offset the cost of transporting food and goods across the country. Fuel prices were high as it is, and the cost of shipping to Alaska and Hawaii was even higher due to the fact you could only fly goods in or bring them by barge. The paper had been strongly advised not to print anything just yet, however. The source said President Marsh did not want to spark panic runs. 

“Better fill your car with gas today, too,” Tracee advised. “From what I heard from some of other customers the gas stations are going to be told to reinstitute odd-even filling days. Remember reading about that when you were a kid?”

“Not really,” Belinda confessed. Again, she was not surprised. The anonymous source hadn’t mentioned anything about fuel rationing but it made sense. The price of gas fluctuated as much as the price of food. “I’ve got to get moving. Have to deliver the kid to school and earn a paycheck.”

“I hear you. Thanks for the help! Hey, if you’re not doing anything this weekend the university is hosting the Dr. Renee Latham teleconference. You know, to promote her new book The Superior Gender. It might be fun.”

“I’ll check my calendar.” Belinda shooed Carrie out of Tracee’s apartment. She already had an advance copy of Latham’s book. The paper wanted her opinion of the book and to attend the teleconference. Belinda would deliver the former and was reluctant to do the latter. She could guess what Latham was going to say. Women are good; men are bad. Belinda planned to catch the gist of what Latham said, write the article, and spend the rest of the weekend with Carrie. She didn’t feel like hanging around a bunch of angry, militant women.

When they first moved in to the apartment Belinda welcomed Tracee’s friendship. The tall, well-built woman was a breath of fresh air. Some found it a contradiction that she was both a fierce feminist and a stripper. Tracee explained the job as a means to an end. She was a woman who was living life on her own terms. For Belinda, who was literally starting her life over, Tracee served as an example of strength and confidence. Now Belinda had to wonder about her neighbor’s life choices. Her attitude towards of men was a prime example. Tracee regarded men as tools to be used; mere conveniences to be discarded once she was finished with them. Thankfully Belinda’s room abutted Tracee’s, as the building’s walls were thin. The dancer sometimes brought her work home. Belinda did not want Carrie to believe this is how women should act to get what they want.

As she got behind the wheel of her Toyota Celica, Belinda checked the gas gauge. It was standing at half. However Tracee Vicars got her information it was probably a good idea to heed her advice. Belinda hoped the government would turn this economy around soon. She didn’t like the pinch she was feeling right now.

“All right, punk. On your feet!”

Bruce McCashin gave the brawny guard an irritated glance and pulled the blanket over his head. He didn’t feel like fighting. All Bruce wanted to do was catch up on his sleep. If the pigs wanted him out of bed they were going to have to work for it.

The guards did not waste time or breath repeating the order. They opened Bruce’s cell and entered. They roughly hauled Bruce to his feet. Bruce didn’t fight them. Neither did he cooperate. He frankly didn’t care. Bruce was a big teenager. He was a couple of inches shy of six feet. He weighed around two hundred and twenty pounds; with hardly any of it fat. His shoulders were broad, his hands were big and shovel-like, and his head blocky in shape. Many would mistake him as a stupid bulk, or a Neanderthal somehow misplaced in time. They would be seriously and fatally mistaken. There was a cold, calculating intelligence lurking in those gray-green eyes.  

Once he was on his feet the guards shackled him with wrist and ankle restraints. Bruce smiled as they worked. The guards obviously didn’t like him but they were treating him with respect. 

When they were finished securing his restraints one of the guards leaned in close to Bruce’s face. “Do yourself a favor punk,” he rumbled. “Drop the tough guy act. It might have impressed the guys in juvenile but it don’t mean shit to us. See those cameras in the hallway? They’ve been known to malfunction. Understand?”

“You need a breath mint, asshole,” Bruce muttered.  

The brawny guard’s face hardened. He gave Bruce’s restraints one last yank. The strap between Bruce’s legs came up, causing Bruce to wince. Without another word the guards escorted him outside and down the corridor. Bruce gave them no trouble. He wanted to see who the court appointed as his attorney this time. Hopefully it was some young dude fresh out of law school eager to make a name for themselves. They tended to fight harder for you. Two of Bruce’s previous lawyers were like that. They’d managed to keep him out of adult jail. Maybe he’d get lucky and this one would argue for him to be sent back to juvenile court.

The guards escorted him upstairs to one of the interview rooms. Inside, sitting behind the old table was a heavy-set woman in her sixties. She had short, iron-gray hair and eyes like granite. Bruce’s heart sank. She looked like the plead-and-leave type.

He sat down opposite her. The guards exited. Bruce heard one of them snickering. When they closed the door the lawyer opened the thick file in front of her. “Albert Bruce McCashin,” she said. Her voice was as hard as her appearance.

“Bruce,” he corrected. He hated his first name. It was a pussy’s name.

“Bruce,” she conceded. “Vera Jenkins. I’ll be representing you. Let me say right from the outset that if you have a problem with me you’d better think twice about asking for another attorney. All the other public defenders are too busy to take on any more cases and you’re as guilty as they come. The boy you shot isn’t going to make it. Thomas Keene is on total life support. No brain activity at all. His parents are going to pull the plug any minute now. The moment Keene’s heart stops you’re going to be charged with murder in the first degree. There’s too many eyewitness to the event and they all say you started it. All we’ve got as far as a defense is accepting the best plea deal the prosecutor offers. I might be able to argue diminished capacity but it’s a long shot. The question before us this morning is how much time you are going to do. Stick with me and I can guarantee you’ll stand a chance of parole by the time you reach the age of forty. Any questions so far?”

Bruce refrained jumping over the table and beating her skull into paste. Nobody talks to me like that! Not that beating her would do him any good. All he’d do was provide the two guards waiting outside an excuse to kill him. “I don’t want to do any time,” he mumbled.

Jenkins made a sound resembling a laugh. “Not going to happen. We’ll go for diminished mental capacity. That’s your best chance of seeing the outside of penitentiary while still relatively young. You’re scheduled for arraignment this afternoon. I’m going to try and get a postponement so I can call for a psychiatric evaluation. I should get both because I was just assigned your case a couple of hours ago and your file states you’ve been diagnosed with several disorders prior to this event. True?”

“Yeah,” he grunted. Bruce had seen a couple of shrinks over the years. They had been easy to manipulate. He’d just spin his version of how he grew up. Bruce would tell them all the abuse and neglect and abandonment he experienced. The docs would give him some pills and therapy, and all was good.

Jenkins scribbled on her notepad. “That may help get some time knocked off. What I can’t do is argue for bail. I know the prosecutor assigned to this case. She’s young and angling for a district judgeship. And let’s be honest here, Bruce. I doubt your biological parents or any of your foster parents are going to pony up that much money for you.”

Bruce’s huge fingers flexed, itching to wrap themselves around her neck. This old battle ax was going to let him rot in jail until the trial. And, damn, she was right about his bail. His current foster parents were loaded, but he had no idea where they were right now. They’d left Alaska three days ago. If Bruce had to guess, they were probably at one of their New Age seminars in Arizona or Nevada. They had left him some cash, a fully loaded refrigerator, and their best wishes. As for his real parents, well, it was safe to say they wanted nothing to do with him. Once they placed him in the foster system the McCashins had packed up and moved out of Alaska. Bruce didn’t know where they had gone. Not that he cared. They wouldn’t give him anything he wanted, so to hell with them.  

“That’s why I’m going for diminished mental capacity,” Jenkins said. “I might be able to successfully argue the State of Alaska didn’t provide you sufficient treatment. I’ve had some success with that before. If I’m lucky that could get the first-degree murder charge thrown out. You’d still have to serve some time in prison before your first parole hearing, however.”

Bruce didn’t like the idea of doing real time. “Are you sure you can’t get me tried in juvenile court?”

Jenkins made the same laughing sound. “Not a chance! The prosecutor’s insisting on trying your case this in adult court and there’s not a damn thing I can do to convince the judge otherwise. You’re seventeen, Bruce. You’ll be eighteen in two months. The State of Alaska has tried others your age as adults plenty of times before. You weren’t legally drunk or stoned when you shot Thomas Keene. You tested negative for both drugs and alcohol. Add the fact the prosecutor’s going to have your juvenile record admitted as evidence and the judge we’ve drawn is old tough bird and there’s no way I can have you tried in juvenile court.”

“So what does that mean? How much time will I do?”

The old woman shrugged. “At a guess you’ll be sentenced to thirty years to life. If you play nice your first parole hearing 
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