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PREFACE

	  

	The Age of Collapse series takes place in Houston, TX, and surrounding areas. In the spirit of telling a compelling story, some aspects of the real towns and cities have been altered. Thank you for understanding the authors creative freedom.

	 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	 

	ALEX

	 

	The grave was dug. The deed finished.

	Vee clutched the end of the arrow fixed to the string of her bow, ready to pull and fire at the drop of a dime. The tip of the arrowhead trained at the ground. She scanned the dense woods and verdure surrounding the cabin for any more of Cason Vargas’s men. “I’m not seeing or hearing any additional movement out there.”

	Alex huffed and poured sweat from every pore. His chest heaved with spent energy and depleted reserves he didn’t have to spare. He gripped the rounded, chewed-up handle of the shovel that sliced at the palms of his hands, using it as a crutch to keep him from crumbling to the ground.

	“There shouldn’t be any more of Vargas’s men out here as far as I know. They’ve all been dealt with in one way or another.”

	“I could’ve helped, you know,” Vee, his prepper and formidable companion who had accompanied him through the rigors of the Big Thicket National Preserve, said. “You didn’t have to dig that hole all alone. We should probably bounce before anyone drops in on us. I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

	Ranger, Vee’s sable German shepherd, sat on his haunches at her side. The vigilant canine glanced at the wall of trees and other rich shrubbery and vegetation surrounding them, watching for any additional threats lurking near the log home.

	“It’s fine,” Alex answered, wheezing and panting. His hand palmed the battered ribs that had taken a beating while running from the wild hog that had nearly gored him in the preserve. “This is my mess that needed to be cleaned up. It’s the least I could do for Dale, seeing as he gave his life for helping us.”

	Vee nodded. “What about Cason Vargas’s goons? The ones we dumped in the woods nearby. You think we need to do anything else with them?” 

	Alex stood straight, then wiped the layer of sweat from his brow with his forearm. “I don’t give two shits about those scumbags. For all I care, nature can dispose of them. Hell, maybe some of those feral pigs will drop by and erase the evidence. Given how remote it is out here, I’m not concerned with anyone finding them, and if they do, oh well. They won’t be able to tie anything back to us. Even if Vargas sends more of his henchmen to check things out around here, Dale’s cabin is a long way away from the cabin they were sent to in order to find that weasel, Trey.”

	The head of the shovel plunged into the wet, clumpy dirt, scooping up a heaping mound. Alex dumped it on the top of the wet soil covering the hole dug for Dale, the old man who’d given them shelter in his cabin the night before.

	Sarge, the old man’s faithful bloodhound, sat in the grass to the side of the grave. His head rested on the fronts of his paws. He peered at them with sad, shiny eyes that glistened from the sun reflecting off them.

	“What are we doing with Sarge?” Vee asked, walking past Alex and kneeling next to the canine. Her hand gripped the bow and arrow, keeping it close. “He looks sad about his handler’s passing.”

	“How can you tell?” Alex tossed the remaining dirt on the mound, then patted the shovel’s head on the top, compacting the earth. “He always looks that way.”

	Vee loved on the grieving, older dog. Her fingers kneaded the crown of his head, then worked over to each ear. “You can tell, or perhaps it’s because I’m used to being around Ranger daily that I can pick up on the changes in their moods.”

	Alex clutched the shovel, then turned and faced them. “I’m not real sure what to do with him. He doesn’t seem like he wants to leave and is doing his own thing.”

	Ranger stood and meandered over to Vee and Sarge. The German shepherd sniffed the bloodhound, then nudged against his handler’s legs.

	“I’m sorry about your dad,” Vee said in a tender, soft voice. “I wish things hadn’t gone as they did.”

	Sarge huffed, exhaling a deep sigh through his nostrils.

	Alex stared at the bloodhound who peered up at him with those soulful, sad eyes. The canine’s judgment of Alex felt like a swift strike of the gavel, sentencing him to a lifetime of punishment for taking his partner away. One more failure in a long line of ones that clung to his battered body.

	Vee spoke, but the words trailed off inside his head. 

	The guilt racking Alex through and through slammed him hard, adding more salt to the wound. He hated the fact that he’d brought death to the old man’s doorstep and regretted ever dragging Dale into the middle of his problem. They should’ve bypassed the cabin and kept moving on. Perhaps things would’ve been different.

	“Ryder. Earth to Ryder, you there?” Vee asked, her voice growing louder with each word.

	“Um, what? Yeah.” Alex shook his head, blinked, then glanced at her.

	Vee rubbed the back of Sarge’s ears a second more, then stood. “Did you hear what I said? I’m going to make sure we didn’t leave anything inside the house and see if I can find the keys to his truck. I’m hoping his pickup will start, so we don’t have to walk. We need to get out of here before anyone else shows up.”

	Alex gave a thumbs up, then looked to the wet, clumpy dirt covering the hole.

	“Ranger, stay here with Alex.”

	The German shepherd groaned, then yawned. He obeyed his handler and stayed put.

	“Be right back.” Vee turned and walked away past the side of the home toward the front entrance with the bow up and arrow drawn on the string.

	I’m sorry for everything, Alex thought, shouldering the weight of guilt shackled to him as he stared at the muddy soil.

	His arm brushed away the sweat racing down his face. He cleared his throat and looked toward the log home, then at both dogs.

	Ranger tilted his head some, staring at Alex with both ears perked and twitching. His tail swayed from side to side. Both front paws moved as he stood from his haunches.

	Alex trudged to the side of the home and discarded the shovel where he’d found it next to the stack of covered chopped wood. Each step across the soggy, mushy ground felt laborious at best. He turned and faced both animals who peered in his direction.

	“Come on, guys. Let’s go.” The German shepherd trotted over to Alex, but the bloodhound remained, refusing to leave the side of the grave. “Sarge, come on, big man. We’re leaving.”

	The bloodhound huffed but didn’t stand or budge.

	“Now, Sarge. We don’t have time for this.” Alex snapped his fingers and patted his leg.

	The canine remained prone on his stomach. Carrying the large dog wasn’t going to happen, given the battery of injuries plaguing his body. Sarge didn’t seem bent on leaving his handler, even after death.

	Christ.

	Alex walked back to Sarge with Ranger following him. “All right, bud. I get it. I’m sorry again for everything, but we need to head out.”

	The bloodhound moved his head away from Alex’s hand, then looked toward the woods. His face sagged with sadness, eyes drooping. He exhaled through his nose, not wanting to budge from the spot. Faithful to the end. 

	Alex didn’t want to leave Sarge behind, feeling responsible for his handler’s death, but he respected the animal’s wish to keep watch over Dale’s grave and remain close to his best friend.

	All right.

	“Let’s go, Ranger.” Alex left the grieving canine where he lay and made his way to the front of the log home.

	Ranger trotted at his side, head on a swivel.

	Vee emerged from the doorway, carrying Alex’s rucksack. She shut the door behind her, walked across the covered porch, and tossed the bag his way. “We’re good inside. Found the keys to the pickup as well.”

	Alex caught the bag and kept moving without responding.

	“Where’s Sarge?” Vee asked, adjusting the quiver and rucksack strapped over her shoulders.

	“He didn’t want to leave Dale. I wasn’t going to make him,” Alex answered, blunt and to the point.

	Vee paused and peered at the far corner of the home for a second, then continued on after him.

	The trio made their way around the corner of the home to the light brown extended cab pickup facing the makeshift trail that sliced through the woods. His mind was lost in an endless, angry sea of thoughts and turmoil. Alex peered at the snaking driveway as he skirted past the front end of the lifted 4X4 to the driver’s side.

	“I can drive if you want. Give you a chance to rest and all,” Vee said from the passenger’s side.

	“I’m good. Toss the keys here.” Alex held his hand up from the driver’s side, shy of the door.

	Vee tossed the keys his way, not countering the comment.

	Alex snagged them out of the air, then wrenched the door open. The hinges squealed. He shoved the rucksack in the open space behind the bench seat, then climbed inside the cab.

	Ranger hopped up onto the tattered leather that had multiple rips and tears on the surface. The canine sniffed the padding showing through and the torn edges of the fabric, then sat on his haunches.

	Vee stuffed her pack, bow, and quiver onto the floorboard of the truck, then reached for the bar mounted to the frame. She pulled herself into the pickup, settled into the seat, then slammed the door with a hollow thud. “He seemed rather confident it would start from the way he spoke last night about how he’d give us a ride today. Here’s hoping he wasn’t wrong.” The tip of the key pushed inside the silver ignition mounted on the side of the steering column. His hand twisted. The engine grumbled, then spit and sputtered.

	Alex pumped the gas, then turned the key again.

	The truck rumbled under them. The rough, idling engine smoothed out some.

	“That doesn’t sound promising.” Vee rested her elbow on the door’s armrest.

	“Doesn’t have to sound great as long as it gets us to where we need to be.” Alex pressed the gas pedal.

	“And where does it need to take us?” Vee peered through the windshield, then through the passenger’s window.

	“Back to Houston.” Alex slammed the creaky door shut, then shifted into drive.

	The truck lurched forward. He eased down the earthy drive, away from the cabin. His gaze shifted to the rearview mirror, giving the log home one last look before entering the meld of trees and thickets encompassing the property.

	“I hate leaving Sarge behind like that,” Vee said, glancing at the side-view mirror. “I get why he wanted to stay, but still, leaving him here alone just feels wrong. It all feels messed up. I don’t know.”

	The thick-treaded tires plunged into the deep ruts scored in the earth. The truck shifted, jostling them about. Tree branches hanging low slapped the windshield and roof, scraping over the steel surface.

	“Me too, but he didn’t want to leave,” Alex replied, head trained ahead at the woods. “This whole thing is messed up. Fucked even. That old man and his dog deserved better than the shit I brought to their doorstep.”

	“I still can’t believe all that happened. What that guy did to Dale, executing him like that in front of us without a care or any thought about it. A bullet to the back of the head. Man. Those are some real scumbags. They deserved meeting a brutal end.” Vee shook her head, then rubbed under Ranger’s maw. “How are you holding up?”

	“About as good as can be expected.” Alex worked the brake and gas in tandem, trying to minimize the impact of each rut the truck explored. One hand left the steering wheel and adjusted the air conditioning dials on the dash while he eyed the dirt tracks overgrown with weeds and grass.

	Cool air pushed from the vents. It had a pungent, sweet scent that filled the cab. Alex held his hand close to the vent near the door, then adjusted the airflow.

	“Smells like a Freon leak or something.” Vee scrunched her nose and waved her hand at her face. “Might want to switch the unit off. If there’s a leak, it can be toxic. Not sure it’s worth breathing in those fumes for that cool air.”

	Alex waited a moment, driving over a large dip in the ground. “Go ahead and shut it off, then. Guess we’ll go with windows down.”

	Vee twisted the dial, severing the flow of toxic, pungent fumes that leaked through the vents inside the cab. Her hand wrapped around the knob of the lever attached to the door. She cranked it, lowering the window all the way.

	“You know, you shouldn’t beat yourself up so much. You didn’t pull the trigger.”

	Alex rolled his window down, then rested his elbow on the door. He navigated the trail that had smoothed out. “If you say so. I might as well have killed him myself, seeing as I brought trouble to his doorstep.”

	Ranger licked around his maw, then panted. He glanced at the seat, then the floorboard, sniffing.

	Vee tucked the small, black, compact pistol under Ranger’s harness. “Whether we stopped here or not doesn’t change the fact that Vargas’s men could’ve checked Dale’s place out anyway. The same end result might’ve happened. They’re lowlife trash, scum of the earth who prey on good folks.”

	“I’m glad you’re convinced of that, because I’m not.” Alex pointed out the windshield. “You know, you’ll be better off if I just stop the truck here and let you out. My life and those around me seem to have an expiration date. I’m toxic. Bad news. Innocent people have suffered from my mistakes, and it doesn’t look as though the pain is going to stop anytime soon.”

	“We’re not getting out, so no need to stop the truck.” Vee craned her neck, peering around the panting canine that blasted him in the face with his tepid, smelly breath. “I already told you, I’m in this now. Thick or thin. They picked a fight with the wrong woman. We’re going to handle this, one way or another.”

	Alex glanced at her, then nodded. “Have it your way, but don’t complain to me if you end up dying.”

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	 

	WENDY

	 

	Gusting wind ripped through the open windows of Officer Sam Tinton’s red sedan. The dust cloud formed in the wake of the vehicle lifted skyward. The sedan raced toward the blacktop of the main roadway, and away from the chief of police’s farm house.

	The matted locks of Wendy’s red hair whipped about. She brushed the loose strands away from her sullen, flushed face. Her hands trembled on the steering wheel, mind thrashed from the frantic night and morning that brought more death and despair to her life.

	Wendy glanced at the side-view mirror, then wrenched her chin over her shoulder to the back window, searching for the thin man who was sent to steal her away. She knew he had perished inside the home, and was no longer a threat, but her frayed nerves made her check regardless.

	The tiny stones of the rocky road pelted the undercarriage. Each ping dialed up the tension flooding Wendy’s system. Panted breaths escaped her dry, parched lips.

	Damn it. Damn it.

	Her fingers bunched into a fist. She pounded the top of the steering wheel, fueled by grief and rage. Wendy hated the killer for snuffing out the lives of her grandparents and the officers.

	Rubber met asphalt. The grumble of the rigid surface smoothed out. Wendy jerked the wheel, trying to stay on the road and not think of all the death that rained down around her.

	The tires squealed. The sedan cut at a hard angle on the roadway.

	The police-issued, black tactical shotgun rattled against the dash, then slammed against the passenger’s door.

	Wendy mashed the brake while wrestling the wheel, fighting the sedan to keep it from plowing into the ditch on the far side of the road.

	The back end swung wide, dipping into the tall blades of grass and weeds that grew unchallenged along the road. The spinning tires chewed earth and vegetation, then moved back to the blacktop.

	Get it together.

	The sedan evened out.

	A deep, tense breath left her pursed lips. Both hands gripped the wheel at ten and two. Wendy peered through the windshield, then checked the rearview mirror one last time.

	The road behind her sat empty of any cars. No threats stalked her. For now, she was safe and out of harm’s way, but how long would that last?

	She swallowed the lump in her throat and adjusted in the seat. The swarm of adrenaline flooding every molecule kept her on edge and unable to think straight. The silence and road noise only added to it.

	The sedan raced down the empty highway at full tilt.

	Wendy watched the side of the road for any signs directing her back to Houston. Hunting down her father was the mission, seeing as she had no one else left on the planet she could count on, or call family. She hoped to find him quickly but wasn’t sure where to start, seeing as he’d escaped from prison and was now a fugitive.

	Questions scrolled through her mind as she navigated the desolate, winding roads. She wondered how bad things were in the big city, seeing as the power had crashed in the tiny town of Trinity, Texas, and life as everyone knew it came to a grinding halt. Not only did she fear the presence of more killers tracking her down, but what sort of chaos, if any, she would run into. She needed answers but wasn’t sure how to get them.

	The radio came to mind. Maybe an emergency message blasted the airwaves, giving some sort of indication of the status of the state.

	Wendy adjusted the dials, bringing an orange glow to the display screen. Static hissed from the speakers. She worked the tuner, scrolling through the endless sea of white noise.

	Come on. There has to be something on here. Some sort of message or whatnot.

	She switched from FM to AM, repeating the process only to have more static loom inside the car. Wendy mashed the radio button, killing the annoying static. She grumbled and peered back to the road.

	A jet-black Dodge Ram Pickup closed in fast. The newer model truck was parked half in the grass and half in her lane. Both driver-side doors hung open, revealing the gray interior.

	Shit.

	Her heart jumped into her throat, and her foot stomped the brake. She pulled on the steering wheel, desperate to avoid a collision.

	The sedan skidded over the pavement. The back of the car missed the front end of the truck by inches as she merged into the other lane. She spun the wheel, wrestling the car to bring it under submission.

	Wendy gnashed her teeth and huffed as the sedan evened out. The erratic swerving ceased. She drifted to the correct lane, then shook her head, continuing on.

	The abandoned truck vanished in the distance. She watched the road ahead for any further obstructions that could pose a problem and found it to be clear.

	Wendy hunted for any markers leading to Interstate 45. The remote rural area she drove through had few signs, if any, showing where she was and what towns were close by. The thought that she’d missed a turn or sign crossed her mind, adding to the abundance of worry already plaguing her. For all she knew and feared, Houston was getting farther away. She maintained her heading in the end. 

	The sedan had little fuel. The red needle crept toward empty with each passing second, or so it felt. Making it to Houston on what bit sloshed in the tank wouldn’t happen. She had to find more gas.

	A four-way stop approached. Wendy slowed and stopped shy of the thick white line on the road and red-tinted stop sign. The sedan idled rough in the punishing Texas heat.

	She peered to the road ahead of her, then left and right. The roads seemed endless in all directions. None gave any sort of hint as to the correct way to go.

	She was lost.

	Every second the car ran meant more precious fuel being spent. A decision had to be made. She couldn’t afford wasting time the sedan didn’t have.

	Screw it.

	Wendy pulled into the intersection and turned down the long stretch of road to the left, committing to a decision.

	Her fingers tapped against the wheel. She chewed the nails on the other hand, tearing away the unkempt ends.

	A thumping noise rose from outside the car. A subtle vibration in the steering column built in her hand.

	Great. Now what?

	Wendy checked the dash for any flashing warnings, but the older sedan showed no indicators that a problem existed. She ignored the issue, chalking it up to the surface of the road being less than desirable, and hoped it would just go away. Many highways and rural roads throughout the area had potholes and other imperfections that needed attention, and she figured that was what it was.

	She drove farther. The thumping only got worse. The feedback in the column grew, shaking the vehicle.

	Please don’t be a flat tire.

	Wendy massaged the brake and pulled into the grass on the side of the road. She shifted into park and killed the engine. Her head fell forward, resting on the top of the wheel. She huffed, then peered out the window for any inbound cars. There were none heading her way.

	She left the keys in the ignition, shoved the door open, and got out. The sore muscles in her legs and tweaked ankle made the movement jerky and sluggish.

	Wendy limped around the open door and examined the front driver’s side tire. It appeared to be fine. She stepped out into the road and studied the back, finding it to be good to go.

	The passenger’s side had to have some kind of problem. She limped around the front end, leaving the heated blacktop to the weeds.

	Thick vegetation concealed the tires. She pressed her hand to the hood of the sedan. The hot steel burned the sensitive skin of her palm.

	Wendy jerked her arm back, then shook her hand. She bent down and moved the grass away from the front tire with both hands and looked over the wheel.

	The sidewalls appeared fine, as did the top, but she couldn’t see the bottom. She shoved the weeds and grass from the earth around the base and discovered the tire, resting flat.

	Damn it.

	Her hand rubbed over the tread and sidewall, searching for a nail or other puncture point, but didn’t find one. That didn’t mean it wasn’t there.

	Wendy stood in a huff, shaking her head. Changing a tire in the dreadful heat and being hurt was the last thing she wanted to do, but she had no choice.

	She jerked the passenger’s side door open. The shotgun fell out at her feet. She jumped back.

	Calm down. Don’t be so jumpy.

	The shotgun laid in the grass. She grabbed it, and sat it back on the floorboard, barrel trained at the backseat.

	Wendy ducked inside the sedan, then crawled over the police duffle bag she took from Chief Jones’s farmhouse. Her arm stretched across the center console to the floorboard below the wheel, finding the latch to open the trunk.

	The lid popped free.

	Wendy backed out of the car and trudged through the weeds to the trunk. She grabbed the bottom lip of the lid and pushed it up.

	A mess of boxes resided in the cargo hold along with other police-issued items such as yellow barrier tape and road flares. She moved the junk away from the back of the trunk and lifted the straps, revealing a compartment underneath and rubber.

	Wendy worked the loose donut tire out and sat it on the ground. The spare dropped over onto its side in the grass. It looked flat from the way the rubber sagged from the rim. Her boot pressed the sidewall, mushing it down with ease.

	Are you kidding me right now?

	Another deep sigh left her mouth. Sweat dripped from her face, and she batted away the beads of wetness on her brow.

	Wendy lifted her leg and kicked the spare tire with the front of her boot. The contact made her foot ache. A grunt loomed from her throat. She turned and cussed in a low voice.

	Anger brimmed deep in her gut—volcanic and heated. Not only was she lost, but she was now on foot with no houses or other structures in sight.

	Time was wasting, sitting there like a bump on a log. Her will and feet had to make the journey.

	Wendy didn’t bother loading the spare into the trunk, or anything else relating to the car for that matter. They stayed put where she placed them on the ground. 

	Half her body bent over inside the passenger’s side of the car, gathering what items she deemed necessary. She grabbed her hat from the top of the dash first and placed it on her head. She unzipped the duffle and rummaged for the waters tucked inside. A plastic bottle met her hand, bringing a sense of relief to an otherwise shitty situation.

	Wendy removed the cap and chugged the tepid liquid. Water streamed from the corners of her mouth. She lowered the bottle, screwed the cap back on, and tossed it to the seat.

	The duffle came out first, then the shotgun. She placed both items over her shoulders, securing them in place. Wendy grabbed the water, then backed out into the weeds.

	The open expanse of the field next to her seemed daunting and as if it had no end. Following the road ahead offered the best chance of reaching a nearby town or home, though, she was a bit leery of asking for any help for fear of running into any lowlifes seeking to take advantage of her.

	Wendy adjusted the bulk of the gear on her shoulders and trudged through the grass, heading away from the sedan, and further into the unknown.  



	
CHAPTER THREE

	 

	 

	WENDY

	 

	The morning wore on as did the heat from the blazing Texas sun. The tall verdure brushed against the fabric of her jeans. The heat radiating from the road made the air feel like an oven, keeping her in the weeds.

	Wendy paused, taking a moment to rest her body. The muscles in her thighs stung. Both feet ached as did her sore ankle. Sweat bit the lacerations on her moist skin, making them sting. She’d give anything for a pool to submerge herself in—or a cold front to sweep through, but that was wishful thinking.

	The cloudless sky overhead offered no reprieve from the sun. She squeezed the water bottle tight. It crunched in her palm. She bent over and pressed the heel of both hands above her knees, trying to rest.

	The sunshine reflected off the dribble of water in the container. Wendy downed more than she wanted in a short amount of time, but the heat demanded it.

	She gulped, licked around her lips, then stood straight. Her hand twisted the cap off, then dropped it to the ground. The tip of the container met her lips.

	The last remaining droplets of water in the bottom of the plastic bottle rushed the opening, splashing her wanting mouth. She shook the container, forcing any remaining drops out. She lowered her arm, savoring the tepid fluid that did nothing more than tease her body.

	Wendy stared at the plastic, panting and sweating up a storm. She swallowed the water, then discarded the bottle to the tall grass and weeds of the ditch. Her body craved the remaining water stowed in the duffle bag she carried, but she didn’t want to use it up just yet, seeing as she didn’t know when she might get some more.

	She wiped the wetness under the bill of the ball cap from her brow, and flicked the sweat from her fingers, then rubbed them on her pants.

	In the near distance ahead of her, she noticed a glimmer of light reflecting off something on the side of the road. She squinted, focusing her tired eyes on the green sign.

	The words etched on the front escaped her, but gave hope that it would provide some insight as to where she was headed.

	Wendy marched on, plowing through the grass and weeds until reaching the sign planted in the dirt. Riverside, 2 miles filled her gaze.

	The name sounded familiar, but she didn’t recall ever passing through the town with her grandparents, or if it was even in the right direction she needed to go. Still, it was better than nothing.

	Wendy tromped past the sign and trekked the two miles in short order. She crossed the bridge above the Trinity River and the murky water below. 

	A few cars populated the parking lot of the boat ramp just past the bridge. The area had no visible movement from the vehicles. She’d have to find a working car after getting some food and more water.

	Wendy gripped the sling attached to the shotgun while making her way into the town. Her fingers held the nylon tight. She scanned the road ahead, listening for any engines heading her way.

	The thought of coming across a convenience store or some other establishment with water and food compelled her onward at a decent clip. They’d have to have a store, or some sort of gas station. Every town in Texas seemed to either have a Sonic or a Dollar General. It was almost like a requirement for the businesses to setup shops in every city.

	An RV Park set off the highway had a number of travel trailers and RVs stationed about the grounds. She spotted a handful of people milling about the recreational vehicles and trucks encompassing the park.

	Road noise sounded at her back. She paused and peered over her shoulder to the inbound white pickup closing in. Wendy faced forward and continued on as the truck drew closer.

	The grumbling engine built. Squeaking brakes flanked her. The pickup slowed and crept along the highway next to her, matching her pace.

	“Hey, sweetheart. You need a ride or anything?” A baritone voice asked from the cab. “I don’t mind giving a lift to a pretty young thing such as yourself.”

	Wendy avoided eye contact. The remark made her feel uneasy. “Thanks, but no, thanks. I’m good.”

	“You look rather beat up and that limp you’ve got says otherwise.” The truck pulled closer to the edge of the road. “I’m trying to be helpful is all. Nothing else.”

	“If it’s all the same to you, leave me alone and move on,” Wendy replied, walking faster. The last time she’d gotten into a stranger’s car, it turned deadly, almost ending her life. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m good.” Her fingers squeezed the sling of the rifle. She cut her eyes to the truck without turning her head, watching the driver through the open window.

	“That’s a nice scattergun you got there. Is it loaded, by chance?” he asked. “I bet a delicate little flower such as yourself would need some help handling that steel. I’d be happy to show you a thing or two.”

	Wendy removed the shotgun from her shoulder, faced the truck, and shouldered the weapon. She stared at the surly black-bearded man over the barrel. “I know how to use it just fine. Unless you want a demonstration, I’d suggest you move on and leave me be. I won’t offer another warning.”

	“Whoa, now.” Both brows raised. He lifted his hands skyward, shaking his head. “Let’s take it easy here. Just trying to be helpful is all. No need to get all aggressive and such.”

	Helpful. Yeah. Sure, pal.

	“Go on and get before I decide to squeeze this trigger.” Wendy kept the shotgun trained at the cab and finger pressed to the kill switch. She had no intentions of firing and taking the man’s life unless he tried something further.

	“Watch yourself out here, butterfly,” the bearded man said, lowering his hand. “You might find trouble that even that thunder maker won’t get you out of.”

	The white truck sped away, burning asphalt under the tires. It raced down the road, then crossed to the far side, vanishing down a side street.

	Wendy lowered the shotgun and breathed a sigh of relief, happy that the driver heeded her warning and left. His final words made her wonder what he meant and if she should avoid the locals.

	She peered at the shotgun. The weapon’s magazine had three shells loaded and one chambered with no more stowed in the duffle. She’d have to make good use of the sparse ammo until she could find more.

	The sling slipped over her shoulder, and she got back on the move. Her pace hastened as she worked her way down the highway toward the few businesses that loomed ahead. She wanted to put as much distance between her and the creepy, bearded man as possible before he decided to circle back.

	Pylon signs materialized as did the shapes of buildings. One looked to be a Circle K and an Exxon Gas Station beyond it. Either would offer some sort of substance to stay the thirst and hunger looming in her empty gut.

	A growl echoed from her stomach. Hunger pains set in. She pressed her gut, battling the rumbling noise.  

	The station came into view. A single car was parked under the awning next to the pumps. She spied no movement from the vehicle or the building.

	Wendy crossed the road to the other side. Her feet shuffled through the grass and weeds on the outskirts of the station. The shotgun bounced off her back with each step.

	She paused for a second, then moved across the expanse of the parking lot toward the main entrance. After snagging some supplies, checking the car at the pumps, and any others in the area, would be next on her to-do list.

	Dim light streamed through the windows of the building. No hint of power loomed beyond the windows. Water spread out from under the ice maker she splashed through.

	Wendy craned her neck, studying the inside of the station. The shelves facing her were stocked with food and other supplies—a welcome sight that teased her famished stomach.

	She approached the door and looked over the building one last time before checking the door. All seemed clear with no movement inside. Wendy tugged on the silver handle, half expecting it to be locked.

	The door creaked opened.

	The familiar chime she remembered stations like this having to alert when people passed through didn’t sound. No footfalls or other warnings alerted her. For now, it appeared she was alone.

	Wendy slipped through the doorway. The barrel of the shotgun scratched along the glass. The back of her boot stopped the door from closing. She skimmed over the aisles and back wall where the sun couldn’t reach.

	She moved away from the door, feeling more at ease with her surroundings, and perused various supplies and food hanging from hooks and resting on the shelves as she worked her way toward the end of the aisle.

	The straps of the duffle bag and sling hurt her aching shoulders. She removed both and sat them on the counter near the cash register. Her hands massaged the tight, sore muscles as she stretched her neck.

	The heated, stuffy interior of the station made it cumbersome to breathe. She turned away from the counter, facing the rows of food and other miscellaneous items before her.

	Wendy walked the length of each section, snagging packages of beef jerky and other tasty morsels that would be light to carry. Her arms filled quickly with snacks. She peered through the windows of the coolers to the beverages stocked inside.

	An array of water and other drinks rested on the slanted shelves. More than enough for her to pick from.

	She hauled the food back to the register and dumped it next to the duffle bag resting on the counter. The packages crinkled. A few spilt over the side to the floor. Wendy bent down and grabbed the jerky from the tile.

	Hinges squeaked in the deafening silence.

	She paused, hunched over with the food clutched in her hand.

	A flash of movement darted for the end of the aisle at the rear of the store. The door swung closed.

	Wendy dropped the food and scrambled for the shotgun. The thought of the bearded man teased the back of her mind. She shouldered the shotgun, gripping the fore-end with a firm hold.

	Both nostrils flared from heavy breaths leaving her body. Each hard thump of her heart sounded loudly. A wave of panic flooded her.

	“Whoever’s back there, know that I’ve got a shotgun and will use it,” Wendy said with a tremor to her warning. “Show yourself, now.”

	A loud crash sounded from the direction of the mysterious person.

	Wendy flinched, clutching the shotgun tighter. “I’m not messing around. Don’t test me. I’m in no mood for it.”

	“Don’t shoot, please,” a young, timid male voice said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

	“Come out from back there with your hands up,” Wendy replied, training the tactical shotgun in the direction of the voice. “Nice and easy like.”

	A head popped over the top of the shelving unit—arms raised, and fingers pointed skyward. “Just take it easy. I didn’t know anyone else was in here.”

	Wendy glanced at the swinging door, then at the parking lot of the gas station. Her finger moved from the trigger and pressed to the side of the trigger guard. “Is anyone else back there?”

	“No. It’s just me.” He moved out into the opening, allowing
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