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Eggs in the Attic


Chapter 1



Sheila picked herself up from the ground among a cloud of dust and debris, ears ringing. Around her, chaos ensued, people running down the street with bloodied faces, their clothes in tatters, some of them screaming, and others looking only afraid. They scattered like cockroaches, all except Sheila, who felt too dazed to see straight. She thought to call her parents, to let them know she was all right, but couldn’t find her purse or phone.

After steadying herself on a nearby wall, she scanned the ground, searching for either. She observed the horizon, seeing the result of the bombing spread across the bruised evening sky.

“Why would they do this?” a man said, talking to no one as he limped down the street, his voice muted to her ears.

But he’d asked the right question. Who had done this, and why?

Regaining some of her senses, she stumbled down Main Street of the small town of Elks Grove. The haze surrounding her seemed to intensify, making the dark seem darker, and she wondered when it would disperse. She heard things, too, strange unrecognizable sounds. Those sounds were getting louder and closer.

The resulting dust cloud had engulfed the entire area, making it difficult to see. She could feel particles landing on her skin, getting in her eyes, making them tear up. Still, she forged ahead, her hands up, as she tried to maneuver her way down the street, with no idea where she was going.

Something in the murk moved, and her eyes went to it, struggling to recognize anything through her welling tears. She wiped her eyes with balled-up fists, surprised when she pulled them away and saw blood. Gathering up her shirt, she dabbed at her face, trying to wipe it away. A fresh warm bead trickled down her cheek, signifying a fresh wound on her head. She prodded at the sore with her fingers, wincing, and decided she couldn’t tend to it here.

The movement in the dust cloud changed. Difficult to identify much, she thought she saw a man. Staring at him, she lost herself, struggling to make out legs and arms, a face.

Another man burst out of the miasma. “Over there! Two of you! The rest, on me!”

Now there were others, peeling off all around her, some of them stopping for a brief second to look at her. They wore masks, their voices muffled, but she could make out most of what they were saying.

“Base, this is Alpha 5,” a woman said into a radio, her mask up, eyes squinted. “Operation Grasshopper is underway.” She slipped her mask back down, released the radio on her shoulder, and moved in on the rubble of the nearby buildings.

What was Operation Grasshopper? How’d they even come up with such a silly name?

“Ma’am?” Sheila felt someone tugging at her arm. “Are you okay?”

She only stared at the masked man.

“Do you require assistance?” he asked.

She still didn’t answer. And now he was escorting her away. She went with him, too stunned and unable to process all of this.

Then, as realization dawned on her, she yanked her arm away. The man staggered to a stop. He looked frustrated and threw his hands down, cursing her before running to catch up with the others.

There must have been two dozen men and women, all of them scouring the ruins of the city, ducking into destroyed buildings and back out moments later. She did not know what they were looking for. Perhaps they sought the terrorists who’d destroyed this town.

Walking down the road, she happened upon a few of those soldiers. They were setting up camp, starting to patrol the area. An odd thought came to her, as she didn’t know where she’d parked or even if her car was still intact. What vehicles she saw lay mostly on their sides, windows smashed, dented heaps of metal. Those that weren’t overturned were burning. And she heard something familiar, an engine.

A Humvee sped out of the dust, its tires spinning in the dirt. They had no interest in her or helping her get to safety. As they passed, one soldier, a man, leaned out of the window and wolf whistled. The sound of it froze her, most inappropriate given the circumstances. She watched the vehicle round a corner, hearing laughter burst through the open window.

All she could think right then was boys and their weapons, big or small. It’s always one or the other.

The troops started to clear out as they spread around the impacted area. Suddenly she found herself alone, with only the occasional cry for help, and little else.

She had greater concerns, too. If she couldn’t find a working vehicle, how was she going to get to the train station? She supposed she could call her dad if she could find a working phone, but he’d have to come all the way from St. Louis. That was close to a three-hour drive. She had doubts any of the payphones worked; lines were down all around her. Even the electric was out, a few downed cables sparking in puddles of spilled liquid.

There were other issues, too. As her eyes began to refocus and the tearing eased, she spotted other people. Bodies lay all around her, among debris and fallen stone. Their faces looked bruised, mouths unmoving, eyes still open.

Surely one of them has a working cellphone. Could she even bring herself to check?

She approached one, a woman she thought, seeing the streaks of blood in her hair. Her body lay twisted at an impossible angle, one arm separated from the shoulder, still in its sleeve but thrown behind her. The woman’s purse lay next to her; at least Sheila thought it was the woman’s. That face haunted Sheila as she forced herself to kneel beside the woman. She closed her eyes and dug through the purse, felt credit cards, some papers, lipstick, and finally a cellphone.

Withdrawing the phone, she opened her eyes and looked at it. The screen was cracked badly, but it appeared to be working. She dialed her parent’s number and waited, listening closely.

All that came was an odd busy-like sound, only different. That probably meant the tower was down, and she wondered how long she’d have to wait for service to return. For now, she turned the phone off and stuffed it in her back pocket, before proceeding down the street.

Someone out in the haze was moaning. She could hear that much, but also voices moving toward that moan, talking back and forth. She went about her way, trying to ignore the sound, until she couldn’t.

A gun shot, and the moaning stopped. Had the soldiers killed this person? What would bring them to that? She didn’t want to find out and moved with purpose.

As she progressed, she saw fewer and fewer corpses, but of those she happened across, they all appeared to have been shot in the head. The wounds looked fresh, too, evidence that whoever had committed these atrocities, friend or foe, they’d done so recently. She couldn’t be sure of the culprit, as she’d seen no one perform these acts of violence, but hoped they wouldn’t be coming back this way.

Had some plague broken out in Southern Illinois? Why on Earth would any terrorist attack a nowhere place like this? More importantly, if it came at the hands of those troops, why had they let her live? Did they let others live, too? Was it only the wounded they were killing? Was that only temporary?

Trudging through the debris, she stopped to look at the sign, which informed her she’d arrived at the Gadeson Hotel. From the brief description beneath the plaque, she read how the building had stood for four decades. A large section of wall remained, its pale-yellow paint covered with sprays of blood. The colors shimmered in contrast, making the edges appear orange. In front of the wall, three bodies lay crossed over one another, twisted in positions that would be impossible to manage while alive. Sheila identified a large gold wedding band on the finger of the elderly gentlemen on top, staring at it thoughtfully, wondering only now why she’d never married.

To her left, a large wooden front desk remained in perfect condition. It was a stark contrast to the destruction surrounding it. A young man sat in the chair behind the desk, a hole through his forehead, his feet still propped up on the desk. She read the nametag aloud, “Jay Colsten.” The customary ledger sat atop the desk, a pen lying next to it. The book was still open, too, as if the Gadeson’s last customer had written it in moments earlier before everything went bad.

Sheila shifted around the desk, tripping over Jay’s legs by accident. This knocked them off the desk, causing Jay’s chair to spin. He lolled to one side, rolling outward, and spilled off the chair, his legs knocked into Sheila’s, throwing her off balance.

She regained her footing and pushed her way past Jay’s stiff legs to get to the desk. Standing there, she perused the ledger and saw a red X first, then a note scribbled on the same page.


Chapter 2



The day of the devastation, Marty left the family farm. He almost wished he hadn’t, certain he would have died if he’d stayed. That would have been easier. But life was never easy.

Fate had taken both his wife and daughter and now, he’d lost his brother, too. He’d found some hope in the form of travelling companions, but even as he got to know them better he couldn’t stop worrying about losing them. This world seemed to have it in for him, so he didn’t trust his surroundings, always mindful of every sound. Nowhere felt safe, and a large part of him had died back at that house. Still, there was this underlying need to survive despite it all, and, that if nothing else, pushed him on.

He brushed his hair back with both hands, sensing a greasy feeling on his fingers. In need of a wash, he reminisced about the sting of a hot shower. Steam always calmed him, both mentally and physically, washing away the tension as if it were dirt. There was no time for such luxuries now, though. They had to stay ahead of the soldiers.

Arms falling to either side of the ledger, he read the names on the left-hand page. He didn’t recognize any of them, as he’d lived out in the country prior to the bombing. He wondered if either of his companions knew any of these names, but he didn’t ask. Being the only hotel in town, there’d been many people here. A handful of those people had survived, all of them standing in the lobby. He’d tried to convince them to come along, stressing the importance of leaving and even pointing out what they’d seen on the way through town. But the desk attendant just kept on assuring them otherwise.

In Marty’s experience, having once been a teacher, teenagers thought they knew it all. Jay hadn’t seen what Marty had, so he had no way of knowing these soldiers weren’t here to protect them. Something must have gone wrong because the soldiers were exterminating the innocent. That meant they didn’t know who was infected by whatever disease they were trying to prevent from spreading and who wasn’t. That had to be the reason they’d taken to killing off anyone the slightest bit suspicious.

Still, no matter how much Marty pleaded, the most he got from the stubborn boy was permission to use the half of a ledger page to leave a note in case others wanted to join them.

The boy sat there, feet propped up on the desk, tapping a steady beat on the counter with his outstretched foot. Every rap unnerved Marty, bringing him to the point of wanting to smack the kid upside his head. But he knew doing something drastic like that wouldn’t further anyone’s cause. Likely, it would sever any chance of convincing the others to join them and dismiss any hope of the kid letting him leave a note behind.

Turning his attention to the ledger, he was at a sudden loss for words. One would think a man who once taught English literature would have words spinning around in his head at all times, but over the years he’d lost touch with that man, distancing himself by focusing on his work at the farm. He still read from time to time, but he didn’t enjoy it like he once had. And it took him ungodly lengths of time to get through a single book. Thinking of it all now, he didn’t want to dwell on the past. Doing so could debilitate him.

Pressing the pen to the ledger, he noted the dimple it left on the page. Such a slight touch of the tip and already he’d done the damage. Seeing this urged him on, though. So, with little hesitation, he started rewriting a familiar letter that had transformed over the past few hours.

February 4th

 

If you’re reading this note, you already know about the bombing. Maybe you aren’t aware of how bad things have gotten. I don’t have time to explain all of what I’ve seen or know, but I’ll do my best.

The soldiers are heading east. Do not mistake their purpose. They are not here to help you. I have witnessed their crimes first-hand. I’m hoping they won’t be so thorough to notice my notes. They appear to have their hands full with more pressing matters.

Be careful. They’re afraid. They’ll shoot without hesitation at this point. I know this because they’ve shot at us twice so far. I’m not clear on all the details, but I’ve overheard a few of them talking. They’ve mentioned the worry of government officials, how they’ll do anything to keep this from spreading any farther than it already has. It’s clear they either haven’t found a cure or aren’t interested in one.

What has them so worried are monsters. I know that sounds silly, but they very much exist. I’ve witnessed my brother go through this transformation, and all I can say is, I understand why they’ve taken such drastic measures to eradicate these creatures. Whatever started this hasn’t moved on, and I can’t help but worry the real hell is still yet to come. When they finish this business, they won’t care who you are or what you might offer them.

We’re heading for the Indiana border, hoping to sneak out of state if we can. You’re welcome to join us. We stop frequently, trying to help others, and occasionally, I leave behind a letter or note. If you spot a red X, you’ll know you’re on the right path.

 

My sincerest wishes for your survival,

Marty

He sat down the pen and perused his work. There was something satisfying about leaving these notes. About helping others. It made him feel somewhat normal again. He retrieved the can of red paint and shook it.

Jay went rigid, but he didn’t get up. “Hey man, what are you—”

Marty sprayed a small X below what he’d written.

“Jesus,” Jay said. “You could have warned me.”

Stepping away from the desk, Marty nodded at Jay, then the others. “Are you certain I can’t convince any of you to come with us?”

An old man puffed away on a cigar. A blonde woman looked nervous. None of them seemed interested.

“I told you,” Jay said. “We’re good. We’ll be okay here.”

Marty didn’t argue. He just turned to leave, waiting a second longer in case any of them reconsidered. When they said nothing, he joined his companions outside and went on his way.


Chapter 3



Sheila dwelled on Marty’s salutation, considering what he’d meant. She didn’t like the fact his note confirmed her suspicion that it had been their own forces attacking these people and not some terrorist cell. But it was the other details he’d conveyed that intrigued her most. What had he meant by…transformation? And monsters? Was this the all-famous zombie apocalypse finally come to fruition after a multitude of movies and TV shows on that very subject?

A smile found her face. Even thinking it sounded farfetched. Perhaps this was all a joke. Maybe Marty had lost his marbles. Would tracking him down lead to something worse? Surely everyone in his group wasn’t crazy, though. Was that even possible?

She didn’t know, but she felt inclined to find out at this point. Part of her wished she had the energy to catch up to Marty and his friends this very night, so she could ease her concerns once and for all. Besides, she couldn’t help but feel a little lonely. But she did not know how far ahead of her they were.

By herself, she was vulnerable. And she was still right smack dab in the middle of town. At some point, those soldiers might come back. Maybe they’d remember seeing her, start looking for her. She didn’t like being hunted.

Peering into the night through a hole in the far wall of the hotel, little moonlight lit the world outside. Somewhere nearby a downed power line sparked, though it provided no extra light. She didn’t think she could sleep through that noise, and if she wanted to catch up with Marty’s group tomorrow, she’d need a good night’s sleep. And she couldn’t sleep here where there were so many corpses. And it would take too much effort to move them, and even if she could, she worried the smell would worsen before daylight. At least one of them looked awful heavy.

Sheila exited the hotel in search of a better place to hunker down. A quick glance to her left, then her right, revealed a dumpy corner drug store down the road. It looked like it had taken little damage compared to the adjoining shops. Hopefully, there’d been a lot less foot traffic in the store, too.

Making her way down the street, she remained cautious of her surroundings. Alert of every sound, she kept an eye out for any soldiers. And oddly enough, she scanned for monsters, too.

“Great,” she whispered. “Now you’re losing it, too.”

Still, being exposed in the open like this made her to feel like a mouse making its way across a long field where hawks and even owls swerved in the sky above, and cats and dogs and all the other creatures roamed the surrounding ground. She wasn’t so sure that analogy was far from the truth, either. And she wasn’t sure she could outrun anyone, let alone a trained soldier.

At least Marty had given her a good idea. Maybe she could escape to Indiana. But even this concerned her, because she did not know how far this devastation reached? If nothing else, Marty and his friends wanted what she wanted more than anything right now—to get out of harm’s way. That was enough to warrant her tracking them down. She’d be safer in a group.

When she reached the front door of the drugstore, her paranoia dissolved. The thought of getting off these streets relieved her. But the door stuck when she pulled, as if it had somehow swelled shut in the doorframe. A sudden flash of panic washed over her, and she tried to look through the spider-webbed glass but couldn’t see anything. But, in leaning against the door, it opened slightly.

“Really?” she said to herself. “Duh.”

She couldn’t help but laugh at herself. But her nerves didn’t ease any because something kept the door from opening all the way. She leaned to one side and peeked in, instantly seeing why.

An older woman’s legs wobbled when Sheila pushed the door. The woman’s ancient blue dress suggested her age, despite not being able to see her face. She could see the wrinkled skin on one hand, and the varicose veins on her calves. And judging by her ankles, she was a rather large woman, which likely was the reason Sheila was having so much trouble opening the door.

Sheila leaned back and thrust her shoulder against the door handle, pushing hard. The woman’s feet bounced, then slid slowly along the floor a yard. Sheila kept on pushing, putting her back into it. All at once, the woman’s round body rolled to one side.

Sliding into the building, she braced the door open with a bucket she found on the floor. The first thing Sheila did was look for others. The warm glow of a battery-operated lantern that sat on the counter filled the room, probably placed there by the owner or left behind by the soldiers after they completed their business. It was bright enough to see the woman was alone here, which was far better than the situation at the hotel. The place was a mess, nearly all the supplies on the floor beneath their respective shelves. She decided a nice place to bed down for the night would be behind the counter.

A flicker of electricity caught her attention, originating from somewhere at the back of the store, what she believed led to the back storage area. This concerned her some, wondering if the electrical failure could catch fire in the middle of the night. The last thing she needed was to wake to a wall of flames. But she was also too tired to care. She considered leaving the front door open for a quick escape, but decided against it, and yanked the bucket free. She left it cracked, though, and rolled the body back over to block anyone else from entering.

Making her way over to the counter, Sheila cast a concerned eye back at the owner. In the dimming glow of the lantern, she could see the dark red stain on her forehead. She couldn’t imagine sleeping around a dead person. What if Marty was right, and she somehow came back to life in the middle of the night? Maybe Sheila could drag the woman outside, but she’d have to risk being seen. And it would be no easy task. She supposed she could roll the woman—

Do you realize how crazy this sounds? You’re being ridiculous.

Dragging her feet through the clutter, she went behind the counter and stepped over a pile of condom boxes. The floor was littered with nicotine gum packs, batteries, candies, and an assortment of other impulse items. Using the edge of her foot, Sheila slid the mess away enough to clear a large enough area to lie down. She lined the spot with an “I Love Illinois” sweatshirt she found hanging in a storeroom closet and kneeled upon the garment, closing her eyes. She folded her hands the way she had when she was young, trying to focus on something positive, the thought of her parents. For a moment, she stayed in this position, dwelling on everything that had happened so far, and how fast it had occurred.

“Deliver us from evil,” she said, the only words she could manage.

The floor was cool against her cheek, seeping through the cheap fabric of the sweatshirt. It was hard, but she was too tired to notice. She was sure she would feel it in the morning, but with a flicker of electricity from the back hall, she drifted off.


Chapter 4



Among the sound of the chirping crickets and throng of locusts, Sheila woke, staring into total darkness. Somewhere outside, she heard a downed power line crackle. The light in the back hallway flickered, a sound she’d grown accustomed to over these last few hours of restless sleep. But what really woke her had been something else, an unfamiliar noise.

She didn’t dare move for fear of being discovered by some intruder. So she kept her head tilted up, her ear tuning in the noise. And sure enough, there it was again. She heard something rustling among the debris right outside and something else, too. At first she couldn’t make the second noise out, then she realized it was her heart rapping against the floor. At least whoever made that first sound was still outside, which she was safe for…

The drug store door banged, the corpse of the woman keeping it from opening. She heard a whomp-whomp-whomp as if something were batting against the door, pushing to get inside. And she heard the woman’s body give. One of the woman’s arms slapped against the floor as the door forced her to roll to one side. Whoever was outside pushed harder, the door ramming against the woman’s weight, sliding her a little more out of the way. Sheila heard it all, the corpse knocking into several small boxes scattered across the floor. Then, they pushed in through the opening, scattering several boxes of medicine across the tile floor. She heard their feet moving through them for a split second, as they seemed to stop and take in the store.

A second later, there was nothing but dead calm, similar to the moment that no doubt came right before a rattlesnake struck. She considered her options, thinking it might be best to thrust herself up, whip out an Uzi and blow her intruder away. The problem with that was Sheila didn’t have a gun, and she wasn’t even sure she’d know how to use one if she did. She considered throwing some boxes of condoms at her intruder, maybe she’d get lucky and poke an eye out. Perhaps that would give her enough time to run away.

Who are you kidding?

She’d never been the violent sort, let alone athletic. She was fit and had a decent body, but she rarely even used the hardcore vocabulary that went along with any of this action hero stuff. If this ended up being one of those soldiers, and they were looking for her, she’d be better off using charm over fisticuffs. And she didn’t like trying to charm anyone given what they’d done to some of the citizens. So instead of being reactionary, she kept her face plastered to the floor hoping whoever or whatever had come inside wouldn’t discover her.

The gleeful chirp of crickets returned, growing louder and louder as they regained their confidence. She heard a hum, too, which could be the electric wires outside. Or it could be a truck idling somewhere, ready to speed her off to some destination upon her capture. Then another noise followed, closer, what sounded like a rat scurrying across the floor.

It surprised her when she looked down and discovered her leg was twitching. She grasped the leg with both hands, trying to calm her nerves. Even then it kept twitching, each time making more noise. Worse yet, that other noise returned, louder and more obnoxious, whomp-whomp-whomp-whomp repeatedly. She thought it her heartbeat and checked, but although it beat wildly, the sound she heard came from elsewhere in the store.

It felt like several minutes of her lying there, waiting for her intruder to leave. But they didn’t, and her patience grew thinner. She wondered how far away the back entrance was, whether it was locked. Eventually she would have to make a run for it.

That humming sound intensified. She turned her head, trying to single out that sound and what it could be. And she heard other strange noises, a steady click and a grinding crunch, then a wet sound, too, one that sounded like an animal lapping up water.

The electric short flashed, which made her jump with surprise. Although she tried not to, her leg flinched enough to cause the sole of her shoe to screech against the tile floor.

She shrunk into a ball, aware all the noises on the other side of this counter had silenced, even the crickets. Whoever was in the store with her had shifted their focus, no doubt staring her way, watching intently.

The silence lasted long enough for Sheila to count to two hundred and fifteen. Counting eased her nerves. One by one, all those sounds returned. The grinding, the crunch, the lapping, the whomp-whomp-whomp, all of it, and it was driving her mad.

That was when she considered something daring. And even as she began to crawl up to her knees, she was cursing herself for doing so. What was she thinking, being so brave? She wouldn’t stand a chance if it were one of those soldiers or something worse.

With a growing urgency, Sheila got to her knees, staying beneath the top of the counter. She waited, taking slow breaths to settle herself. Convinced she was as calm as she ever would be, she lifted her head over the top of the counter and stared out into the darkness.

At first, she saw nothing. The light flickered and what she saw took her breath away at first, as the shadow it cast on the far wall was frightening. A split second later she identified her intruder.

The poodle stopped licking long enough to acknowledge Sheila’s presence. It didn’t appear startled by her or even scared. It went back to licking the woman’s bloodied face. This wasn’t a wild dog; it had tags, which jingled lightly as it licked. And it had recently endured a haircut, some areas with bushy fur and others not. Its tail wagged, striking the door with a steady whomp-whomp-whomp.

Sheila watched in amusement at first, her terror subsiding. But she felt gagged at the realization that this dog might do worse than just lick the woman’s face.

Another sound, one familiar, made her ears feel like someone had stuffed cotton in them. The gunshot startled her, as she’d been looking at the dog and saw it go down. A fraction of a second later, she ducked behind the counter again, getting lower and lower, praying no one would find her.


Chapter 5



“Marty?” Bernard stood in the doorway, his dark lumbering form swaying. For a black guy, he had a way about him that was humble, more country than city.

“Hey, how are you doing?”

“Fine. Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Truth told Marty was thankful for the disturbance. Leaving a paper trail of letters bothered him. Not only did he think it a waste of time, as it was likely no one would take the time to read a random letter, but he worried the wrong people might find them. That could lead to them being caught long before they even reached the Indiana border. Besides, there was no way of knowing how many survivors were out there, let alone how many thought to trail them. He’d seen the aftermath and how people had scattered off in all directions. Even those he’d encountered had their own plans, most looking for a place to hide out until this was over.

“No. Nope. That’s all right.” He returned his attention to the ratty piece of newsprint sitting on the table he’d dug up from a pile of rubbish in the room’s corner. “Give me just one second.”

Marty jotted the last few sentences down while Bernard came closer. Right as Marty wrote the last few words, he did so in Bernard’s shadow. The big guy waited patiently for Marty to finish, as he’d been the catalyst for Marty writing these notes at each stop. Marty sat down the pencil and looked up.

“You finished?” Bernard’s eyebrows rounded.

“Yes, sir. I’m done.”

Bernard eyed him with suspicion, as if he didn’t fully believe Marty was telling the entire truth. “You sure?”

Marty nodded, but they remained in a stalemate for a moment until Marty conceded. Finding a spot in the middle of the page with his finger, Marty jotted down one last comment in the margin before setting the pencil down. “Happy?”

“Quite.” Bernard smiled. He grabbed the spray paint off the table and made an X across the surface. Then he leaned over and patted Marty on the shoulder. “Now, was that so hard?”

Marty laughed. “Not at all, my friend.”

Something about Bernard always reminded him of his brother, Jake, which made Marty feel like a young boy again, being teased by his older brother. How the two of them used play war. Jake always got to be the countries that won World War 1 and 2. Only when they pretended they were in Vietnam did Marty get to play the U.S., and he’d gotten good at playing dead because of it. He’d hated losing as much as Jake had, but those playful days seemed so far behind him now. Bernard had that same flare for winning.

As much as the big lug gave Marty a hard time about these letters, he considered Bernard to be a brother. Besides, the letters had proven to be therapeutic for Marty, and for Nancy, who liked to read them before they left. Though his suggestion, Bernard never read a single letter, which made Marty wonder if he could read at all. The guy was as big as a house, a gentle giant. He wouldn’t hurt anyone unless he absolutely had no other choice.

“I spotted something out on the horizon.” Bernard pointed at a small hill through a hole the size of a limousine in the back wall.

Marty got up and walked over to Nancy.

“Other side of that hill there.”

“One second.” Marty glanced back, then handed the note to Nancy.

Though a little rough around the edges, he thought Bernard had grown fond of her. And perhaps Nancy had grown fond of him, too. They’d make a good pair, Bernard tall and thick, chest like a whisky barrel. And Nancy was a medium build woman with short dark hair. She had a beauty on the inside Marty couldn’t deny. The way she looked at the guy, Marty couldn’t understand why Bernard hadn’t asked her out sooner. He seemed oblivious to her hints, even when Marty reacted to them, egging on Bernard.

Turning his attention back outside, Marty stood beside Bernard and found the spot in question with ease, as there weren’t many large hills in Illinois.

A frown creased Bernard’s round face. “I don’t think that’s gonna bode well for us.”

Marty wasn’t sure what to think about it. “So,” Marty spun to Nancy, “what’s the word?”

Bernard followed his gaze to the woman. She smiled then nodded.

With a sideways glance, Marty swore he saw love brewing in the big lug’s eyes. Then, as if a hiccup of emotion occurred, the want in his eyes transformed to one of endearing appreciation and innocence. Marty knew then just how much Bernard loved this woman. They’d known each other for a long time. But Marty began to doubt Bernard would ever relay his longing to Nancy. And he couldn’t get a solid read on her, either so who knew whether she would reciprocate those feelings.

“Okay. So, not good in what way?” Marty asked Bernard, pressing his lips together.

Something about this role he’d taken on bothered him. It reminded him of all those childhood days playing games with his brother. How his entire youth seemed to encompass leaders and followers. He’d tried to stray from any resemblance to those childhood games, as he had no desire to be a leader of any sort. But those games returned with ease, as did the role that best suited him.

“Well, I can’t be too sure, but something just seems off,” Bernard said, returning his eyes to the hill and scratching his balding head. “I think these armed forces we’ve been seeing around have been here all along, maybe even before the bombs fell. Maybe we just never saw them.”

This notion played on Marty’s concerns. “Well, you would know better than I, as you lived right outside of town. What do you remember?”

“I wasn’t paying too much attention, but I’d swear I saw military appear right out of the gate. Even out by where Nancy and I lived. They seemed to come out of nowhere.”

Marty sighed. “Well, that would be something, wouldn’t it?”

“Yep. But that’s not all. I’m not so sure anyone bombed us from a distance. I think those were charges, maybe planted days earlier.” Bernard wasn’t a big thinker, but he knew things. He’d served a short stint made shorter by an injury. He knew something of the weaponry and war, having read many books on the subject along with his training. “And despite that, I don’t think they were trying to kill innocents…not at first. Which means, of course, that came as an afterthought, even if it was one they’d planned for up front.”

Marty scanned the horizon and saw the crowd. He should have known they’d set up posts on the borders. It would be even worse if they got there and found out these were reserves guarding the points of entry. Reserves were expendable, which would make them so, too. At a glance, the men and women guarding the border appeared to be local militia.

“That is disappointing.” Marty tugged at the gray hairs on his chin, caught in deep thought. “Are you certain
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